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Foreword

Students of history have been latecomers to the study of folk-
lore. Preferring to write about structures of formal power or
cutting edge ideas, academics often neglected folklore—the
unrecorded, often orally transmitted stories, songs, and customs
that animate much of human life, even in modern and text-cen-
tered societies.

As early as 1846, Englishman William J. Thoms coined the
term folklore to describe songs and legends that predated the
printed page or never earned the right to be enshrined in print.
For the next century, folklore remained the preserve of linguists
and musicologists eager to uncover the primitive roots of what
they believed was a progressively evolving human culture. Only
in the 1940s did American historian Richard M. Dorson (1916-
1981) begin to consider the possibilities of folklore for under-
standing how people lived and thought over time. For Dorson,
folklore was not about catching the last glimpses of a quickly
fading past, but about the vital core of any living community.
Significantly, Dorson proposed that folklore could be an espe-
cially fruitful line of inquiry for understanding American immi-
grant and ethnic minority groups, whose distance from the
centers of cultural power often limited historians’ abilities to
recover the depth and detail of their daily lives.

Following such pioneering leads, a few non-Mennonite
scholars of Pennsylvania German folklore such as Alfred F
Shoemaker and Don Yoder, explored connections between

‘3
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music, material culture, and the spiritual and intellectual worlds
of Mennonite and Amish people. Meanwhile, “Russian”
Mennonite storytellers and academics, including Doreen
Klassen and Victor Carl Friesen, preserved and perpetuated
Low German songs and proverbs.

Yet remarkably few Mennonites took folklore seriously.
Perhaps their religious commitments led them to confuse fiction
with the fictitious, unsure if truth could be found in jokes, leg-
ends, and tales. Perhaps the scholars among them saw folklore’s
focus on the unsophisticated and the ordinary as incompatible
with their desire for professional respectability and community
acceptance.

Fortunately, Ervin Beck, a native of the Pettisville, Ohio,
Mennonite community and a long-time professor of English at
Goshen College, was not content to ignore the oral, traditional,
and mundane elements of Mennonite life. Quietly and carefully
he was gathering origin tales, interpreting urban legends, col-
lecting reverse painting on glass, and analyzing ethnic festivals.
MennoFolk: Mennonite and Amish Folk Traditions brings
together new and newly revisited folklore studies from Beck’s
years of research and consideration. His work is testimony not
only to his scholarly care, but also to his devotion to the people
whose cultural vitality he tapped. The results are a treasure for
folklorists, but also for anyone who cares about the Mennonite
experience, and especially for Mennonite historians concerned
with questions of conduct, community, and conviction.

For a church whose understanding of faithfulness was
expressed in daily choices and domestic routine, attention to folk-
lore promises to yield insights into practical theology. Moreover,
the orally and informally perpetuated aspects of folklife suggest
new ways to understand the nature of community and the role of
family in Mennonite and Amish history. And since folk culture is
caught more than taught, it also illustrates the way in which
Amish and Mennonites perpetuate tradition from generation to
generation, illuminating a central task of religious people who
must convince their children to continue in the faith.
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The series Studies in Anabaptist and Mennonite History is
pleased to offer MennoFolk as a contribution toward a deeper
understanding of Mennonite peoplehood, past and present.
Historians—and all who join the discussion of Mennonite life
and faith—will only find their understanding enriched. May the
conversation joined here, continue and flourish.

—Steven M. Nolt, Series Editor
Studies in Anabaptist and Mennonite History
Goshen College, Goshen, Indiana
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Preface

After I coined the word MennoFolk for the title of this book, I
discovered that it is also used by a group of Mennonite
young people who have sponsored a summer music festival at
Camp Friedenswald near Cassopolis, Michigan, and elsewhere
in the U.S. and Canada. The newspaper article that announced
the 2003 event emphasized “Mennonite-style singing with
instrumentation styles from Cajun to Latin to Bluegrass to pop
and Celtic.” The Mennofolk website (www.mennofolk.org)
says that this “volunteer-driven movement” honors “the inte-
gral influence of folk music in the Mennonite church.”

My and their uses of the same word, MennoFolk, illustrate
the complex and contradictory differences between the popular
and the academic uses of the terms folk and folklore.

Mennofolk, the festival, clearly takes its inspiration from
mainstream American culture, which reaches us through many
commercialized channels of mass media—television, newspa-
pers, films, recordings, websites. Folklorists regard such culture
not as folk culture but as popular culture. And we further dis-
tinguish both of those spheres of culture from academic culture,
which comes to us through authoritative channels—classrooms,
textbooks, lectures, art galleries, concert halls.

In this scheme of things, folk culture is transmitted unself-
consciously through informal channels within a particular com-
munity.! Through “oral tradition and customary example,”
folklorists say. For verbal folk culture (stories, proverbs, songs),
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“oral tradition” refers to the traditional knowledge that we
learn through word-of-mouth communication in small
groups—usually in conversational settings, seldom in stage per-
formances. We learn it “by ear” and “by heart.” For material
folk culture (art, gardens, costumes), “customary example”
refers to what we learn by working next to a master and learn-
ing by imitation, often unselfconsciously so. In both verbal and
material folk culture, the results are both predictable and cre-
ative, since the transmission will always be of “old” materials
but with innovative elements.

A truly “Mennofolk” music program would consist of Old
Order Amish singing their nearly 500-year-old hymns in their
melismatic way. Or of Mennonites singing hymns and gospel
songs in unaccompanied four-part harmony. Those are very dis-
tinctive folk musical traditions—surviving over many years,
constantly evolving, and being passed on by customary exam-
ple, rather than formal instruction or mass media.

If folklorists find little that is traditionally “Mennonite” in
the music or the singing style or the stage performance in the
Mennofolk music festival, they do see some elements of a latent,
developing folk tradition.

First, the festival does invoke a community identity in
claiming to be somehow “Mennonite,” and folklore normally is
associated with a certain community, whether the community is
based on ethnicity, age, occupation, gender, or religion. Second,
the event is called a “festival,” which is a conventional folk
expressive genre. If the festival is held often enough, and if
Mennonites make up the performers and audience, it will even-
tually develop its own recognizable folk traditions, or pre-
dictable customs and patterns of behavior, which characterize
folklore. Like the Mennonite relief sale discussed in chapter 9,
if the festival succeeds in remaining relatively free from the con-
trol of churches and foundations, its official sponsors, it will
become an expressive venue for the Mennonite young people—
“the folk”—who keep it going.

MennoFolk, the book, intends to bring to the greater self-
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awareness of Mennonites and interested non-Mennonites some
traditional materials and behaviors among North American
Mennonites that (1) have been learned by word of mouth or
customary example, (2) have been transmitted to succeeding
generations of Mennonites, (3) illustrate both long-established
materials and creative variants of them and (4) express feelings,
ideas, and values that are important for the individuals who
pass them on in informal performance venues and for the com-
munity that unselfconsciously sponsors them. The book also
occasionally considers folklore about Mennonites and Amish
that is perpetuated by other groups.

The book assumes and attempts to show that Mennonites
constitute a distinctive folk group. Alan Dundes’ bottom-line
definition of the term is “any group of people whatsoever who
share at least one common factor,” since “a group formed for
whatever reason will have some traditions which it calls its
own.”2 For Mennonites, that common element is a religious
faith that descends from European Anabaptists in the sixteenth
century. Although Mennonites are now a worldwide communi-
ty—with churches that are native to Latin America, Africa,
India, Indonesia and elsewhere—that one factor of religious
faith unites them and makes up the boundary that distinguishes
them from other groups. If they could be known, the oral tradi-
tions and customary behaviors directly related to all national or
linguistic groups’ expressions of Anabaptist faith would consti-
tute “international Mennonite folklore.” It is too early in the
worldwide spread of Mennonitism to know exactly what that
folklore consists of, although perhaps it has been evident at past
Mennonite World Conferences and will become further known
through the Global Mennonite History Project.3

Of course, each national and linguistic group of Mennonites
represents a different cultural embodiment of Anabaptism and
therefore cultivates a distinctive local Mennonite folklore. Each of
such groups probably also constitutes a separate ethnic group in
their sociological context. What makes Mennonites an ethnic
group will be discussed further in chapter 2. Suffice it to say here
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that the Swiss-German Mennonites with whom this book is
mainly concerned are an ethnic group because, in addition to reli-
gious faith, their sense of group-ness includes a similar history,
immigration experience, language and cultural institutions,
among many other things. Swiss-German Mennonites inevitably
express that shared experience through oral traditions and cus-
tomary behaviors that distinguish their group from others.
Mennonite folklore is seldom entirely original with the group, but
if Mennonites borrow lore or customs from other groups,
Mennonites adapt them for use in a culturally distinctive manner.

Except for this Preface and chapter 2, the essays in
MennoFolk were previously published in various publications,
from 1984-2004, which accounts for the varying styles and
degrees of documentation. Together, the nine chapters do not
constitute a comprehensive survey of the folk traditions found
among Mennonites in North America. Indeed, such a book
would be impossibly large and too ambitious for any one per-
son to attempt. However, the scope of such a survey is hinted at
by the Suggested Readings at the end of the book.

Most of the materials in the book represent Mennonite cul-
ture; fewer represent Amish culture; and a very few come from
Hutterite culture. Except when otherwise noted, the Mennonite
materials come from Mennonites of Swiss-German origin, and
normally from the (Old) Mennonite Church rather than the
General Conference Church (terms used prior to the merger of
the two bodies as the Mennonite Church USA in 2002).
Furthermore, most of the oral texts and all of the fieldwork in
festival and art represent Mennonite and Amish culture in
Elkhart and LaGrange counties in north-central Indiana, which
is my home.

Even so restricted a scope of informants and materials,
however, is too large for current folklore studies, which empha-
size meanings that arise from individual folklore performance in
small group contexts. Hence, any generalizations made here
about Mennonite and Amish folklore are speculative, needing
to be proven by more focused study.
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The narrative texts have been edited to varying degrees for
readability; the literal transcriptions of all of the items, including
the contexts of their collection, have been deposited in the Ervin
Beck files in the Mennonite Church USA Archives, Goshen,
Indiana. I am grateful to all persons who contributed materials
to the collection on which the first five chapters are based.

I moved into the study of folklore thanks to the Study-
Service Trimester at Goshen College, when my wife Phyllis and
I were faculty leaders for three units in Belize in the 1975-76
academic year. I became fascinated by the wonderful songs and
tales still being transmitted orally in Belizean Creole culture. My
fieldwork in Belize in 1975-76 and again in 1979 resulted in a
large collection of materials and many publications, beginning
with the essay “Telling the Tale in Belize” published in The
Journal of American Folklore.* From Belize culture I moved to
the study of current folk culture in Yorkshire, England—songs,
legends, wedding, and calendar customs—thanks to a Lilly
Faculty Open Fellowship that enabled me to spend a sabbatical
year in fieldwork at the Centre for English Cultural Traditions
and Language at the University of Sheffield.

My interest in Mennonite folk culture also began in
Sheffield, England, when Alice and Willard Roth, old friends,
visited us during their year in Birmingham. During supper Alice
suddenly began telling—as historical fact—a Mennonite version
of the elevator incident urban legend, involving Reggie Jackson.
Since T had just recently participated in the first international
legend conference at the University of Sheffield, I insisted that
she re-tell the Reggie Jackson story into a tape recorder the next
morning at breakfast. All of my subsequent studies of
Mennonite folklore stem from that moment. One subject of
enquiry tended to suggest another; I followed the linked chain
with no intention of being comprehensive in my work.

Professional folklorists will see in MennoFolk a traditional
approach to folklore studies, since it consists mainly of collec-
tions of texts analyzed in terms of the Mennonite communities
that informally sponsor them. Since folklore—being oral
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(speech) and customary (action)—truly exists only in situations
of actual performance, current folklorists emphasize “context”
over “text” and study the lore in relation to the “context of sit-
uation” rather than the “context of culture,” to use terms sug-
gested by the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski.5 Most of
my analysis will be of texts in their context of culture, although
the discussions of urban legend, protest songs, and folk arts also
deal with more situated uses of folk materials.

Folklorists will also notice a relative lack of ideology and
cultural theory in my analysis of folk materials. I have pursued
my personal interests in the field in a way that seemed most
fruitful, considering the materials and my audience. If these
essays bring new materials and perspectives to the field of
Mennonite studies, then my goal has been achieved. And if the
analysis appears on a continuum somewhere between cultural
journalism and folkloristics, then I am satisfied, since I intend to
reach audiences of general readers and people interested in
Mennonite and Amish studies.

As a folklorist I am especially indebted to Richard Bauman,
now of Indiana University, who admitted me to his NEH semi-
nar on Oral Narrative in the (hot) summer of 1980 at the
University of Texas. He wouldn’t have done it this way, but I
hope he likes the book. At the University of Sheffield my men-
tor in folklore was John Widdowson, who has valiantly estab-
lished respect for folklore as an academic study in England. In
Sheffield I also learned much from Doc Rowe, now a freelance
folklorist in England, and Paul Smith, now director of the folk-
lore program at Memorial University in Newfoundland. United
States folklorists Jan Brunvand, Barbara Allen, and Betty
Belanus also encouraged me at important stages of my work.

In academic circles folklorists, like underdog Avis, need to
“try harder,” because of the “triviality factor” that some aca-
demics perceive in folklore studies. Academics are often fasci-
nated by esoteric, elite culture and even distant exotic cultures,
but uninterested in the everyday culture near at hand. True, the
new field of cultural studies has dignified the study of mass-
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mediated, popular culture, but even that academic movement
still neglects the study of folk culture.

I am pleased to have this opportunity to thank the col-
leagues of mine at Goshen College who always encouraged my
academic interest in folklore and folklife, especially John Lapp,
John Fisher, Dan Hess, John Roth, Todd Davis, and the late
John Oyer. Rebecca Haarer, Don Walters, and Faye Peterson
inspired my study of folk art. But my greatest support and
encouragement have come from my wife Phyllis, who has cheer-
fully learned more than any normal person would want to know
about folklore and local culture.
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Stories and Functions

S ome Mennonites feel uneasy about telling funny stories. Two
experiences of my own will illustrate what I mean.

The pastor of the church in which T grew up once told us
from the pulpit: “Some people ask me why I never smile. I’ll tell
you why I never smile. The Bible never tells us that Jesus
laughed. It only tells us that Jesus wept.”

A Beachy Amish minister was talking to my folklore stu-
dents one day about the Amish way of life. I asked him whether
he ever tells stories that don’t come from his own experience or
the Bible. An electric pause followed. He finally exclaimed: “I
hope not! I hope I’d never do such a thing!”

I was pleased to see that neither man was consistent in his
stated position. While working with my pastor on a pea-viner
one summer, I discovered that he enjoyed joking as much as
anyone else. And several minutes after his statement, the Beachy
Amish minister told us two stories that he claimed were true,
but that a folklorist would recognize as never having happened.

Of course, neither brother has his biblical evidence fully in
mind. My pastor apparently missed the humor in the parables
of Jesus, as well as the fact that Jesus was a welcome guest at
the wedding at Cana. The Beachy Amish minister likewise
ignored the fact that the parables that Jesus told never “really
happened.”

The parables are “true,” however—not the way historical
events are true, but the way fiction is true. As an African proverb

5.
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puts it, “There is no story that is not true.” This applies, also, to
the funny stories that we tell. My purpose here is to help clarify
some of the cultural meanings and values found in seemingly
trivial—some would even say “frivolous”—narratives.

One good way to appreciate such stories is to take seriously
the functions that they may serve in Mennonite culture, espe-
cially by following the insights of anthropologist William
Bascom in his essay “The Four Functions of Folklore.”!
Although Bascom is concerned about all cultures and all forms
of folklore—jokes, proverbs, riddles, recipes, games, festivals—
what he says applies particularly well to storytelling.

His main point is that, although the immediate value of
stories may be entertainment, their more important, long-term
value is that they help maintain cultural stability. Although
folklore may serve many functions in a culture, Bascom empha-
sized that folklore often validates culture, educates and con-
trols people, and offers accepted means of rebelling against
social controls.

I will summarize his points and illustrate them with exam-
ples from my collection of “Mennonite” stories, by which I
mean stories told by Mennonites about themselves or related
groups. Of course, a story may fit within more than one of
Bascom’s four categories, depending on how the story is inter-
preted or on the social context in which it is actually told.

Validation

Mennonites tell many stories that validate their peculiar cul-
ture. That is, they tell stories that help justify or explain why
they do certain things or why they are a certain kind of people.
Such stories often deal with the most peculiar traits of the cul-
ture. Frequently they reach back into the history of the clan to
show where it all began.

One of the most interesting stories of this type is told about
Menno Simons (1496-1561), the most articulate spokesman for
Dutch Anabaptism:
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Menno was preaching in a barn. And as was the custom,
the women sat in the center and the men around the outside
to protect them, as was typical of the churches in that day as
well. And there was a shout outside that the sheriff had come
to arrest Menno. So the men barred the way. Menno was
standing on a molasses barrel for his pulpit and in his haste
to get down, the end of the barrel caved in and he sank to his
knees in molasses and would have laid a gooey track in
escaping. So all the women in the front row each took one
long lick of molasses off his hosen [leggings]. And that
explains why Mennonite children in Holland to this day have
a sweet tooth.2

A more likely reason for their sweet tooth may be that the
early Dutch Mennonites grew wealthy through international
trade in luxury goods, which enabled them to buy expensive
things like sugar. But attributing it all to Menno gives their habit
a quasi-religious sanction.

All of chapter 3 is devoted to discussing other similar etio-
logical, or origin, accounts passed on by Mennonites, Amish,
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and Hutterites. Along with many other topics, they explain the
origin of the Mennonite Lie and the family names of Yoder and
Warkentin, as well as why the Hutterites sing so loudly and why
Amish women in northern Indiana face the wall when they
stand to pray. Only two more origin accounts will be given here.
Here is one about why the Forks Mennonite Church near
Middlebury, Indiana, still has clear-glass windows:

This is a true story. It happened at Forks Mennonite
Church. Lightning hit our church building and burned it down
around 1940 or ’38 or so. And in the process of rebuilding it
the young people (I was one of them) were interested in hav-
ing colored windows—stained-glass windows—put in the new
church. And one brother made the statement, “Do you mean
to say that you want to shut out God’s sunlight?” And then
another brother sitting there said, “It’s very important to me
to be able to sit here in church and see my farm buildings a
half mile away.” And about that time they took a vote and we
lost the motion to have stained-glass windows in the church.

Finally, the origin of church splits is embodied in many
stories, usually in versions that differ, depending on which
side of the split is telling the story. One account, attributed to
an Oregon Mennonite setting, could probably apply to all
others:

Apparently some years ago there was a division in one of
the Oregon congregations. And a person asked, “Well, just
what is it that keeps these two congregations in a state of
feud most of the time?” And a member said, “Well, we really
don’t remember what it was, but we’re not going to forget it!”

Education

Stories that validate culture are supported by stories that
educate members of a culture. Indirectly, they teach young or
new members how to act or think in order to be fully integrated
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into the culture and its values. These stories usually reflect the
noblest goals of a culture and are often historically true, or at
least claimed to be so.

One story about Menno proves to the believer that the Lord
will come to the rescue in difficult situations:

At another time this same traitor, in company with an offi-
cer or police, as they were in search of Menno, unexpectedly
met him as he was going along on the canal, in a small boat.
The traitor kept silent until Menno had bypassed them some
distance, and had leaped ashore in order to escape with less
peril. Then the traitor cried out, “Behold, the bird has escaped!”
The officer chastised him—called him a villain, and demanded
why he did not tell of it in time; to which the traitor replied, “I
could not speak for my tongue was bound.” The lords were so
displeased at this that the traitor, according to his promise, had
to forfeit his own head. It is worthy of consideration, how won-
derfully God, in this and in other like instances preserves his
people, and especially how fearfully he punishes the tyrants.3

This story is unusual since, along with their Mennonite
descendants today, the early Anabaptists apparently told rela-
tively few supernatural stories.

The Sermon on the Mount often gets restated in stories that
teach Christian love at work in everyday affairs:

I found in my father’s papers sometime after he passed
away this story about Alf Buzzard. They were having an all-
day meeting. I think maybe it was one of these all-day
Sunday school meetings. And one preacher was talking about
the young people and how to discipline them—how to get
them into the order of the church and cooperate. And he
said, “It’s just like the young colts. We must break them with
bit and bridle—break them into submission.” And after a
while Alf Buzzard said, “We always found that it helped a lot
to feed them sugar.”
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A third teaching story emphasizes that Mennonite fellow-
ship is no longer limited to a northern European ethnicity:

Two Mennonites from rural Virginia were in Chicago for
an agricultural equipment seminar, so they called the pastor
of one of the Mennonite churches for the location and time
of Sunday worship. They accepted the pastor’s invitation to
spend Saturday night with them and attend worship on
Sunday morning. After the worship experience in the former
Presbyterian sanctuary with padded pews, with Mexican-
American fellow worshipers singing songs in Spanish and not
another plain coat in sight, they had a lot of questions. “Is
this really a Mennonite church? We didn’t know that there
were Mennonites who spoke Spanish!” The following
Wednesday evening during the Bible study at the Chicago
church, one of the older Spanish ladies asked, “Those people
who were in church on Sunday—were they Mennonites?”

More ethnic and religious instruction than we realize occurs
by means of such stories, which remain in our memories after
abstractions fade and admonitions grow wearisome.

Social control

Of course, not everyone is able at all times to meet the high-
est aspirations of the community. In cases of deviation from the
norm, the community draws upon a body of stories that chas-
ten and correct the erring member. Usually these stories are
satirical. They correct by directing group laughter against the
offending behavior. In my collection of Mennonite stories, this
type by far outnumbers the other three types. Although this is
probably true of all folk groups, it is appropriate for
Mennonites, given their persistent problem in helping each
other conform to their special beliefs and practices.

One story helps control Mennonites’ proverbial passion for
getting hard work finished early:
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This was supposedly a line that my grandpa told some-
body else. But he always prided himself on being the first
one out into the field. And people just wondered, why so
early sometimes? He’d be out at four o’clock and people
just gave up trying to beat him—my dad—and his brothers
out into the field. And finally somebody asked him once,
“Why do you go out so early to the field?” “So we can quit
early.” “Well, why do you quit early?” “So we can have
supper early.” “Well, why do you have supper early?” “So
we can get our chores done.” “Well, why do you want to
get your chores done early?” “So we can go to bed early.”
“Well, why do you go to bed early?” “So we can get up
early in the morning.”

An outsider’s attempt to change Mennonite behavior gener-
ated the following story. Whether it will create more Democrats
or Independents in Mennonite communities is debatable:

My grandfather used to tell me a story about a Democrat
coming out and trying to get Mennonites to join the
Democratic Party. And he came and gave his usual spiel to
my grandfather, and my grandfather said, “No, I’'m sorry, ’'m
not interested!” And the man said, “You know, there’s 300
Mennonites here north of Doylestown from Blooming Glen
over to Deep Run. And if the devil himself were on the
Republican ticket, they’d vote for him!”

Prominent Mennonites in the fellowship attract many sto-
ries that expose their assumed weaknesses. Even popular, gentle
S. C. Yoder, president of Goshen College from 1923 to 1940, is
the object of satire:

I have another one on the bumbling hero. The version I
heard was about S. C. Yoder, who made many trips. And on
one occasion, when he was down at the train station, just
before he got on the train, he called his wife to ask her where he
was going. And she said, “Why don’t you look at your ticket?”
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This, of course, is an example of the “absent-minded pro-
fessor” story type. Also told about Nelson Kauffman when he
was director of the Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities,
it is a good example of the many satirical stories that keep the
great among us humble.

Compensation

Members of a close-knit group like the Mennonites, with
distinctive beliefs and practices, must have some way to express
hostile feelings when they feel oppressed by having to conform.
One way of doing so is to tell stories whose contents are in bla-
tant conflict with official group norms. Bascom says that such
folklore enables people to “compensate” in a socially approved
way for the oppression they feel. The stories serve as an “escape
valve” for people to let off steam.

In this category belong all of the unprintable stories—Dblas-
phemous, heretical, obscene—that Mennonites tell about them-
selves. Most will remain unprinted here, too, because their
proper context is not a public one—whether pulpit or book
published by the denominational publishing house—where
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offense would be great. Rather, their proper context is the inti-
mate situation where the teller, who intends no offense, can tell
a story to an audience that will likewise take no offense. Both
teller and audience are comfortable because they know each
other well enough to see that the words are emotionally thera-
peutic and not matched by willed or actual conduct. Such sepa-
ration of statement from intention may be puzzling to
Mennonites, who normally insist upon integrity of speech. The
integrity of such stories lies in the fact that they observe the
rules and expectations of fiction, not real life.

Some mildly compensatory stories in my collection suggest
the nature and function of the stronger ones in this category.
Most have to do with scandalous behavior by the presumed best
among us, especially missionaries and college professors.

Mennonite missionaries in India didn’t drink alcoholic bev-
erages, but it was fun to imagine that they did:

Four of our missionaries were away at a convention. This
is a true story, too—at least, told to me for true out there.
Anyway, they went to a missionary convention and they sent
a wire home that they were coming back late at night. And
among the four were Dr. Eash and Atlee Brunk. When the
wire got home (and Tll substitute the first two names because
I don’t remember who they were) it came: “Hostetler Miller
Each Drunk arriving on the midnight train.”

Folklorists recognize in this irreverent tale yet another par-
ticularized version of the jumbled-telegram legend told by peo-
ple in many countries.

Students also like to turn the tables on their superiors:

A dean at Eastern Mennonite College was showing a
guest around the campus. On the sidewalk they saw a ciga-
rette butt and, ahead of them, a boy known to be a trouble-
maker. The dean picked up the butt and hurried forward to
confront the student: “Who has been smoking on campus?”
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The boy looked innocently at the cigarette butt and replied,
“It must be a faculty member because students aren’t allowed
to smoke.”

Finally, the naughtiest story fit to be printed here:

A mother was giving some important instructions to her
young daughter: “When the Lutheran preacher comes, hold
on to Mommy’s purse tight and don’t let it go, no matter
what. When the Salvation Army preacher comes, stand in
front of the food pantry and don’t move, no matter what. But
when the Mennonite preacher comes, you crawl up on
Mommy’s lap and don’t get off, no matter what!”

The editor of Gospel Herald—the former official periodical
of the (Old) Mennonite Church, where this essay was first pub-
lished—cut this story from the manuscript, claiming that the
punch line was too obscure. Some years later, when many male
Mennonite leaders were being accused of sexual harassment, the
meaning of the story certainly became very clear, as well as less
“compensatory” and more “satirical”—which illustrates that all
of these stories can have more than one function and that those
functions change, depending on historical and social contexts.

Conclusion

Many other functions could be added to Bascom’s basic
four. Alan Dundes, for instance, adds the general one of pro-
moting “solidarity” among group members and the specific one
of converting work into play, as with work songs.4

And Bascom’s analysis can be criticized in two ways. First,
Elliott Oring says that functional study has “explained nothing”
about folklore, but merely helps point out the results of and
“interrelations between cultural practices.” The functions are
descriptive analyses of cultural materials but constitute inter-
pretation, or guesswork, rather than deep understanding of the
nature of folklore.5
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Second, Bascom’s functionalism is too conservative a view
of folklore’s contribution to culture. All four functions, he con-
cludes, contribute to stabilizing the culture that nourishes the
folklore—by justifying the culture, by educating its members, by
correcting them, and by offering a socially acceptable way for
them to express their frustrations with the culture. True, folk-
lore may contribute to cultural stability, but since all cultures
change constantly, does folklore not also contribute to that
change? Bascom’s Freudian analysis of the fourth function—
compensation—is the one most open to dispute. Culturally
offensive stories, for instance, may also help change Mennonite
culture in the direction of their logic, and not just offer moments
of culturally harmless escape.

Mennonite culture, being essentially a conservative culture,
may “need” Bascom’s functions more than some other cultures
today do. Folk narratives exert a conservative influence among
us. Innovation enters the community most often through the
mass media (popular culture) and avant garde thinking in the
academic world (elite culture). Folklore maintains what has
been good in the past. It derives its authority and stabilizing
power from the relatively long history— “tradition,” folklorists
call it—that lies behind every item of folklore.

But Mennonite culture in the twenty-first century is much
changed since World War II, and it continues to change rapidly.
Folklore may slow that process, but perhaps some compensa-
tory folklore also accompanies or even helps bring about such
change, as with the Civilian Public Service (CPS) protest songs
and certain aspects of Mennonite relief sales to be discussed in
chapters 6 and 9, respectively.

Of course, it would be unwise to bring these understandings
and questions to conscious awareness next time we tell or hear
a story. That would spoil all the fun and probably also the social
benefits. Instead, this analysis of function will serve Mennonites
best by assuring them that the stories they tell probably do them
more good than harm. Indeed, the Mennonite community has
survived and prevails partly because of them.



.2.

[nter-Mennonite Ethnic Slurs

Do Mennonites constitute an ethnic group?

According to many thoughtful Mennonites today—especially
mission-minded ones—Mennonites should not regard them-
selves as ethnics, lest cultural baggage interfere with the message
of faith and hope that Mennonites have to offer to others.

Indeed, according to one authoritative source, The Harvard
Encyclopedia of Ethnic Groups, Mennonites are not a distinct
ethnic group. That encyclopedia offers separate entries for the
Amish and the Hutterites, but it considers Mennonites under
the general entry of “Pennsylvania Germans,” not even naming
Mennonites as such in that discussion.!

“Ethnicity” has always been a difficult term to define, and
sometimes is a matter of intuition—or of feeling “ethnic”—
rather than of formulaic analysis. Especially for immigrant
groups in the U.S., ethnicity derives from some kind of mix of
common geographic origin, history of immigration, racial stock,
religious faith, settlement and employment patterns, political
interests, institutions, native language, and distinctive foods,
costumes, literature, music, folklore, etc. All of which Swiss-
German Mennonites, for instance, share. In addition, people
who think they are ethnically distinctive, or people whom oth-
ers regard as ethnically distinctive, are probably ethnics in real-
ity. And Mennonites and Amish certainly think that they are
different from other people—at least at certain times and in
certain ways.

<3
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Even if we had no other evidence of Mennonite ethnicity,
the ethnic slurs that Mennonites nurture in their oral traditions,
or folklore, show that Mennonites have a keen, if intuitive,
sense of belonging to an ethnic group, and that they experience
a kind of rivalry with other ethnic groups, even other
Mennonite ethnic groups.

Ethnic slurs are words, sayings, stories, and jokes that, on
the surface at least, tend to elevate one ethnic group (usually
that of the teller) at the expense of the ethnic group that is the
butt of the joke or joking comment. Although educated
Mennonites will condemn and abjure the use of ethnic slurs
against other groups in American and Canadian culture—Jews,
African-Americans, Newfoundlanders, Polish—they seem to
have no qualms about perpetuating and enjoying ethnic slurs
against related Anabaptist groups—and also against their own
group.

The existence of this body of ethnic slurs suggests that
Mennonites are a distinctive ethnic group, since ethnic slurs
always indicate that tellers and audience have a sense of the
“boundaries” that separate and distinguish their ethnic group
from another.

Ethnic slurs are the “sociology” of folk culture, since they
communicate one group’s general understandings of the distin-
guishing characteristics of their own group as opposed to those
of the target group. These generalizations—or stereotypes—are
based on communal experience and tradition, not empirical evi-
dence, although sometimes stereotypes are amazingly accurate
mirrors of some details of group behavior and self-perception.

This chapter will present jokes and funny stories about
Mennonite groups and offer minimal interpretive comments on
what each item implies. But what follows needs some important
qualifications.

I collected almost all of the items in (Old) Mennonite
Church contexts, such as Sunday school class storytelling ses-
sions, and from Mennonite publications. Hence, my assump-
tions about which group tells the story or about which group is
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the target of the story are speculative and tentative, and there-
fore any conclusions about meanings or implications are sug-
gestive rather than definitive.

The meaning, or effect, of telling any one of the joking items
that follow depends entirely on the social context in which the
telling takes place. Obviously, the negative impact of telling an
ethnic or racist joke is less when a member of the target group
tells it to his fellows (e.g., a Jew telling a Jewish joke to a fellow
Jew) than when an outsider to the group tells it in the presence
of a member of the target group (e.g., a gentile telling a Jewish
joke with a Jew present). In fact, all of the items in this chapter
are probably told more often in Mennonite in-group contexts
than they are told in public contexts. Just as Jews probably
know and use more jokes about Jews than other groups do, so
do Mennonites know and use Mennonite jokes more often than
other groups do.

Following each item I put in italics the stereotypical ideas
about the group that the item seems to contain. However, in
order for it to be understood properly and fully, each item really
deserves to be considered in its complex historical, sociological,
and psychological context whenever it is transmitted in “real
life.”

In labeling the groups of stories, I borrow terms from folk-
lorist William Hugh Jansen, who uses esoteric to refer to lore
that groups use about themselves and exoteric to refer to lore
that groups use about other groups.2

I. Esoteric Mennonite jokes: What Mennonites think of
themselves

The first story certainly puts Mennonites in a good light. In
fact, this is the story that John L. Ruth, Mennonite historian,
told me when I asked him what he regarded as the quintessen-
tial Mennonite story. It is wry, rather than funny, but it has a
punch line characteristic of joking stories. The fact that it is seri-
ous rather than funny suggests the special assent that
Mennonite tellers give to its representation of their group.
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A.1: A Mennonite was standing on the street in Lancaster,
Pennsylvania, one day when an evangelist came up to him and
asked, “Are you saved, brother?” The Mennonite did not
respond verbally. Instead, he got out some paper and a pencil
from his pocket, wrote some things on it, and handed it to the
street evangelist. “There,” he said, “are the names and addresses
of my wife, a man I do business with, and my next door neigh-
bor. Ask them if I'm saved. I could tell you anything.”
Mennonites eschew overt evangelism. They live out their faith,
rather than giving verbal testimonies about it. The story is also
told, appropriately, about members of the Church of the
Brethren.3

A.2: A group of Mennonites held a conference in a hotel in
Chicago. And the bellhops started talking to each other and one
said that the Mennonites were coming. The other asked, “Well,
who are the Mennonites?” “Well,” he said, “you’ll know them.
They’ve got the Ten Commandments in one hand, a ten-dollar bill
in the other, and they leave without breaking either one.”
Mennonites are provincial and don’t know how to bebhave in the
city. They do not compromise their moral principles when away
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from home. They are frugal, even stingy. This joke overtly defines
“Mennonite” and, like the preceding story, does so by citing what
they do rather than what they say about themselves. This joke
began circulating when Mennonites began holding meetings in
urban conference centers, rather than in Mennonite communities.
It often circulates following a major Mennonite conference.

A.3: A Catholic priest, a Jewish rabbi and a Mennonite
preacher were all playing an illegal game of poker together in a
dark back room. And the police came, and they quickly hid
everything. And the police asked the Catholic, “Were you play-
ing cards in here tonight?” The Catholic said, “Oh, no. No, I
wasn’t. I wasn’t.” The police asked the Jewish rabbi, “Were you
playing cards?” “No. No, [ wasn’t.” They asked the Mennonite.
The Mennonite said, “With who?” Even in the most compro-
mising (and unlikely) situation, a Mennonite can, technically,
preserve moral innocence and integrity of speech—making “yea
be yea,” which has always been a distinctive Mennonite princi-
ple. Although this joke can be and is told about various reli-
gious persons, it fits perfectly within the “Mennonite lie”
stereotype discussed in chapter 4.

While it is likely that A.2 and A.3 are told about
Mennonites by non-Mennonites, most Mennonites would
regard the stereotypes implied by those stories as representing
positive attributes of their culture.

II. Exoteric Mennonite jokes: What non-Mennonites think
about Mennonites

Since the following items give an overall negative view of
Mennonites, they can represent non-Mennonites’ ethnic slurs
against Mennonites. The first item, a riddle joke, is clearly the
Mennonite slur that non-Mennonites in northern Indiana are
most likely to know and use, even in direct conversation with
Mennonites. Oddly, it is probably also the Mennonite slur most
known and used by Mennonites themselves.

B.1: Q: Why does Elkhart, Indiana, have all the blacks and
Goshen, Indiana, all the Mennonites?
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A: Because Elkhart had first choice.* Mennonites are even
more socially contemptible than African-Americans. Goshen is
the county seat of Elkhart County, but Elkhart is the larger city.
Mennonites actually lived in Elkhart quite a while before they
lived in Goshen. Elkhart became a railroad and industrial cen-
ter, attracting an African-American community, while Goshen,
until recent years, had virtually no African-American popula-
tion. The fact that the joke can be freely told both inside and
outside Mennonite circles suggests that its point is not true.
Since the humor thrives on the culturally ingrained negative
view of African-Americans, the joke is racist.

B.2: St. Peter was leading some new arrivals on a tour of
heaven. After being shown around for a while they arrive at a
room where St. Peter said, “You may have a free rein in heaven,
except for this place, where you may not enter.” “Why not?”
asked the new saints. St. Peter whispered, “Because that’s where
the Mennonites are, and they think they are the only ones here.”
Mennonites are spiritually arrogant and naive in thinking that
they alone will be saved. Their separatist stance encourages
social standoffishness.

B.3: A Presbyterian asked a Mennonite farmer, “According
to your religion, if you had a hundred sheep, would you give me
fifty?” “Certainly, I’d give you fifty,” said the Mennonite. “If
you had fifty horses, would you give me twenty-five?” “I cer-
tainly would.” “And if you had two cows, would you give me
one?” “That’s not fair! You know I have two cows!” As non-
resistant Christians, Mennonites follow the “law of love,” but
only in bypotbetical situations. In reality, they are selfish. This
story cuts to the heart of many Mennonites’ self-perception.

B.4: Some Mennonite ministers were holding a meeting at a
Holiday Inn, where a group of business executives were also
meeting. The groups ate in banquet rooms adjacent to each
other. The Mennonites ordered a typical Mennonite meal of
chicken, mashed potatoes, etc. The businessmen ordered T-bone
steaks, etc. Both groups ordered watermelon slices for dessert.
The main courses were served as ordered, but when the busi-
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nessmen ate their watermelon, they found that it was not
soaked in brandy as they had ordered. When the waiter went to
the Mennonites’ room, he saw that the orders had become con-
fused. The Mennonite ministers were smacking their lips and
putting watermelon seeds in their shirt pockets. Mennonites are
frugal and enterprising. They are naive in worldly matters.
Their position of abstinence is hypothetical, not grounded in
experience. They will succumb to alcohol like everyone else,
given the opportunity, especially in a more urbanized culture.

III. Exoteric Mennonite jokes: What (Old) Mennonites
think of more conservative Anabaptist groups (Old Order
Amish, Beachy Amish, Conservative Mennonites)

The ethnic slurs in the remainder of the chapter take for
granted an understanding of the continuum from conservative
to liberal that exists in Mennonite-related groups. The six
Mennonite subgroups listed here merely represent those groups
that appear in the Mennonite stories I have collected in north-
ern Indiana. In actuality, there are at least thirteen different
Amish groups and fifty-seven different Mennonite groups in the
U.S. today.S Presumably, with study, one could find ethnic jokes
referring to all of these groups in their neighbors’ lore.

In the year 2002 the Mennonite Church and the General
Conference Mennonite Church merged, creating Mennonite
Church USA and Mennonite Church Canada. However, the ear-
lier groupings are still evident to members of the new church:

General Conference Mennonite Church: most liberal theol-
ogy and practice.

Mennonite Brethren Church: conservative theology, liberal
practice.

(Old) Mennonite Church: liberal theology, conservative
practice.

Conservative Mennonite Conference: conservative theology
and practice.

Amish-Mennonite Church (Beachy Amish): liberal Amish
theology and practice.
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Old Order Amish: most conservative theology and practice.

The jokes that follow will reveal certain ingrained subgroup
rivalries, no doubt based on the history of church divisions and
the fact that the subsequent rival groups continue to live in close
proximity to each other. For instance, the General Conference
Church split from American (Old) Mennonite and Amish
Mennonite churches in 1860, becoming the more liberal
denomination. This historic rivalry was presumably put to rest
by the merger of the two churches in 2002. The rivalry between
the General Conference Mennonite Church and the Mennonite
Brethren Church has its origins in Russia in 1860, when the
Mennonite Brethren split from other Mennonite colonists,
wanting a more fervent, evangelical faith. When they immigrated,
most Russian Mennonites joined the General Conference
Mennonite Church in the U.S. and Canada, but the Mennonite
Brethren retained their identity in North America and have con-
tinued to be geographic neighbors of their General Conference
relatives.

The (Old) Mennonite and Amish rivalry stems from the
1690s, when the Amish, led by Jacob Reist and others, separated
from the Mennonites in Switzerland, supporting the excommu-
nication of members in enforcing church discipline. The
Conservative Mennonite Conference separated from other
Mennonite churches, beginning in 1910, wanting a more con-
servative application of scripture than the Mennonites, but a
more active church program than the Old Order Amish. The
Beachy Amish are known by various names throughout the
U.S., including Amish-Mennonite. These congregations began
splitting from the Old Order Amish in 1927, in order to use cars
and other modern technology and to establish Sunday schools
and mission programs.é

Members of the (Old) Mennonite Church in northern
Indiana tell the most stories about their Old Order Amish
cousins. So do non-Mennonites. One general reason is that the
Amish have inherited the status earlier given to the stereotypical
“Dumb Dutchman” in U.S. ethnic humor. Since the Amish
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(along with Old Order Mennonites) retain German as their
native tongue, they remain the brunt of ethnic joking in German
culture areas.

Perhaps Mennonites in Northern Indiana tell so many neg-
ative jokes about the Amish because Mennonites are otherwise
so closely identified with Amish by non-Mennonites. If that is
the case, then the jokes serve Mennonite culture by distancing
Mennonite narrators from the backward Amish who threaten
the social reputations of Mennonites. On the other hand, when
it serves their purpose—namely when positive perceptions of
Amish are being given attention—Mennonites can also tell jokes
that reflect positively on Amish and thereby claim those positive
values for themselves.

C.1: Two Amishmen were operating their snowmobile on
Fish Lake [in eastern Elkhart County] when the ice broke and
the snowmobile sank in the water. One Amishman dived into
the water to retrieve it, but couldn’t. His friend stayed on the
ice, yelling down to him: “Choke it! Choke it!” Amish, who
drive horse and buggies rather than cars, are morons when it
comes to technology. In actual fact, they are very clever with
small engine technology. Here their role as moron in German
culture overwhelms their well-known mechanical abilities.

C.2: Long ago when airplanes were a novelty, two Amish
men east of Goshen were watching a two-engine plane
approach. The Amish man from Honeyville [LaGrange County]
said, “Oh, he must be from Clinton Township [Elkhart
County]. The plane has rubber tires.” The Amish man from
Clinton Township said, “Oh, no! I'm sure he’s from Honeyville.
He’s smoking.” The Amish enforce trivial restrictions. The
Amish are contradictory, varying in their discipline from group
to group. Amish districts in Elkhart County permitted hard rub-
ber on their buggy wheels but forbade the use of tobacco,
whereas Amish in LaGrange County eschewed rubber on buggy
wheels but allowed smoking.

C.3: An Amish couple went to buy a farm. In the middle
of the transaction, they discovered they didn’t have enough
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money. The husband turned and scolded his wife: “Mom, you
brought the wrong cream can.” The Amish are frugal and there-
fore very wealthy. They shun the banking system and use cash
only. They even pay big bills in cash. Amish women live in a
patriarchal culture. Traditionally, Amish have been land-rich
but cash-poor. Today they are more likely to have bank
accounts.

C.4: An Amish woman gave birth to her fifteenth child in
the hospital, rather than at home where she had had all of the
others. She liked hospital delivery so much that she told all her
friends, “I’'m going to have all the rest of my babies in the hos-
pital.” The Amish have extraordinarily large families. They love
modern conveniences when they are acquainted with them. The
Amish have a lot of sex, despite their puritanical appearance.
Mildly obscene stories about Old Order Amish abound. Today
the Amish increasingly use community hospitals, as well as spe-
cial Amish birthing clinics in their neighborhoods.

C.5: Q: How did they know that the newborn baby aban-
doned on the freeway was Amish?

A: Because it had a hook and eye rather than a belly-
button. In certain costumes Amish must use hooks and eyes
rather than buttons. The Amish are so odd that even their
anatomy is different. Amish buggies, of course, do not travel on
freeways.

Q: What did the Polack do to his car when he joined
the Beachy Amish Church?

A: He painted the windshield black. Beachy Amish
used to have to paint the chrome on their cars black as a sign of
modesty and to avoid a flashy appearance. Such a compromise
was accepted by these liberalizing Amish in moving from horse
and buggy to automobile transportation. The Beachy Amish are
still sometimes called Black-Bumper Amish by their neighbors.

Q: What would you get if you crossed a Japanese and
an Amish man?

A: A Toyoder. One of the most widespread Amish
family names is Yoder. The Old Order Amish seldom marry
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outside their ethnic group, and certainly not in cross-racial mar-
riages. However, they occasionally adopt children of other
racial identities.

Q: What did the Japanese Amish man do on
December 7, 1941?

A: He attacked Pearl Bontrager. Pearl is a common,
old-fashioned name for an Amish girl. Bontrager is, like Yoder,
a very common Amish family name. Despite their modest cloth-
ing, the Amish are over-sexed. As nonresistant Christians, the
Amish would not participate in a military attack. The humor in
this and the preceding joke derives from unexpected puns on
Amish names. The linking by these two jokes of Amish with
Japanese may be related somehow to the fact that there used to
be a group of Japanese Hutterites in Japan who dressed like the
Hutterites of North America.

The four items above are all riddle jokes—Ilike the earlier
one about Elkhart and the blacks. Whereas probably all joking
stories could just as effectively be told about other ethnic
groups, these riddle jokes remain bound to their ethnic refer-
ences and are not transferable to other ethnic groups. It is easy
to elaborate upon stories, changing their details. But the riddle
joke is bound by such a short, rigid question and answer form
that it is hard to change or elaborate upon, especially when
puns are involved. In addition, all of these riddle jokes deal with
very particular and peculiar idiosyncrasies of Amish groups—
whether family names, black car bumpers, or hooks and eyes.

C.6: A Conservative Mennonite boy became engaged to an
Old Order Amish girl. Someone asked him if they had decided
which church to join, the Amish or the Conservative Mennonite
Church. “Neither,” he said. “We’ve decided to go all the way.
We’re going to join the Mennonite Church.” All of the more
conservative Mennonite groups actually aspire to be liberal
Mennonites.

C.7: An Old Order Amish woman was lamenting that her
daughter was engaged to marry a Conservative Mennonite boy.
She exclaimed to her friend, “My daughter’s turning liberal and
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joining the Conservatives.” Degrees of being “liberal” or “con-
servative” are ridiculous among the groups more conservative
than the Mennonite Church.

IV. Exoteric Me