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Mr. Eckhart • s backgrourd.
·BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH:
John Eckhart came to Canada in 1~9. He went to school as a
mature student and now teaches History in a Ni.aga.ra Falls ·h igh
school.
CHURCH BACKGROUND:
Grantham Church offici~ opened in 197). It had 229
founding members. The church operates canpletely in rnglish
except for the ~ult Surday .School which is bilingual..
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Interview with John Eckhart, Grantham Mennonite Brethren Church.
by Trudy Funk, January 18, 1977.

Interviewed

Grantham Church opened officially in 1973. We are an outgrowth of the
Scott Street Mennonite Brethren Church. Scott was getting small and is a
bilingual church. In approximately 1964 the congregation built the Fairview
Church and the group who wanted only English went to Fairview. The rest
stayed at Scott where services were bilingual. As more people came from
South America the German group grew. The new English group moved out and
established Grantham. They did not break away from Scott. However,
Scott Street built Grantham and then it was decided who would go to
Grantham. They did not separate because of disagreements with the teaching
of the church, they left because of facilities and language. The new church
had 229 founding members.
Grantham was a bit more fortunate than Fairview because Fairview was
mainly couples with children just reaching their teens. Grantham had couples
whose children were not yet teens but in addition they were able to bring
about 30 older people along with them and they feel .that gives the church
more balance. These older members had probably been in Canada since the
1920's. In 1964 they were not ready to let German go completely but now
with so many incoming people they felt more at home in the group at Grantham.
Many also came along because their children went.
Incoming South Americans are also a little different. This affected
the church because the newcomers had to learn English and they always felt
their English was not good enough. Therefore, it was very difficult to get
them involved. Once Grantham moved out, it was amazing how many took
leadership positions which they had been unwilling to assume before. They
had developed an inferiority feeling . Background and language provided a
definite barrier . The original group at Scott Street was made up of
Europeans and people born in Canada. These people were born in South
America.
In 1973 there were a few people not of ethnic background and more have
joined since then. One or two came from Scott. These were independent
people, not spouses. They were of English or French background.
Grantham and Scott do not differ in their desire for an evangelical
church and in their desire for a more active outreach program. The difference
between the churches was no·t even primarily language. There was a difference
in person to person contact.
Grantham is completely in English except for the adult Sunday School
which is bilingual. This was done because the older members joined them.
Everything else is in English. However, once in a while the choir will
sing ·a German song.
The barriers between us and other churches have broken down. Before we
tended to be very exclusive - visit among ourselves - whereas now that has
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changed. More broadminded. Ritual has become less rigid. Service not as
formal. The Order of Service is not necessarily always the same.
Changes in doctrine come about as a result of a community decision.
Each Brethren Church is autonomous although they have the Ontario and
Canadian Conferences to which every church belongs. They set the doctrinal
tone.
The church has built up the Boys Brigade and Pioneer Girls activities.
There are a lot of recreational activities. Do crafts and Bible lessons.
This was implemented because Sunday School on Sundays was too structured.
(This is what he means when he says the Church is becoming less structured,
freer.) This gives the kids a chance to be themselves. In the past we all
came from farms with lots of activities. Now the children live in the city
and have less activity at home. These clubs were organized to provide
these activities. This started at Scott and we took it over.
In the early years, Mennonites were almost all farmers. Then, about
ten years ago there were a lot of teachers. Now they are engaged in almost
every area. The joke is that among Grantham's founding members the teachers
were predominant. Now, other professions are represented. There are now
over 300 members. They have come from children, new people moving in or
just from the city. Very few from Scott Street have come. The greatest
number are Mennonites. A few are Roman Catholics. Church does not insist
on one ethnic background. It looks favourably on the membership of nonethnics.
Over the past 15 years the church has moved from unpaid to paid pastors
but they are still maintaining a strong plural ministry. Their church is
open to experimentation such as involving the congregation in the Sunday Sermon.
We are trying to expand musical groups and in the area of instrumental
music. We have a good children's choir.
I wonder whether the community spirit is as strong as it used to be.
Original group lived in a farm atmosphere where everyone knew everyone else
and where people . helped each other. This does not have to do with Church
but with urbanization. Perhaps because of this the closeness in the
community is not as strong as it used to be. Has nothing to do with a
change in belief. Urban life has brought this about. Prosperity causes
less of a community spirit.
I do not think there is much difference between the Brethren churches
in the peninsula now. Relationship with UM over the years has become one
of greater understanding. Both sides have moved away from the original split
of 1860. Of course, in the first 2 generations there are still hard feelings
but our generation no longer feels that way . The result is that we have
become closer; the two groups work together.
The Vineland UM Church is different from the St. Catharines UM Church.
The Vineland UM Church is more like the Brethren. The UM churches have moved
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toward the Brethren Churches and as a result we have become closer.
addition, the Brethren church has become more lenient.

In

There are more contacts now with the Swiss Mennonites than there were
before, other than through the MCC. MCC is the binding link among all
Mennonite churches. I do remember that at one banquet the minister from
the First Mennonite Church spoke to the group.
During the next 20 years changes in society will affect us. We will
have to deal with marriage and divorce. This has not been resolved yet.
Society has changed so radically and the church must cope with that change.
Our group is not like the Old Mennonites who tended to curl up in a shell
and stay there. Instead we try to reinterpret and be current, and be the
salt of the earth.
Another change among Mennonites is politics. As a matter of fact, in
Parliament there are a number of Brethren Mennonites. They have more than
any other ethnic group represented in government. I think it is good.
Before we were an "in-group" now we feel we have something to say to society.
We will make ourselves heard becoming more responsible.
Another issue to be faced is the question of whether we can maintain
our own high school in the face of rising costs.
For older people change
appears to be threatening. Most of us look upon change as a challenge.
The strength of the community is almost like a wave, strong then weak.
We felt quite a community spirit when we started at Grantham. Scott had
more than 600 members. Now there were only 200 and you felt that everyone
is wanted and needed. Therefore, there was a strong sense of community.
Now we are up to 300-350 and the larger the group gets the easier it is
for individuals to feel left out.
Our church sets no age limits on baptism although we prefer that
individuals are in their late teens . Baptism must be an adult decision.
A person wishing to be baptized goes to some membership classes but this does
not mean you qualify for baptism. In the MB Church you must have had a
conversion experience before you are accepted as a member regardless of age.
On the basis of that experience they will baptize you and take you as a member.
The congregation decides. The person must give a communion testimony after
seeing the deacons. Although MB baptizes by immersion, we will accept
members into our church who have been baptized by the UM Church. This has
changed from the earlier days. Rebaptism would have been required 20 years
ago. Now the mode of baptism is not as important as the inner acceptance .
Baptism occurs when a person requests it. Our congregation allows persons
to transfer from Church to Church. We do not give you a dismissal slip.
Weddings: Pastor counsels the couple approximately 3 or 4 times. The
Congregation has nothing to do with this. If a member wishes to marry a man
of no church but he professes his faith, we would marry them. If not, we
·probably would not marry th'em. The pastor will make this dec·ision. He .may
consult the deacons . This is a change from 15 years ago in that now weddings
are more elaborate. Now there is no objection.
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The order of service is not as routine as it used to be. More songs,
shorter messages some Sundays. Other times someone may ask questions while
another person answers them. Interchange between pastor and congregation,
use of responsive reading (not used in the past). During evening services
on Sundays there might be clapping of hands to signify approval of a
performance. Don't do it though for sacred doings. Services are held
Sunday mornings and most Sunday evenings. There is a move to have one
free Sunday evening a month. Thursday night there is no service or activity
in the church; it is locked up. This is family night. On Sunday their
sermon . is 20 to 25 minutes long. Grantham has more music and singing.
Background
I was born in the Ukraine and came to Canada in 1949 with my family.
We immediately came to St. Catharines. At first I worked on a farm and
then went to school as a mature student . I am a history teacher in high
school.

