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MENNONITES OF NIAGARA: CHURCH HISTORIES 

TAPE I iO 

Interviewee: Rudy Williams, Grace Mennonite Church 

Interviewer: Trudy Funk 

Date: March 1,1977 

Language: English 

Summary: Backgrourrl: Mr. Williams came to Canada fran Russia when he was a 
year old. His parents came first to Dunnville, then moved to Elmira 
and when he was 5t they moved to Vineland.He attended the Vineland 
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UM Church until 4 or 5 years after he married and moved to St. Catharines. 
Then he joined St. Catharines UM. 

Factors Leading to the fonnation of Grace Mennonite: About 1954,pa.rents 
sought an English language Sunday School for children who did not speak 
German. The issue was debated for about a year by the Church Council. 
Some, like the Superintendent of the Sunday School, argued you· could not 
remain Mennonite unless you spoke Gennan. In January 1955,English 
language Sunday School classes were introduced arrl 'an assistant Superin-- -. 
endent was appointed to head the English section. Classes were held after 
the church service which remained all-Gennan.After J months, at the 
urging of the Sunday School Superintendent, the Church Council approved 
the return to an all-Gennan Sunday School. 

The Establishment of Grace. Walter Epp and 2 other senior members . contact
ed the Chainnan of the Canadian Mission Board about the possibility of 
establishing an English language mission church. With .the Mission Board' ~ 
support, they arranged to meet at the Lincoln Canmunity Hall on Lloyd st. 
in West St. Catharines. A student atterrling the seminary in Chicago 
came every second week to conduct the service. 

Each of the local churches pennitted the new group to make one announce
ment of their fonnation. Most members were sane St. Catharines U1 but 
sane came fran the Vinelarrl and Niagara UM Churches. 

Two to three years after Grace was fonned St.. Ca tharines lM contributed 
$500. to the naw congregation. 

.. 
Constitution is dated January 1957 and it indicates there were 48 to 50 
charter members. At the time, more than that munber were regularly 
attending services. Since membet"s were drawn primarily fran the north 
end of St. Catharines the congregation sought to purchase land in the 
north end. Their first choice was a lot near Bunting and Carleton Sts 
but the neighbours opposed the building of a church in that area so 
the present site was purchased. 

Half the founding members were Kanadiers who had cane fran Western Canada. 
Although we spoke Gennan, we did not feel it was necessary for our 
children to do so. We fonned an all-English Church arrl abandoned the 
dues structure in favour of voluntary donations. 

Henry Fransen was the first full-time minister. He is still a member; 
now the only minister other than the leading minister. 

Now members do not feel the canpulsion to help they felt in the early_ 
years. They will work but they wont volunteer. When the church was built, 



I ' 

L 

one mEfllber was a contractor and he supervise:i the project. The open beam design 
was not common among Mennonite Churches. Nor was the concern with acoustics. 

Church has more contact with G1s than MBs because the MBs are afraid that sane of 
their idealism would be canpranised. Would like to see closer relations. 

Failure to control prosperity will weaken religious beliefs and the sense of community. 
If prosperity is controlled, beliefs will be strengtheneed. 

Procedures for transferring mEfllbership, accepting new mEf!lbers arrl for marriages. 
Haven't had to face divorce and rEfllarriage. Excommunication has not occurred. 
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Interview with Rudy Williams? Grace Mennonite Church, March 1, 1977, conducted 

by Trudy Funk. 

Background 

I was born in Russia in 1924. I was a little more than a year old when 
we arrived in Canada. I was born in January, we came in October of the following 
year. We first settled near Dunnville but we stayed there for only a few months 
and then we moved to the Elmira-Kitchener-Waterloo area. When I was 5~ we 
moved to Vineland where my parents lived until 5 years ago. At that time they 
moved to St. Catharines. While in Vineland we attended the Vineland United 
Mennonite Church. I moved to St. Catharines in 1945 when I got married. I 
started off as a designer draftsman but for the past 35 years I have been a 
designer engineer. 

I became a member of the Vineland UM Church and when I married, my 
wife joined that church as well. We attended for 4 or 5 years before deciding 
to attend St. Catharines United Mennonite. By then we had two children and 
it was more difficult to get up earlier to get to Vineland, so we went to 
St. Catharines. 

There were very few differences between the Vineland UM and St. Catharines 
UM churches. Only the individuals were different. The order of worship and 
the kinds of sermons and the church structure itself were very very similar. 
The differences were only minor. At that time both had German in Sunday Schools 
and Church. There were no differences in this regard. 

Before I married I sang in the choir, I was involved in the Young People's 
Organization. General kinds of things. When we moved to St. Catharines I did 
not assume any church responsibilities. It is traditional with us Mennonites 
that after you marry and a family comes along, we sort of become in limbo, 
we are not too active. And when the children start to get just a little older, 
then we start to pitch in. 

Before joining the St. Catharines church we had occasionally attended 
services. Some of our relatives were already members there. Therefore, there 
was some family attraction and in addition, it was located in the city where 
we lived. 

The Separation of Grace Church From St. Catharines United Mennonite 

The first services took place January 1, 1956. Mr. Williams was not 
involved from the beginning but he has taped an interview with the deacon 
involved. About 19~4 there was an attempt to set up something for the children 
who could not speak German. There were a lot of children who only spoke English, 
my children were among them. The Church Council at St. Catharines U.M. had 
dealt with this issue for the better part of a year and at the end of 1954 they 
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decided that in January 1955, they would operate an English Sunday School 
parallel to the German one. This was a move to satisfy the parents and 
children. One of the members offered his assistance as assistant superintendant 
for the English speaking group and so the German Sunday School was held before 
the worship service and the English Sunday School after it. They struggled 
like this for approximately 3 months and then the superintendent found that 
the whole structure did not work. He was a supporter of the German, he was 
pretty adamnant in this regard, since then he has changed his views. The 
Church Council thought that the experiment was not successful and they reverted 
back to German Sunday School and German worship services. In the meantime, the 
man that became Grace's first deacon and two other senior members began to 
explote other ways of establishing a mission church that would operate entirely 
in English. The contacted the Chairman of the Canadian Conference Mission Board 
who had already heard that there was this difficulty with the English language. 
He had already taken some action and suggested that it was a good idea and 
time to set up a subsidiary organization. They realized that this was not 
only going to be a Sunday School but a place for parents as well. Obviously 
parents were not speaking German in their households. 

Arrangements were made to use the Lincoln Community Hall on Lloyd Street 
in West St. Catharines. This began in the fall of 1955. I joined in 1956. 
I was there all along but was not involved in the transitional period. After 
the meeting place was arranged, we made arrangements with a student at the 
seminary in Chicago to come every second week to have services. The structure 
for developing Sunday school classes for the children was commenced. Services 
began January 1, 1956. We made announcements in all the local Churches, that 
this church was going to start to hold services. We were allowed to make one 
announcement only. Most people that came were from St. Catharines United 
Mennonite but there were also some from Vineland and Niagara. 

In the beginning there was no financial assistance from the Mother 
Church. That came later. The St. Catharines Recreation Department had 
control over the community centres. They indicated that there would be a $10. 
per Sunday rental fee. The Recreation Department found that the place was 
cleaner after the services than before since members cleaned up before the 
service and as a result the rental fee was not charged. We met in the 
community hall until we moved into our church in March 1958. 

Members of the Mother Church were somewhat opposed to the separation. 
But I was bent on moving so I was not interested in the opposition. The 
Superintendent at St. Catharines U.M. that was so keen on German (I spoke it 
myself), was of the opinion that you could not remain a Mennonite unless you 
spoke German. This kind of discussion took place. There was no real ill 
feeling as such except I suppose that the ones who stayed behind could not 
understand what was provoking these people to have something different. 

After we first held services · at the community centre, we started looking 
for a name. As we organized and worked on a constitution we looked for the 
name. Our constitution is dated January 1957. We got a provincial charter 
and everything was finalized. 

My parents spoke German and I attended German schools. But I did 
not feel that it was necessary to speak to my children in German. My wife was 
born in Canada and both of her parents were born in the States. She spoke German 
and so did her parents. My children can speak German now, but that's because 
they have chosen to. There is a dif~erence between forcing and choosing. My 
children, other than my son, took German in high school. 
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We did not want to carry on at the community centre any longer than 
we had to. It was disruptive. We had to come early and rearrange everything. 
We knew we had to build and began to look for pieces of land. Because most 
people that were attending were coming from the northeast quadrant of St. 
Catharines we were moved in this direction. We found one piece of land that 
we liked. The developer at that time was a Mennonite and he offered us very 
good terms on i t. But the people in that neighbourhood raised a fuss and a 
petition was circulated opposing the building of a church in that area. They 
did not want any kind of church in there. This was in the Towers store area. 
So we had to look elsewhere. The people of the neighbourhood had stopped the 
project in the very early stages. The church did not want that kind of 
opposition. Then we found the property on which the church now stands. The 
land was owned by a Mennonite farmer and he made a piece of land available to 
them. Eventually all the farmer's children became members of Grace. It was 
largely coincidental that both times Mennonites happened to own the land we 
considered purchasing. 

Our charter membership was on the order of 48 or 50. The charter was 
dated early January 1957. We had been having services for over a year. More 
than 50 were attending, but there were 50 that came forward and said they would 
become charter members. 

From a sociological point of view the big difference between the founding 
members and other Mennonites in the peninsula was that the majority of the 
membership of the UM Churches in the peninsula were Russian Mennonites who had 
come in the 20's. Now over half the people who found their way to the new 
church had come in the 1870's. Their roots went back that far. A lot were 
from the west, from Manitoba and Saskatchewan. My wife's folks came from South 
Dakota and Nebraska, moved to Saskatchewan and then here. This was the notable 
difference. This is not to say that the other churches did not have people 
with this background as well, but Grace was 50-50. 

Our church was completely in English. Initially there was little desire 
for an active outreach program. We had to struggle first with the founding 
of the Church rather than looking afield. As ·the church got established and /, 
grew, we developed programs which included the community. 

There were no doctrinal differences from the Mother Church. The only 
difference was that we were completely in English and we were the first ones 
in the peninsula to be completely in English. There was one difference: 
right from the beginning we decided that our method of running finances would 
be different ·from what was practiced before. Most of the ~lother Church's had 
a dues structure. You were obligated to pay certain sums. We preferred a 
voluntary form of helping the church along. Grace says what the need of the 
church is and everybody gives what they can. It has worked well. 

The Mother Church gave Grace a sum of money after the church building 
was completed, after March 1957. They contributed either that fall or the next. 
St. Catharines UM didn't take an invent.ory. I suspect that at an annual meeting 
the sum of money was discussed and then given. I don't know how they arrived 
at the sum . to be given. They were not as sophisticated at that time as Scott 
Street MB and Fairview's system of dividing up the financial end of the split. 
I .expect that we would have hesitated about accepting anything like that because 
Whenever you receive a gift you feel obligated and it could become political 
unless it had been agreed upon right from the beginning. This is my personal 
opinion. 
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The church differed from others in its early years because the seminary 
student came in from Chicago every two weeks. He is now a professor at 
CMBC in Winnipeg. The rest of the Sundays we filled in by asking other ministers 
to come and serve us. The M.B.'s were very good and supplied a good number of 
them. So too was the Missionary Church in Vineland. A retired minister from 
there, I think his name was Shantz, came and preached and then insisted on 
giving a donation to our building fund. He was the first donor. It was good 
that these kind of relations were there. 

In mid-1956 we had discussions with the seminary student, Dave Schroeder, 
about whether or not he could come and serve full-time after his studies at 
the seminary were completed. He .had plans for further study and suggested that 
we look elsewhere. We heard that Henry Fransen (Nick Fransen's brother) who 
had gone to Bethel College and served in Kansas, was interested in coming back 
to the Mennonite Churches. We called him and he came to serve in August or 
September of 1956. He was our first full-time pastor. 

When Grace formed we had good relations with the Mother Church. Grace 
invited friends and they came. The church grew rapidly for the first 10 years 
and then it curved off a little bit. The present membership is approximately 
242. There really have been no changes in ritual. We, as any other Church, 
have members who want a more evangelical thrust and others who want to remain 
as it was. So that's not any different. We have tried to have an outreach 
in the community through children's programs and activities and have been 
fairly successful in the vacation Summer Bible Schools, in the boys and girls 
programs, intermarriage like any other church has. Some have come our way, 
some have gone the other. There have been a number of members who have come 
from the M.B. church. Their first deacon, Walter Epp, who was so active in 
organizing Grace, is noN i n the MB Church. 

Doctrinal changes cannot be tabulated. There have been no specific 
changes in training children. There have been changes throughout the churches 
in the material they use to teach the children. Upgrading of materials, but 
this is not something that is unique with us. At the beginning, the charter 
members were all of Mennonite background. We have had a number of non
Mennonites through marriage, Brock students, one member in specific is now in 
voluntary service in Germany although he is not of German background. 

Occupations . of members have changed. Now we have doctors and dentists, 
before we didn't. Although we are completely English, the choir sometimes 
sings a German song. We are not anti-German. The well written songs are 
written and composed by Germans and so you sing it in the original. 

St. Catharines United Mennonite had a lay ministry with one salaried 
full-time minister. No ministers came over to Grace with the e~ception of the 
one deacon. Grace just had the one minister. Henry Fransen gave up being 
our minister because of health but still remains a member of the church. He 
is now the only minister besides the leading minister in the congregation. 

We think we run the church business meeting in a more democratic fashion 
and much more smoothly than the Mother Church did. I have not attended any 
other since then, so I do not know whether they have changed or not. It's 
hard to say whether in some other activities we were first or whether other 
churches adopted them at the same time. Our church auditorium was built in 
1964. We were one of the earlier churches that had a gym for sports activities, . 
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etc. Other churches were pretty much around the same time, so I can't say 
whether we originated the idea. 

It is hard for me to evaluate whether there have been changes in the 
sense of community within the church because I was part of the charter membership. 
So personally I had a closeness right from the beginning and I have not found 
that to be too changed. Maybe someone from the outside would see it better 
than I. Now if you ask members to help with a project, they do not feel the 
compulsion to help which existed in the early years when everyone was involved. 
They will come and help, but they will not offer, themselves. 

When the church was built, one of our members was a contractor and he 
was willing to take on the job of building the church. All pitched in to do 
the normal labour. It took some time before it was finished. It was done 
mostly by the members. It was probably the most modern building, certainly 
among the Mennonite Churches. Triangular structure symbolizing the trinity. 
All glass windows on the sides and coloured windows in the chancel wall. Open 
beam construction. This was not uncommon among other denominations, .but it 
was among Mennonite Churches. There was no opposition frumthe Conference because 
each church is autonomous when it comes to those things. Grace brought in some 
kind of symbolism but in a quiet way. Mennonite Churches were always to be 
very plain. Since then .even MB churches have crosses up. The older folks 
from some of the other churches thought that the building looked like a barn 
because of the open beams. Grace was interested in good acoustics from a design 
point of view. At that time it was not more economical to put carpeting in 
(carpeting takes away from acoustics in a church). St. Catharines United 
Mennonite was by and large pleased that Grace was as aggressive as they were. 
They were still on Garnet Street and they must have liked it, because they 

· / built shortly after, and it was quite similar to Grace in some ways. 

As a whole, churches in the peninsula have become more similar. The 
MB churches have become more open in the sense that they are not as autocratic 
as they used to be. We have somewhat of an inside view: my wife's ~ousin 
was the pastor at Fairview, Art Froesen; and my two pldest children, both 
girls, went to Eden for a good number of years. Therefore I have a bit of a 
feel for the changes that have occurred there. At the same time, the UM 
churches have become more evangelical than they used to be as a total grbup. 
Whether this is in response to a general charismatic awakening in the social 
milieu around us, I do not know. But it seems to me that one movement is 
coming one way and the other is coming off that tortoise. That's good because 
I would like to see UM and MB closer together as well as the other branches 
of Mennonites (OMs) because we can accomplish so much more. The Brethren on 
the other hand would like to retain individualism. They are probably afraid 
of the unknown, afraid that some of their idealism will be watered down. 
People make much of the controversy over the form of baptism. According to 
my reading it's not a great issue even among MB theologians. 

We ca~l the Dutch Mennonites OMs (Ontario Mennonites) and WMs (Western 
Mennonites). We have had a lot of contact with them. Originally when I was 
a boy I attended the First Mennonite Church. The relationship has changed 
over the years especially as a result of their church camp movement (Silver Lake). 
Children are sent to Silver Lake and they get to know the Dutch Mennonites. 
Through the connection with Sterling Avenue, which is a more recent offshoot of 
the OM Church, we got to know some people very well. Grace has more contact 
because of their involvement in Silver Lake. Grace has been a great supporter 
of the camp. I've had my share of work on the Silv~r Lake Board. More recently 
in the inter-Mennonite work in which we are involved. I would like to see the 
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different groups closer together. With the MBs it will take longer before 
they get interested. 

In the next 20 years there will probably be greater interaction with 
the community. We will develop programs that will be more community related 
than they have been. More people will become service oriented. Since people 
are retiring earlier they will get involved in more service projects. The 
effects of prosperity will depend on how well we control it. In some ways we 
have controlled it, in other ways we have not. There are still a lot of new 
shiny cars and new houses being purchased. Our . society demands that we do some 
of that, because that's what keeps the wheels of industry going. But the extent 
to which we do it is the sort of thing we must watch. The excess will weaken 
religious beliefs and sense of community within the church. If people learn 
to control it, it will strengthen beliefs because it will bring along with it 
the measures of control in other areas. 

Baptism is the same as at the Mother Church. Catechism instruction is 
given to candidates, then they can express themselves and then they will be 
interrogated. Baptism amy be performed by pouring or sprinkling. If a 
candidate prefers immersion, like the MBs do, we would do it. There are no 
set times for baptism. 

A letter of reference is required of members coming in. This is 
reviewed by that church board and then announced to the congregation. Then 
one is accepted as a member. When people transfer out we like to see letters 
of transfer going right to the church rather than giving a loose letter to 
theperson. The church would like to look after the membership. 

Weddings: The pastor does counsel couples. We do not have a strict 
rule that if he discovers that one is an agnostic he will refuse to marry them. 
After all if they chose to go to church to be married there is a tie since 
they could be going to a magistrate to be married. Why not make the best of 
it and foster the connection with the Church. We have everything to lose by 
not marrying them, We have not had to face the issue of divorce yet. In the 
early stages of the church there was a man that got divorced and he asked for 
a release which saved the church from having to deal with the subject. Now we 
would probably look at it as in the case of the non-believer marrying a be
liever. Remarriage is another thing we haven't faced yet. Excommunication 
has not occurred. The closest we got to that problem was in the case of the 
divorced man mentioned above. 
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