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In 1619, the first African-Americans were brought to Jamestown in the colony of Virginia.  Recent discussions have raised questions of how they came to the Jamestown, whether by a Dutch merchant ship or by Portuguese pirates and whether they came as skilled indentured servants or as skilled slaves.  In most discussions, however, 1619 is considered the beginning date of African-American slavery in the United States of America.  Africans had been brought to the West Indies and South America to be slaves before this time.  And the Spanish had sometimes enslaved Native Americans whom they conquered.  The focus on African-American slavery in the American colonies and then United States of America was the primary focus to Anabaptists.

The Anabaptists, both Mennonite and Brethren had experienced forms of slavery in Europe.  They were considered an outlaw and heretical faith by the three accepted faiths of Europe – Roman Catholic, Lutheran and Reformed – as agreed to in the Peace of Augsburg (1555) and the later Peace of Westphalia (1648).  Political and religious leaders adopted a formula which said “eius regio, cuius religio,” translated as “whoever rules, his/her religion.”  All other faith traditions were neither recognized or to be tolerated.  So, the Anabaptist tradition was persecuted for most of its history in Europe.     We know certainly of Anabaptist martyrs, for The Martyr’s Mirror, first published in 1660 in the Netherlands,
 contains some stories and a list of Anabaptists who were martyrs for their faith.

 Anabaptist Mennonites and Brethren were aware of the evils of slavery.  They knew the Biblical stories and views of slavery in the Bible.  They focused though on the kingdom of God as taught by Jesus Christ.  They sought to create that peaceable kingdom on earth.  For them all people, races, and nations were God’s and God’s love and the grace of Jesus Christ was to be shown to all.  They may have had difficulty with passages in the letters of Paul and Peter where slaves were told to obey their masters, even when the masters were cruel and harsh.  They also knew from world events how conquering nations often enslaved those they conquered.  The persecution of Anabaptists in Europe was a form of slavery to them.

There is the story of four Mennonites (unnamed) and a Brethren named Christian Liebe who were sentenced to be galley slaves in 1714 by the city council of Bern, Switzerland who decreed that no Anabaptist should be in their city.
  Through the intervention of friends and the Estates General of the Netherlands, they were released before being enslaved on a galley.  Two of the Mennonites died, however, while enduring forced labor before their release.

The greatest impact that the Anabaptists would have on eradicating slavery would be in America.  Slavery was part of the economic system in America by the time the first Mennonites arrived at what is now Germantown in Pennsylvania in the year 1685.  Slavery was allowed in all the English colonies, though most of the slaves were in the southern colonies of Virginia, the Carolinas and Georgia.  Slaves were also found in the Spanish colony of Florida and in the Dutch colonies of New York and Delaware.  It is ironic that Massachusetts was the first colony to recognize slavery as a legal institution in 1641.  And Rhode Island passed a law granting freedom after 10 years of slavery to any slave in Rhode Island.  But other colonies, such as Virginia, passed laws governing slavery, with a Virginia court deciding in 1663 that a child born to a slave mother was also a slave.

Some early efforts against slavery were made by the Quakers (Society of Friends).  George Fox urged Quakers to oppose slavery and not own slaves.  Since William Penn, a Quaker founded Pennsylvania; many Quakers lived in the Pennsylvania, where the first Mennonites in America settled.  Interaction began between the Quakers and the Mennonites who held the belief that slavery was evil and should be condemned.  Conversations in Germantown led to a petition about slavery addressed to the Germantown Monthly Meeting.  It was “A Minute Against Slavery” dated February 18, 1688.  Since the only house of worship in Germantown was the Quaker meetinghouse in 1688, it is likely that Quakers and Mennonites worshipped together, at least at times. It is agreed today that the document was signed by several Mennonites.  One signer was Francis Daniel Pastorius, a Lutheran Pietist.  Of the other three signers, two – Derick and Abraham upde Graeff – were Quakers who had previously been Mennonites in Europe.  The fourth signer was Garret Hendricks, believed to be of Mennonite heritage.
  The Germantown Mennonite Historic Trust says: “While the four signatories identified themselves as Quakers, three were formerly members of the Mennonite gathering in Crefeld [Germany], and one, Abraham up Den Graeff later rejoined the Mennonites.

The four men adamantly opposed slavery of Africans, but also of any race.  They wrote as Christians to other Christians in saying:

. . . it is worse for them, which say they are Christians; for we hear that ye most part of such negers are brought hither against their will and consent, and that many of them are stolen.  Now, tho they are black, we can not conceive there is more liberty to have them slaves, as it is to have other white ones.  There is a saying that we shall doe to all men like as we will be done ourselves; making no difference of what generation, descent or colour they are.

They addressed this to the Quakers as the prominent group in Germantown who could abolish slavery in Pennsylvania.  They ask throughout the “minute” if Christians have liberty to practice slave holding.  In ending their “minute,” they ask the Germantown Monthly Meeting of Quakers:

Now consider will this thing [slavery], if it is good or bad?  And in case you find it to be good to handle these blacks at that manner, we desire and require you hereby lovingly, that you inform us herein, which at this time never was done, viz., that Christians have such a liberty to do so.  To the end we shall be satisfied in this point, and satisfie likewise our good friends and acquaintances in our natif country, to whose it is a terror, or fairful thing, that men should be handeld so in Pennsylvania.

The Germantown Monthly Meeting met on February 30, 1688 and discussed the document.  They decided it was too “weighty” for them to decide.  They passed it to the Quarterly Meeting of March 4, 1688, which then sent it to the Yearly Meeting.  The yearly Meeting thought it improper for them to give judgment in the matter, and sent it on to the London Yearly Meeting in England which also decided to take no action.

The document brought other discussions of slavery over the years which would change slavery laws in Pennsylvania, as well as promote discussion of the slave trade in other colonies.  Though the petition was sent through Quaker meetings, the Anabaptist influence of those who had been Mennonites also led to discussions among Mennonites and Brethren in Europe and America.  Given the known religious backgrounds of the four signers, it seems correct to say the 1688 petition was a joint Mennonite and Quaker collaboration

The Brethren began in 1708, twenty years after the 1688 petition concerning slavery, and the year that the first Mennonite Meetinghouse was built in Germantown.  Persecution in Europe caused the Brethren to migrate to America.  Two major reasons brought the Brethren to Pennsylvania.  First, William Penn sent agents to Europe to encourage emigration to Pennsylvania.  Second, they were encouraged by reports of the Mennonites in Pennsylvania inviting to join them.  The Brethren migrations came between 1719 and ended in 1729, when Alexander Mack, the acknowledged founder of the Brethren emigrated.  Few, if any, Brethren were left in Europe after 1729.

The Mennonites, Amish, and Brethren moved out from Germantown into areas of Pennsylvania to the north and west of Germantown.  The land just east of the Susquehanna River, now Lancaster County, had Mennonite, Brethren and Amish settlers by the 1830’s.  And the Brethren in Christ, a later Anabaptist church, were founded in Lancaster County between 1775 and 1788.

Brethren and Mennonites also moved South with Mennonites and Brethren settling in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, and Brethren moving into Maryland, and North and South Carolina.  While the Brethren settled in several states where slavery was legal until the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, the Mennonites were most in contact with slaveholders in Virginia.

The Anabaptist groups in Pennsylvania must have known of the Quaker publication, An Exhortation & Caution to Friends Concerning the Buying and Keeping of Negroes, in 1693.  Yet, slavery was allowed and tolerated in all the American colonies, before Pennsylvania passed a Gradual Emancipation Act in 1780 and Rhode Island outlawed the slave trade in 1787.  From their early days in America, the Anabaptists would be confronted with the question of slave-holding in America.

For the Anabaptists and other German-speakers in America, the founding of the Sauer Press in Germantown opened a fuller discussion of the slavery issue.  Although Sauer Sr. considered himself a Separatist, joining no church, his son, Christopher Sauer II was later a Brethren minister and elder in Germantown.

Sauer Sr. first perceived a need for publications in the German language in America.  From its founding in 1738 until 1778, the Sauer Press would publish a newspaper, a yearly almanac, books and pamphlets, and in 1743 published the first Bible in German in America.  The Sauer Bibles are highly prized today by collectors.

The Sauer’s used their publications to speak out against slavery.  Sauer II’s anti-slavery views were well known, with some written satirically. In the Pensylvanische Berichte
 for March 28, 1760, Sauer explained that when the colony of Georgia was established the charter forbid Negroes, lawyers, and rum.  He then added his opinion that Pennsylvania might not be so Godless if it had followed Georgia’s example.  Although the charter of Georgia was later changed, Sauer saw the ideal of the original charter as a way of outlawing slavery, intemperance, and false law suits.

A year later, Sauer wrote one of his strongest editorials against slavery.  On February 15, 1761, he wrote in the Pensylvanische Berichte:
It is with the utmost regret that we learn that Germans are to engage in the nefarious slave traffic.  Though they are well paid for everything they sell, they still begrudge laborers, servants, or maid-servants their pay.  This godless traffic could find, up to the present, no safe footing in Pennsylvania, owing to the abhorrence the Germans still have for it.  But, for some years back, even some among them are beginning to take part in this great injustice.  For, as merchants find that these “black goods” find a ready market, they engage in it.  Thus we are assured that three ships have been sent from Philadelphia to the African coast to steal these poor creatures, though this has never happened before.  May God be merciful to our country before its measure of iniquity is full and the vials of his wrath are poured out upon it

His concern is that Germans in America are becoming involved in the slave trade.  He felt all Germans settling should oppose slavery in America.  And though he opposed slavery as a Christian, Brethren, and publisher, he felt it was his duty to print advertisements, even pro-slavery advertisements.

The Sauer Press was sometimes asked to advertize runaway slaves.  Sauer, as editor, then added satirical remarks to pro-slavery advertisements.  For example, Georg Adam Weidner of Berks County (PA) described his runaway slave as barefooted and wearing tattered clothing.  Following the advertisement, Sauer added in bold type:

It is to be wondered that that Negro was so senseless as to run away barefoot and wearing old clothes.  He should have put on new ones.  If masters oftener did right and proper to their employees and remembered that they have a Lord in heaven (Col.4:1), many would not run away, but money is the root of all evil.

Slave-owners found that advertising with the Sauer Press was a risky venture.

The Sauer Press published at least two editions of an anti-slavery pamphlet written by Anthony Benezet, a Quaker educator, entitled Observations on the Enslaving, Importing, and Purchasing of Negroes.  The Sauer press printed English editions of this pamphlet in 1759 and 1760.  The German edition was printed at the Ephrata Cloister.  This early anti-slavery pamphlet was influential in the passing of anti-slave laws in Pennsylvania and in the formation of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery which included such prominent Pennsylvanians as Benjamin Rush, Thomas Paine, and Benjamin Franklin.

Yet, some who converted to the Brethren apparently owned slaves.  When Morgan Edwards wrote the multivolume work entitled Materials Toward a History of the American Baptists both British and German, with the first volume published in 1770, he called the Brethren “Tunkers” and the Mennonites “Mennonists.”  Of the “Tunker” congregation in Edesto, South Carolina he reports that Rev. David Martin baptized Elijah Patchet “and his wife and mother of two of their negroes.”
  This would have made this African woman the first Black members of the Brethren and Edesto would have been the first integrated congregation.  But as Edwards also notes, all of the members of the Edesto congregation were English, that is they were not German-Americans, as were most of the Anabaptists.

While Anabaptists may have held slaves, records are scarce.  We can not say that no German Anabaptist owned slaves.  It was usually a matter of individual faith and belief in the evil of slave-owning, as well as the will of the local congregational to forbid slave-owning.  Yet, slave-owners were required to free their slaves, before being baptized into membership by Anabaptists.  Since few Anabaptists held slaves, even in colonies where their neighbors had slaves, they witnessed against slavery by their actions as much as their words.  Few slave-owners would have sought membership in Anabaptist congregations, knowing that slave-owning was not accepted by the Anabaptists.

Though most in the Anabaptist tradition held to some form of congregational polity, they also believed that challenges to accepted beliefs and issues of importance to the larger body of faith should be decided by the larger church.  For the Brethren, this led to the calling of a meeting involving numerous congregations.  When Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf, a Moravian leader, wanted to unite the German-speaking faiths in Pennsylvania, Brethren minister Georg Adam Martin consulted with Elder Martin Urner and they called a meeting of the Brethren in 1742.  This began a pattern of called meetings of Brethren leaders to discuss issues of church polity and controversial issues.  This has evolved into the Annual Meetings or Conferences of the Brethren denominations today.

An early Annual Meeting of the Brethren was called to address the question of holding slaves.  The Germantown congregation became aware that a member of the Conestoga congregation, John von Laschet, had a Negro woman and her son as slaves.  He was counseled to free them, which he did.  The woman asked him to keep her other two children until they could earn money to support themselves.  In June, 1775, von Laschet wrote a letter to the Germantown congregation asking them to advise the Conestoga congregation as to how to accept him.  In his letter, von Laschet confesses that he has strayed from the faith.

This letter from von Laschet was answered by an Annual Meeting in 1782 with a universal condemnation of slavery:

Concerning the unchristian negro slave trade, it has been unanimously considered that it cannot be permitted in any way by the church, that a member should or could purchase negroes, or keep them as slaves.

Von Laschet, who had fathered four children by his Negro woman, was told to free the Negro woman, who should be paid wages if she decided not to leave him.  The emancipation and contract were to be witnessed by some Brethren.  He was also required to free the children at age twenty-one.  Until they reached the age of freedom, they were to be schooled, fed and clothed, and given beds.  When they were freed at age twenty-one, he was also required to give the children a new set of clothing.  Von Laschet accepted the decision of the Annual Meeting. 

The slave question arose again at an Annual Meeting in the Blackwater congregation in Franklin County, Virginia.  Despite meeting in a state which had laws permitting slavery and slave trading, the Brethren affirmed their strong stance against slavery.  Article One of the Minutes states:

It was considered good, and also concluded unanimously, that no brother or sister should have negroes as slaves; and in case a brother or sister had such, he (or she) has to set them free,  And in case a person is drawn by the grace of God, who has negroes, and desires to be received into the church, then it is to be laid before him (or her) before being received by baptism into the church, that it is the brotherly and united counsel that brethren and members having negroes for slaves, and thinking that they could not at once emancipate them, may hold them so long as the nearest church may deem that they have earned the money, and then, according to counsel of the church, to let their slaves go free, with a good suit of wearing apparel (frei kleid) as is given to a white serve.  And if they (the slaves) have children, they shall stay with the brother as servants, until they are twenty-five years old; he is to have them taught reading and writing, and bring them up in the fear of the Lord, and when they enter upon their (26) twenty-sixth year, to let them go out free with a good suit of clothing (frei kleid).  Further, it is considered, if a brother, contrary to this conclusion, would purchase negroes, and would not emancipate them, he would be considered as disobedient, and we could have no fellowship with him until he sets them free.

This statement of the Brethren in 1797 set the tone for later decisions concerning slavery. It was a comprehensive statement, including not only the rejection of slavery of African-Americans, but also providing counsel to Brethren congregations concerning acceptance of slaveholders who sought membership and refusing fellowship to Brethren who held and refused to emancipate their slaves.

Now it may seem from the statement that the Brethren allowed the hiring of slaves for wages.  And some Brethren may have hired slaves for wages.  In this decision, though, only slaves emancipated by Brethren were to be paid wages, similar to those of indentured servants.  But, they were to be freed and not kept as slaves.  The question of hiring slaves for wages would come to a later Annual Meeting.

The Annual Meetings of 1812 and 1813 were again asked about slavery.  Both condemned slavery as a universal evil, following the principles first set in 1797.  The 1813 Annual Meeting added that slavery “belongs to the iniquities of Babylon, making merchandise of the souls of men (Rev. Xviii.13)
   [The Revelation to John 18:13]

The 1813 Annual Meeting changed the ages at which slaves were to be freed when a slave owner joined the Brethren.  Males were to be freed at age 21 and females at age 18.  Slave owners who did not free their slaves were denied membership; or to be disfellowshipped if they refused.  They were to be denied the breaking of bread, the holy kiss, and brotherly counsel.

 Later questions to Annual Meetings were most always about a single aspect of slavery.  For example, the Annual Meeting in 1837 held at Linville Creek congregation of Rockingham County, Virginia, was asked about Brethren buying and keeping slaves and selling them again.  The answer said such actions could not be justified in a brother.  The question and answer were

How is it considered if a brother buys and keeps slaves, and sells them again also?  Considered, that it could in no wise be justified in a brother, according to the gospel.

In 1845, the question was asked about Brethren hiring slaves, presumably slaves owned by a neighbor.  As in previous decisions, anything connected with slavery was rejected by the Brethren who said: “. . . It would be best. for a follower of Jesus Christ to have nothing at all to do with slavery.”
  This question was also raised by Mennonites in Virginia in 1864.

Virginia was the only southern state with a large concentration of Mennonites and a few Amish.  Mennonite Bishop Peter Burkholder of Virginia writing in The Confession of Faith of the Christians known as Mennonites, in Thirty-Three Articles; with a short Extract from their Catechism offered his thoughts on slavery:

“And, moreover, as all are free in Christ, they must take no part in slaveholding, or in trafficking with them in any wise.  Neither should any members exalt themselves above the others, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves.

This statement was likely read by Mennonites in Virginia, yet not known as the Mennonite position by their neighbors.  Often, the anti-slavery views of the Anabaptists were known only to their neighbors by their refusal to own slaves or participate in the use of slaves in any way or participate in buying or selling of slaves.  They also refused to have indentured servants.

However, in April 1864, when the effects of the Civil War had been especially hard on the state of Virginia, a conference of Virginia Mennonite churches was held.  The question involved the hiring of slaves and was introduced by a Bishop Geil, possibly John Geil of the Franconia Mennonite Conference.  The meeting made this statement:

Decided that inasmuch as it is against our creed and discipline to own or traffic in salves, so it is also forbidden a brother to hire a slave unless such slave be entitled to receive the pay for such labor by the consent of the owner.  But where neighbors exchange labor, the labor of slaves may be received.

This statement seems to indicate that where neighbors exchanged labor of any kind, neighbor’s slaves might be used without remuneration.  And given the lack of labor in Virginia since most of the younger men of Virginia were in the army, this could have been viewed as a neighborly act as well as a witness against slavery.

Now, not all of the Brethren abided by Annual Meeting decisions, though Annual Meeting decisions often took some time to reach every congregation in the expanding Brethren migration in America.  The 1837 decision raised a question about how to reinstate to fellowship a brother who had been expelled for buying and selling slaves.  A special meeting was called in Washington County, TN September 4, 1846 to settle this issue.  The answer seems to indicate that in a particular instance a brother who bought and held slaves wished reinstatement but may not have fully satisfied the obligations of the earlier Annual Meeting decisions; for they said full satisfaction had to be made to the church.
. 

The slavery question among Brethren did not arise again until 1853.  At this meeting there were two questions concerning slavery.  The first question Asked about making contracts with an indentured servant without the counsel of the church.  The specific instanced may concern a John Bowman and James, an African-American who signed a contract as an indentured servant for a period of eleven years.  This was considered something that Brethren should not do -- to them indenture was slavery.

The second slavery item before the 1853 Annual Meeting is found in Article 9 of the Minutes.  The main question concerned transporting freed slaves to areas where they could not be enslaved again.  There is a hint of civil disobedience in this question as most states had slave laws and the United States Congress has passed fugitive slave acts.  By this time, Annual Meetings often referred questions to committees, which they did with this issue.   The committee was Joseph Arnold and Benj. Moomaw, of Virginia, John M Umstad, Sam. Lehman, Isaac Price, and David Bosserman, of Pennsylvania, and Daniel P Sayler and Henry Koons, of Maryland.
  At least four members of this committee are known to have held abolitionist sentiments – Benjamin Moomaw, John Umstad, Isaac Price, and Daniel P. Sayler.  The stance of the others is not known.  But we can presume that all held anti-slavery views. 

.In 1854 the committee report was accepted after much discussion.  It read:

Agreeable to the ninth query of Yearly Meeting of 1853, concerning slavery, the committee appointed to report the same have had this subject under consideration, in the fear of the Lord, and do report as follows:

First, Under no circumstances can slavery be admitted into the church.

Second, In all cases where a holder of a slave or slaves wishes to become a member in the church, he be required to manumit all his slaves before baptism, upon the following conditions: The males to go out free at the age of twenty-one, and the females at the age of eighteen years. All those over and above these ages, when manumitted, are to be paid by their former owner such a sum, either in money or goods, as may be judged right by the church in which the case may occur, and which is considered as the best judge, being acquainted with all the circumstances – as a compensation for their services over age.  This will enable the manumitted to migrate to a land of liberty, and will relieve the conscience of the liberator from the burden of taking him to the bar of God the wages of oppression.

Counseling those who did not abide by Annual Meeting decisions was always a problem.  And in 1857, the Annual Meeting was asked to address the issue of Brethren who refused to abide by previous decisions.  This meeting counseled visiting the individual or church to discuss the decisions.  And if the counsels of the church were still not obeyed to deal with them in a “gospel manner,” which we may presume refers to Matthew 18:15-20

One Brethren elder known to have preached in favor of slavery was Elder Arthur B Duncan of West Virginia.
  But there must have been others, for Annual Meetings in 1862, 1863 and 1865 were asked about ministers or brothers who preached slavery.  The answers to all these questions were similar.  They called preaching of slavery wrong, with the 1863 answer urging the use of Matthew 18 as the process for dealing with pro-slavery Brethren.
  The 1865 decision, which came after the Civil War ended, reaffirmed the decisions of 1862 and 1863.  The question was certainly sent before the end of the war was known among the Brethren.

  Unlike many Protestant denominations in the United States, the Anabaptist groups did not split over the slavery questions.  The Anabaptists believed that slavery was evil and members were forbidden to hold slaves.  And although some wanting to join the Anabaptists did have slaves, the counsel was to free their slaves and confess their sin of enslaving African-Americans.  But another reason that the Anabaptists groups did not split was because of outstanding leaders among the Mennonites and the Brethren.

Elder John Kline of Rockingham County, Virginia, crossed the battle lines between south and north from 1861-1864 during the Civil War.  He was known for his anti-slavery views by Brethren and Mennonites and his neighbors.  He, along with twenty-one other Brethren from Augusta and Rockingham Counties met at Linville Creek Church (Rockingham County, Virginia to discuss how to deal with Brethren who refused to comply with the Annual Meeting decision of 1854 regarding freeing of slaves.  They also expressed a concern about Brethren who were hiring slaves from slave-owners and paying the owners for the use of their slaves.
  Both were considered evil by this church Council Meeting.  This was in keeping with the decisions of the Annual Meetings of 1845 and 1854.

But the next year another Council meeting at Linville Creek considered how slave-owners might be admitted to the church.  As decided at previous Annual Meetings, slaves had to be emancipated by their owners before the owner could be baptized into the church.  The papers of manumission had to be recorded in the county clerk’s office, and the freed slave must be given means for transportation, presumably to where they wished to go.  Freed slaves could choose to remain with their former masters, who then would pay them wages.

John Kline had expressed his views of slavery on numerous occasions before the Civil War.  He kept a diary of his travels and wrote of his preaching at a Methodist meetinghouse in Albemarle County, Virginia.  He says this county was largely Methodist and Baptist.  He addresses slavery in saying:

We can preach the gospel to the poor, and they are ready to hear it.  But there is one barrier between us and the wealthy classes which will continue, God only knows how long; and that barrier is African slavery.  Many, seemingly good and reasonable people, in this country justify themselves in their own eyes, even on scripture grounds, for taking part in and encouraging the holding of slaves. . . .  I do believe that the time is not far distant when the sun will rise and set upon our land cleansed of this foul stain, though it may be cleansed with blood.  I would rejoice to think that my eyes might see that bright morning: but I can have no hope of that.

Though we may find his words prophetic in the light of the events of the Civil War and the martyrdom of John Kline in 1864, Kline was writing his thoughts based upon how he perceived the issue of slavery in the United States, and particularly, in Virginia.  His witness against slavery extended to his refusal, along with many other Anabaptists in Virginia to join the militia and/or bear arms in the Civil War.  Kline himself worked through the Virginia legislature and Governor John Letcher to secure exemption from military service.  This was enacted by law Virginia on March 29, 1862, about a year after the Civil War broke out.  The law required a payment of $500 and 2 percent of the assessed property value of the individual.

Soon after the Virginia Law was passed, it was superseded by law enacted by the Confederate Congress which only allowed exemption when a substitute was found as a replacement.  On October 11, 1862, following much correspondence and many petitions from the Brethren and Mennonites, the law was amended to allow exemption from military service for religious reasons.  It still required a tax of $500 and an affidavit from a bishop or presiding elder or officer who could attest that the person was Mennonite or Brethren or other religious affiliation.  Of interest in the law, this only covered those who were members as of October 11, 1862.

In the South, which for Mennonites meant primarily Virginia, and for the Brethren Virginia and the Carolinas, Anabaptists were held in suspect as abolitionists.  Since the early Anti-slavery petition at Germantown and from Brethren Annual Meeting decisions, this is certainly true.  Neither Mennonites nor Brethren favored enslaving African-Americans or enslaving of any human being.  Prominent Brethren elders were known for the abolitionist views, among them John Kline and Benjamin Franklin Moomaw of Virginia, Daniel P. Saylor of Maryland, Isaac Price and John Umstad of Pennsylvania, Thomas and Sarah Righter Major, James Quinter and Henry Kurtz of Ohio, George Wolfe of Illinois, and Samuel Garber of Tennessee.

Benjamin Franklin (B. F.) Moomaw of Botetourt County Virginia could have been a slave owner, had he desired.  His father was Baptist and his mother Brethren.  His father owned slaves, but B. F. was Brethren and opposed his father’s views.  When his father died, B. F. refused to accept the slaves left as his inheritance.  The executors of the estate gave him money as his inheritance instead.  Bothered by this as well, he gave the money to the American Colonization Society to help salves buy their freedom and return to Africa.

The political activity of John Kline in securing exemption from military serviced has already been mentioned.  Benjamin Moomaw was also active in this political endeavor in the Botetourt and Roanoke County areas of Virginia.  Both men also preached abolition in their sermons.  Daniel P. Saylor was politically active in Maryland and is said to have met with President Abraham Lincoln during the Civil War.
  Both Kline and Sayler are also said to have met with President Millard Fillmore in 1853 urging him to abolish slavery.

Perhaps some of these Brethren were responsible for bringing a question to the Annual Meeting of 1851 asking whether contributions to or membership in the American Colonization Society were contrary to the Brethren faith.  It was decided that contributions were allowed, but membership was not.

But not all Brethren were opposed to political activity.  In Illinois, Elder George Wolfe, Jr. became involved in the struggle to keep slavery out of Illinois.  He travelled extensively in Illinois expressing his anti-slavery views from the pulpit as well as in debate with pro-slavers.  An article in the Quincy Herald gave Wolfe much credit for the defeat of the pro-slavery movement in Illinois.

It was also in 1851 that Henry Kurtz began to publish The Gospel-Visitor.  This and subsequent publications among the Brethren made the Brethren, and others as well, aware of the Brethren views on slavery and lifted up the plight of slaves.  When Kurtz was joined in his endeavor by James Quinter, the anti-slavery writing became more outspoken.  Quinter had a solution which was not well received by the Brethren, vote only for anti-slavery candidates.  Voting was considered worldly and inappropriate by many Anabaptists.

It was The Gospel-Visitor that reported the story of Samuel Garber.
  Garber was asked to speak at Old Salem Presbyterian Church in Washington County, Tennessee.  In his sermon, he mentioned slavery, but said he did not feel free to say more on the issue as he was a citizen of Tennessee.  Soon, an article appeared in a local paper calling him a “Northern Abolitionist.”  There was mention in the article or tar and feathering.  Garber was arrested and told to appear before the magistrate.  Released on bond, he was told to appear at the next session.  He was made to pay lawyer’s fees and court costs – an amount of $234 and some odd cents.  A collection at the 1859 annual Meeting raised $31 and an appeal through The Gospel-Visitor brought another $117.50.  Garber paid the remainder, but moved from Tennessee to Illinois.
Some Anabaptists soon became involved in what must be considered civil disobedience because of their anti-slavery views.  Mennonites and Brethren homes have been identified with the “Underground Railroad.”  The “Underground Railroad” consisted of stops in homes of those who opposed slavery and were committed to helping slaves to escape cruel masters and gain freedom in northern states or Canada.  Thomas and Sarah Righter Major moved from Pennsylvania into southern Ohio.  Their home became a stop on the “underground railroad.”
  Mennonite, Brethren, and Quaker homes throughout Virginia, other southern states, and Border States were “stations” of the Underground Railroad.  It would be difficult to determine how many Anabaptists were involved totally in the Underground Railroad.  It is certainly more than we can document now.  Additionally, some of the stops were also near the borders between slave and Free states, thus, though the Majors lived in southern Ohio, they hid runaway slaves from the Federal commissioners and bounty hunters who came to Free states seeking runaways.  A quick aside: Sarah Righter Major was the first woman preacher among the Brethren.

There is another powerful witness made by the Anabaptists against slavery.  It was the receiving of African-Americans as members of their congregations.  As early as 1835, Brethren Annual Meeting was asked how to receive “colored people” in congregations.  The issue was whether African-American members were to be received as white members were, which meant receiving them with the “holy kiss.”  Some Brethren objected to kissing the African-American brothers and sisters.  Annual Meeting counseled the African-American members to bear with their “weaker” Brethren until the weaker became stronger and offered the holy kiss to them.

Again in 1845, the question came asking about admitting African-American members.  This meeting was a Peters Creek congregation in Roanoke County, Virginia.  This time it was decided to allow the local congregations to decide whether or not to accept “colored” members.  This changed the 1835 decision which had been that no one could be denied membership because of their nation or race.  One must wonder whether this question and decision had any relation to Samuel Weir, a slave of the McClure family living in Botetourt County.

Weir had been born in Bath County, Virginia, and sold to Andrew McClure when he was 12 years old.  When he was 31 years old, the McClure’s son was thrown from his horse and killed.  Elder Peter Nead of the Brethren consoled the McClure’s in their grief.  And they asked for membership with the Brethren.  Nead informed them that they would have to free their slave.  They did and joined the Brethren, so impressing Weir that he also sought membership in what was the Valley Church.  Weir was baptized in 1843.  However, Virginia law allowed any freed slave to be taken into slavery again if still in the state one year after manumission.

The Valley Brethren decided to send Weir to Ohio, accompanied by B. F. Moomaw.  In Ohio they stopped at the home of Thomas and Sarah Righter Major, and they moved on to the Paint Creek congregation, near Frankfort, Ohio.  Weir would live the remainder of his life here, being called to the ministry with African-Americans around Frankfort, many of who were ex-slaves.  He was later advanced to the elder’s office.  He was the first African-American minister and elder among the Brethren.

Not many ante-bellum Brethren knew about Weir, though.  And in 1849, Annual Meeting was asked how to conduct communions with African-American members.  This was left to the congregation’s discretion with the note that they were not to be barred from the Lord’s Table on account of color.

The question of the holy kiss continued to arise following the Civil War and the quest for uniformity in practice of the holy kiss and the Love Feast without regard to race or color continued to evade the Brethren.

Before the Civil War, the Anabaptists witnessed against slavery by their words, sermons, and statements.  To their neighbors, their witness was in their manner of living.  They worked hard to plant and harvest without slaves, yet willingly worked with neighbors in planting and harvesting tasks.  They treated slaves as equal workers and showed them kindness when working with them.  While not seeking to force their views on their slave-owning neighbors, they shared their beliefs that slavery was evil and against God’s plan.  And in the South, during the Civil War, they suffered along with their neighbors the problems and atrocities of the war.  Brethren and Mennonite homes and farms were plundered.  Meetinghouses were used as housing for the armies and/or hospitals for the wounded.  While the Mennonites and Brethren may have been more willing to supply food and hospitality for the armies, they nevertheless suffered from the war.  So far as the army commanders were concerned, pro-slave and anti-slave made no difference in the midst of war.

And even though Brethren and Mennonites would not enter the Civil War over the issue of slavery, some did fight with the Union and some with the Confederacy.  Some Northern Anabaptists supported the war to preserve the Union.  Some Southern Anabaptists fought for states’ rights.  Certainly when compared with other Christian denominations, the Anabaptists who fought were a very small minority.  Since Anabaptists believed in non-resistance and believed all war to be sin, those who fought in the Civil War were forced to compromise their beliefs.  Some, too, were disfellowshipped for joining the armies.  It is difficult, as well, to say with certainty whether the young men who had Anabaptist heritage and fought in the Civil War were members of the church or not.  Since the Anabaptists did not practice infant baptism, but baptized those young persons who sought membership, many who were associated with Mennonite and Brethren congregations and chose to be combatants during the Civil War may not have been members of the church yet.  And though they knew the beliefs of the Anabaptists concerning entering the army, they were not bound to abide by the belief, unless they were members.  Then, they faced disfellowship for their military service.

The Anabaptists believed that the Christian way of living should be seen in the life one lived in this world.  While they were willing to share their views on slavery, even petitioning civil authorities and participating in civil disobedience, as in the case of the Underground Railroad, their witness came more from their refusal to have anything to do with what they called “the unchristian slave trade.”  They did not buy or sell slaves.  They did not accept slaves as an inheritance.  They reluctantly used slaves as laborers when trading planting or harvesting tasks with slave-owning neighbors.  Yet, we might expect that the slaves were given better treatment – especially better food, more water, and times of rest – than they normally had with their slave masters.  The Anabaptist belief that all people are created as children of God and that no person is better in God’s sight than any other was a powerful witness to the world, and to the United States of America, even when divided by Civil War.

Quaker John Woolman relates in his diary a story told to him by a Friend.  It is an excellent example of the Anabaptist witness in word and deed.  A Mennonite was acquainted with a man of wealth who lived at some distance from his home.  On a business trip, he travelled near the man’s home on his wagon.  With night coming on, he thought he might spend the night with his well-to-do friend.  But as he passed the fields of his friend, he was disturbed by the conditions of his friend’s slaves.  So he made himself a fire in the woods and slept out-of-doors for the night.  Word of the Mennonites actions came to his friend who sought him out at a later time.  The friend told him that he would have been given a warm welcome at his home, if he had come to the house.  The Mennonite replied that he had hoped to have an opportunity to speak to his friend.  He told him he wanted to come to the house and be entertained, but when he saw the conditions of the slaves as they worked and the manner of dress, he could not accept hospitality from the friend.  He then admonished the friend to treat his slaves more humanely.  And then, he told the man that as he slept in the field by the fire on the earlier night, that he thought that since he (the Mennonite) was a man of some wealth himself, he would have been freely and graciously received in his friend’s home.  But friend would have given him no more kindness than he gave his slaves.

Let me add a brief postscript which is somewhat beyond the scope of what I perceived as my task in this presentation.  The Brethren and Mennonites passed resolutions against modern-day slavery in the past decade.  The 2008 Church of the Brethren Annual Conference passed a resolution on “Slavery in the 21st Century: A Call to Awareness, Education, and Action.”  The next year, 2009, the Mennonite Church USA Delegate Assembly adopted a “Statement against Human Trafficking, modern day slavery,” which was brought from the Mennonite Women USA Board of Directors.  Both statements raise the specter of slavery in the United States and around the world today.  This slavery is not as well perceived as the slavery in the United States from its founding until after the Civil War.  Yet, it is slavery of human beings who are children of God just as we are children of God.
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