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On April 10, 1861—150 years ago today—a small fleet consisting of several tugboats, a revenue cutter, and a U.S. warship struggled through Atlantic gales off the East Coast.  Their mission was to relieve the beleaguered federal garrison at Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Carolina.  For several months national attention had focused on this massive brick fortress in the middle of Charleston Harbor and another like it, Fort Pickens, in Pensacola, Florida.  Sumter and Pickens were the last remaining outposts of federal power in the seceded states of the Deep South, which recently had formed the Confederate States of America.  Post offices, customs houses, and federal courts were gone.  Just these two forts remained.  Sumter and Pickens were indefensible, they had no strategic military value, and yet President Abraham Lincoln had promised in his inaugural address to “hold, possess, and protect” them. Republicans assumed that loss of these last two symbols of federal power would confirm secession and that the consequent growth in stature of the Confederacy might entice border South states, like Virginia, also to secede.  Republicans also believed, with some accuracy, that Democrats were sympathetic to slavery and that their resurgence fueled by a weak President vis-à-vis Sumter.  The Union, considerable symbolism, and moral ground were at stake.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Craig L. Symonds, Lincoln and His Admirals: Abraham Lincoln, the U.S. Navy, and the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 27-29; Russell McClintock, Lincoln and the Decision for War: The Northern Response to Secession (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 226.] 

Ironically, in its most recent issue the Rockingham Register was largely silent about the situation after weekly comments all through the winter.  Apparently there was little more to say.  “Hold, possess, and protect” had offended the local newspaper, and after that the Rockingham Register had become secessionist.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Rockingham Register (April 5, 1861): passim.] 

The crisis of secession and Sumter portended trouble for Shenandoah Valley Anabaptists in a special way.  True, many in the Valley, regardless of their spiritual life, dreaded secession and feared that if war came, the Valley’s borderland location would make it a battleground.  John Clark, a Primitive Baptist in Front Royal, thought the situation so grave that the “nation should be clothed in sack cloth and ashes.”  Alexander H. H. Stuart, a Staunton attorney, argued that secession would bring war to “this fertile and salubrious country” and to a “climate that is entirely salubrious to the Northern troops” who would come to fight.  Thomas J. Jackson, a math and physics professor and active Presbyterian in Lexington—and soon-to-be “Stonewall”—warned that those who wanted war “don’t know what they are bargaining for; they don’t see all the horrors that must accompany such an event.”  Admittedly, slavery politics and sectionalism had been troublesome for a long time, even from the founding of the nation, and secession was in the air during the crisis of 1850.  But the Union had never been so close to the abyss as it was when Lincoln’s relief flotilla steamed south, and many in the Valley dreaded this moment.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Thomas J. Jackson, Lexington to [nephew] Thomas Jackson Arnold, January 26, 1861, in Arnold, Early Life and Letters of General Thomas J. Jackson, 293-94; Funk, Life and Letters of Elder John Kline, 438; William W. Freehling and Craig M. Simpson, Showdown in Virginia: The 1861 Convention and the Fate of the Union (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010), 173-74; “Fasting and Prayer,” Zion’s Advocate 7 (December 15, 1860): 372.] 

In some ways, Anabaptists echoed the anxieties of their neighbors.  John Kline, for example, in his diary predicted that war “means tears and ashes and blood.”  Kline’s published diary is heavily edited, and the word “ashes” seems suspiciously prophetic of the Burning that took place in 1864; nobody else used “ashes” as they contemplated the dangerous future.  But otherwise Kline’s thoughts fell in line with those of other Valley residents. The situation was so dire that Dunkers argued over the location of their yearly meeting, scheduled for May and to be hosted by the Beaver Creek congregation in Rockingham County.  Northern Brethren complained that the situation was too dangerous for travel into the South.  Virginia Dunkers countered that it was just as unsafe for them to journey North, and eventually the Meeting proceeded as planned.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Benjamin Funk, ed., Life and Labors of Elder John Kline, the Martyr Missionary (Elgin, Ill.: Brethren Publishing House, 1900; Brethren Press reprint, 1964), 438; “The Annual Meeting of 1861—A Suggestion,” Gospel Visitor (February 1861): 62; Benjamin Bowman, et al, n.t., Gospel Visitor (April 1861): 126.] 

Although Anabaptists, then, in some respects appear as typical Shenandoans during the secession winter, they were, in fact, different.  Practitioners of this distinctive and minority faith were opposed to military service, opposed to slavery, and probably Unionists, which meant that they watched the growing crisis over Sumter from a unique vantage point.  
Nonresistance was a long-time Anabaptist belief, dating to the sixteenth century, and it had often gotten them into trouble with authorities, whether in early modern German city-states or during the American Revolution.  But in early 1861 Shenandoah Valley nonresistants had a recent memory of tolerance.  The last war that had employed conscription was the American Revolution, and subsequent conflicts, the War of 1812 and the Mexican-American War, were fought by volunteers.  In fact, the Mexican War, 1846-48, was relatively current and remembrances of it were still fresh.  Anabaptist conscientious objectors had survived that conflict reasonably unscathed, and James O. Lehman and Steven M. Nolt do not even mention this war in their very well-researched book, Mennonites, Amish, and the American Civil War.[footnoteRef:6]  Apparently, Anabaptists did not consider the last war as precedent for the next, which is a little unusual.  John Kline, at least in his edited diary, followed his “tears and ashes and blood” lament  with apprehension for nonresistant men within his faith, and this forecast also came true. Again, perhaps Kline’s editor added to his subject’s prescience after the fact, but, on the other hand, foretelling difficulties for conscientious objectors was very reasonable. Maybe Kline got this one right without help.  This war might be more difficult than the last one, and, to be sure, as war clouds gathered and military units formed and drilled, nonresistance placed Brethren and Mennonites far outside a mainstream growing more martial by the moment.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  James O. Lehman and Steven M. Nolt, Mennonites, Amish, and the American Civil War (Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007).]  [7:  Funk, ed., Life and Labors of Elder John Kline, 438.] 

Secondly, Anabaptists occupied a distinctive position during the secession crisis because of their conspicuous opposition to slavery.  Mennonites, of course, spoke little about slavery.  Although several Mennonites contributed to the famous 1688 Dutch-Quaker anti-slavery statement in Germantown, words from the spiritual descendents of Menno Simons against bondage are scarce.  Mostly, Mennonites let their actions speak for them, and contemporary observers noticed Mennonite aversion to owning other persons.  Eighteenth-century Pennsylvania Quakers seeking to purge their meeting of slaveholders cited Mennonites as an example, and early nineteenth-century Baptists in Page County, Virginia, mentioned slavery as one reason why a union attempt with a nearby Mennonite fellowship had failed.  In 1837 Peter Burkholder, a bishop in the Valley, published a rare Mennonite rationale for opposition to bondage; he wrote that because all are “free in Christ”  believers should not own slaves or participate in the slave trade.  Joseph Funk, of Singer’s Glen, linked slaveholding to worldliness after a slave who belonged to his Presbyterian son-in-law rebelled and nearly beat his owner to death.  “How much better it is never to meddle with slavery,” Funk observed, and he added that he was “very much” opposed to the slave trade.  During the Civil War, Mennonites reaffirmed their ban on slaveholders and also placed hiring slaves off-limits—hiring was an arrangement in which one person purchased the labor of a slave for an entire year—and after the Civil War Mennonites confirmed that they had opposed slavery all along.[footnoteRef:8] Apparently despite their relative silence, Virginia Mennonites relied on role models and gentle persuasion to bar slaveholders from membership until the Civil War ended the question.   [8:  Peter Burkholder, The Confession of Faith, of the Christians Known by the Name of Mennonites, in Thirty-Three Articles; With a Short Extract from their Catechism (Winchester, Va.: Robinson and Hollis, 1837), 419; Funk to John and Mary Kieffer (March 26, 1847), Funk Papers; Minutes of the Virginia Mennonite Conference, Including some Historical Data, A Brief Biographical Sketch of its Founders and Organizers, and t Her Official Statement of Christian Fundamentals, Constitution, and Rules and Discipline 2 vols. (Scottdale, Pa.: Virginia Mennonite Conference, 1939; second ed., 1950), I:6; Lehman and Nolt, Mennonites, Amish, and the American Civil War, 29-30.] 

Dunkers were much more outspoken about slavery.  Like the Mennonites, Dunkers had an anti-slavery tradition that extended into colonial Pennsylvania, owing to the criticism of the slave trade by Christopher Saur II, a Germantown printer and Brethren minister.  The first denominational statement against bondage came in 1782 when Yearly Meeting denied membership to slaveholders and participants in the slave trade, and seven years later it reaffirmed this position.  In 1812 Yearly Meeting agreed that slavery and the slave trade should be “abolished,” using a variation of a loaded word, “abolition,” and thereby placing themselves on the extreme fringe of public opinion.  Seven more times--1812, 1813, 1837, 1845, 1846, 1853, 1854, and 1857—the Dunkers’ annual gathering reaffirmed or strengthened its opposition to the South’s institution.  Again like the Mennonites, Dunkers avoided complex theology and simply asserted that slavery was sinful, that it was wrong to own and trade souls, and that slavery violated the golden rule.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Classified Minutes of Annual Conference of the Brethren: A History of the General councils of the Church from 1778 to 1885 (Mt. Morris, Il.: The Brethren Publishing House, 1886), 372-78; “An Essay on Slavery” and “Remarks of the Editor,” Gospel Visiter 1 (January 1852): 158-59.] 

Shenandoah Dunkers provided variation on the Dunker anti-slavery theme.  Though sharing opposition to slavery with their northern brothers and sisters, Brethren in the Valley chafed at the abolitionism they detected within the denomination, mostly because they considered immediate emancipation impractical.  According to Virginia law, newly freed slaves had to leave the state within a year, and although the law was rarely enforced, it remained on the books.  In 1853 leaders of the Virginia Dunkers gathered to discuss growing abolition within the Brethren, and with John Kline ready for “warfare with such that are of the Abolishionists,” they took their grievance to Yearly Meeting, which created a committee to study liberation of Brethren-held slaves.  The following year the gathering approved the committee report, which restated the anti-slavery position, and in 1855 Virginia Brethren meeting at Linville Creek accepted this. Virginia Dunkers resolved to remove slavery from their fellowship because bondage was divisive and “dangerous” for the denomination, which suggests yielding to Yearly Meeting for the sake of unity rather than conviction, but the short document also condemned slavery as “evil” three times.  The gathering added its disapproval of hiring slaves and requested members who still held servants to liberate them quickly or to provide for their freedom in a will.  Reading between the lines suggests that a few Dunkers owned other persons, but they had a reputation in the area for avoiding slavery and very few Dunker masters have emerged from the primary evidence.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Kline to George Shaver (February 1853), in Roger Sappington, The Brethren in Virginia: The History of the Church of the Brethren in Virginia (Harrisonburg, Va.: Committee for the Brethren History in Virginia, 197), 62; The Linville Creek statement and the Kline statement appear in Sappington, Brethren in Virginia, 63; “Still Hoping,” Rockingham Register (February 15, 1861).  The Linville Creek statement includes signatories, none of whom appear on the slaveholding lists; Slave Schedules, Rockingham County, United States Census, 1860.] 

 Both, Anabaptist fellowships, then, opposed slavery, each in its own way.  Mennonites lacked a denominational structure to deal with the issue, and Dunkers had a denominational system for which no detail was too small to escape attention.  Both applied their schemes to slavery.  Complicating the question of slave membership is the aversion to membership lists within both societies, but the names of leaders in the Valley are available and they did not own slaves.  
Opposing slavery put Anabaptists at risk because it placed them against the heart of the Southern cause, including opinion in the Shenandoah Valley.  Indeed, bondage was commonplace in the Valley. In 1860 20 percent of the Shenandoah Valley population was enslaved, and 10 percent of the Rockingham County persons were slaves. Moreover, hiring, which created two masters for each slave involved, was especially prevalent in the Valley. Thus, although slaveholding was significantly lower than figures for eastern Virginia, where 50 percent slave was common, slavery was nevertheless significant to the Valley economy and part of daily life.  When Anabaptists refused to participate in the peculiar institution, they non-conformed to a vital local custom.  
As with nonresistance, anti-slavery had not previously drawn anger from neighbors, but times had changed and slavery was responsible for the current political crisis. During the secession crisis, The Rockingham Register condemned abolitionists as “unyielding as death itself” and complained about “Black Republican effrontery.”  According to the newspaper, Black Republicans “declared hostility to our institutions, and secretly dispatched their evil emissaries to our midst to rob us of our property and to persuade our negroes to murder us in our beds.”  (“Black Republican” was an ugly racist term and commonly used.)  Jackson, the VMI physics professor, blamed the secession crisis on the North’s “peculiar notion of slavery.”  A. H. H. Boyd, a Presbyterian minister from Winchester, lamented subversion of the fugitive slave law, abolitionist votes for an anti-slavery president, and the North’s “unreasonable and maddened assaults upon our domestic relations,” a reference to the John Brown raid.  James Holcomb, a law professor at the University of Virginia, concluded that slavery was so vital to Virginia and contributed so much “material wealth and political power to the whole Commonwealth that its subversion” by unfriendly government “would dry up the very fountains of the public strength, change the whole frame of our civilization, and inflict a mortal wound  upon our liberties.” John Baldwin, a Staunton attorney who labored hard to avoid secession, observed that “there is but one single complaint which Virginia has to make against the government, and that is on the subject of African slavery.”  Undoubtedly, slavery created this crisis over Sumter,[footnoteRef:11]  and Anabaptists were anti-slavery fellowships in a community preparing to fight for slavery.   [11:  Baldwin quoted in Andrew J. Torget, “Slavery, Politics, and Secession in the Valley of Virginia,” eds. Edward L. Ayers, Gary W. Gallagher, and Andrew J. Torget, Crucible of the Civil War (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2006), 24; Freehling and Simpson, Showdown in Virginia, 62; “Be Warned Ere It Is Too Late,” Rockingham Register 39 (March 8, 1861); “Who Will Submit?” Rockingham Register  39 (March 30, 1861); Jackson to Arnold, in Arnold, Early Life and Letters of General Thomas J. Jackson, 293-94; A.H.H. Boyd, “Thanksgiving Sermon, Delivered in Winchester, Va., on Thursday, 29th November, 1860” (Winchester, Va.: J.H. Crum, 1860).] 

Finally, Valley Anabaptists probably were Unionists, which would have thrust them even further outside the local mainstream.  Admittedly, as the Lincoln’s little flotilla assembled off the coast of Charleston, public opinion in the Shenandoah Valley lacked clarity.  During the election of 1860 Rockingham was one of only two counties in the state carried by moderate Democrat Stephen Douglas, who campaigned on a strong Unionist platform.  In February, 1861, a huge majority of Valley voters preferred Unionists when they voted for delegates to a special convention called by the state legislature.  Rockbridge County gave Unionist candidates 91% of the vote, Augusta, 87%, and Rockingham, 74%.  Rockingham, normally as solid a Democratic stronghold as possible, sent a former Whig to the convention because he was Unionist, signifying that secession issues now trumped party loyalties.[footnoteRef:12]  And, looking ahead, when the convention finally voted to secede after Sumter and Lincoln’s call for troops, the Valley’s delegates voted against the resolution by a two to one margin.  Unionism had substantial support in the Valley.   [12:  Torget, “Slavery, Politics, and Secession in the Valley of Virginia,” 21-22.] 

But much of this Unionism was conditional.  Unionists were quite clear that if the “Black Republicans” took any action against the South, including the already seceded states, they would leave the Union.  (Even Conditional Unionists like John Baldwin used “Black Republican.”) Edward Kemper, a storekeeper from Cross Keys, wrote that “if every plan that has been offered should fail to secure our rights in the Union,” then Virginians should “seek their rights out of the Union,” a classic statement of Conditional Unionism.  Jackson favored “use of every influence … to procure an honorable adjustment of our troubles,” but if that failed he was prepared to “wage such a war as will bring hostilities to a speedy close.” On April 4 John Baldwin explained the specifics of Conditional Unionism to President Lincoln in a secret meeting in White House.  Baldwin told Lincoln simply to give up the forts.  If the President tried to reinforce them with a non-armed shipment of food or if he even withdrew under military necessity, i.e., a tactical withdrawal due to indefensibility, Baldwin predicted that Virginia and the other border states would secede and take up arms with the Confederacy.  Although Baldwin argued a strong unionist position in Virginia’s special convention, in his conference with the President the Staunton lawyer laid down very narrow conditions for Virginia’s Unionism and pledged secession if the new President took even the mildest steps to hold onto Sumter or federal prestige. Conditional Unionists laid down very narrow guidelines for their continued loyalty.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  See also Freehling and Simpson, Showdown in Virginia, 86; Brooke quoted in Michael G. Mahon, The Shenandoah Valley, 1861-1865: The Destruction of the Granary of the Confederacy (Mechanicsburg, Pa.: Stackpole Books, 1999), 16; Jackson to Arnold, in Arnold, Early Life and Letters of General Thomas J. Jackson, 293-94; Russell McClintock, Lincoln and the Decision for War: The Northern Response to Secession (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 241-43.] 

As the secession crisis continued, Unionism in the Valley deteriorated, and secession gained momentum. Two recent scholars have observed that given the choice, Virginians would rather kill Yankees than Southern slaveholders.  While the impending opportunity to kill Yankees may have been less firmly felt in the Valley than in eastern Virginia, it was still present.  B. F. Brooke, a Methodist and Conditional Unionist, preached to the Winchester YMCA on the day prior to the election of delegates to Virginia’s special convention, and he noted that “the older men agreed with me—but the younger generation laughed at my fears.  Hot young Blood—eager for war—without knowing what it means.” Lincoln’s Inaugural address (on March 4) disappointed local public opinion.  The Rockingham Register called the President’s moderate firmness on the forts—to “hold, protect, and possess”—a “declaration of war,” and the paper added that “immediate union of all the Southern states,” i.e., immediate secession, was the last way to preserve peace [emphasis original]. John Imboden, a secessionist from Staunton and future Confederate general, claimed that dissolution of the Union was already a fact.  “What’s the use,” he said, “to deny the true state of the case, and fool and cheat the people by singing hazanahs to the union when there is not Union!”  In March lay Methodists had met simultaneously with a meeting of the Baltimore Conference, and they had pushed for secession from the Methodist Episcopal Church, North.  (Brethren cited this in their hesitancy to come to Virginia.) On March 27 a secessionist flag flew over the Exchange Hotel in Harrisonburg, courtesy of several women in town who used their seamstress skills to speak in the male domain of politics.  The Rockingham Register noted that the flag was a surprise—perhaps Harrisonburg was still split on secession—but the editor praised the “gallant fair ladies of our town who … favor uniting their destinies with the chivalrous States” that had seceded.   Gradually, the Valley’s Unionism eroded as the decision over whether to kill Yankees or slaveholders came closer.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Brooke and Imboden quoted in Mahon, Shenandoah Valley, 17; “Be Warned Ere It Is Too Late,” Rockingham Register; “Local Notings,” 39 (March 29, 1861); Emanuel Slifer to David Plaine, Roger E. Sappington, The Brethren in the New Nation: A Source Book on the Development of the Church of the Brethren, 1785-1865 (Elgin, Ill.: The Brethren Press, 1976), 336.] 

As the Valley tilted Confederate, Anabaptists most likely held for the Union although admittedly evidence of Anabaptist thought on secession is thin.  On one hand, Mennonite Bishop Jacob Hildebrand of Augusta County voted for secession, he honored President Jefferson Davis’s call for a national day of prayer, and his sons joined the Confederate Army; other Brethren and Mennonites also enlisted for the Confederacy after the war broke out.  But Unionism was more typical.  John Kline wrote to Governor John Letcher that the United States was formed “upon an inseparable union of the several States” and that it had proven “itself to be of incalculable worth to its citizens and the world.”  The Elder concluded that “we as a church and people are heart and soul opposed to any move which looks towards its dismemberment,” a ringing denunciation of secession.[footnoteRef:15] When voters finally got a chance to vote on secession, on May 24 and weeks after the war was already underway, Mennonites cast many of the few votes against disunion despite severe intimidation.  Voters submitted paper ballots in full view, and Virginia did not have a secret ballot, greatly facilitating bullying beside the ballot box. Yet several Mennonites, many of whom were church leaders, braved the threats and voted against secession, and still others later claimed that they would have voted for the Union if not for intimidation that kept them from the polling place.  Further contributing to probable Unionism is that Brethren and Mennonites were southern extensions of northern denominations, which encouraged a northern perspective, a pattern that also fit Friends and United Brethren.  Although in the 1850s Valley Dunkers had balked at perceived abolitionism within their denomination, they made peace with Yearly Meeting, thereby demonstrating the influence of northern thought on them.  Finally, J.H. Wartmann, the editor of the Rockingham Register, appears suspicious of Dunker loyalties, bathing them in praise for their loyalty to the South—“Let no man question the loyalty to their State and section of the Tunkers living in the South”—but warning that open opposition to slavery would end the friendliness. Wartmann was very complimentary of Dunkers and he tried so hard to make his case that local Dunkers were true-blue Southerners but that anti-slavery Brethren would find trouble—a very obvious carrot-and-stick—that perhaps he should not be taken at face value. The suspicion is the Wartmann did not trust the Dunkers and hoped to cajole them into loyalty. John Kline’s words, Mennonite votes, Northern connections, and a nervous editor all hint at unionism.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  John R. Hildebrand, ed., A Mennonite Journal, 1862-1865: A Father’s Account of the Civil War in the Shenandoah Valley (Shippensburg, Pa.: Burd Street Press, 1996); Funk, Life and Labors, 439.]  [16:  Lehman and Nolt, Mennonites, Amish, and the American Civil War, 46-47; “The Tunkers,” Rockingham Register (May 24, 1861).  Wartman warned northern Dunkers coming to Yearly Meeting at Beaver Creek that they were welcomed but that circumstances would change if they espoused anti-slavery.] 

Looking ahead, during the war Anabaptist Unionism became more identifiable.  Even the Dunkers, who before the war had stood aloof from political activity, including voting, now endorsed the great Northern cause.  The Yearly Meeting declared discipline for those who preached pro-slavery principles, even privately, and lest non-voting and non-resistance cast them as “indifferent” to or even as opponents of the Union, Yearly Meeting approved of the effort to “suppress the rebellion.” Also, in 1865 Yearly Meeting labeled Confederate sympathies as a worldly sin that corrupted the body of believers.  Elders and ministers who sided with the South or who voted for secession could not continue in their position, and voters for secession would “be put away from among us.” The gathering also condemned those who “speak evil of the rulers of our land in public.”  At first blush this reaffirms a long-standing Brethren belief that God ordained civic rulers, but excommunication of those who criticized the government, “especially of President Lincoln,” combined with removal of Confederate sympathizers sounds more like an endorsement of Republican policy.[footnoteRef:17]  In the Valley, Brethren and Mennonites operated an extensive Underground Railroad that provided escape for conscientious objectors and Confederate deserters into the western mountains.  Moreover, some Brethren and Mennonites displayed considerable courage for their faith and the Union.  Margaret Rhodes, for example, a thirty-something Mennonite woman with five children and an invalid husband, ran a station on the Underground Railroad and delivered its mail.  A carpet concealed a trap door that led to hidden refugees in her home.  Rhodes testified that Confederates “treated us roughly” and took their property because of Unionist sympathies.  Although these post-war accounts of wartime sacrifice for the Union, including the votes against secession, came long after the fact and were part of an effort to receive financial compensation from the Federal government, the testimonials are generally persuasive.  The accounts were given under oath, which counts, which adds to the credibility of the statements.  Additionally, honesty was a strong part of Brethren and Mennonite faith—Brethren refused to testify under oath because it implied dishonesty other times—and those who practiced public dishonesty might face congregational discipline.  Perhaps most convincingly, the testimonies in the claims process tend to agree, which particularly enhances their credibility.  John Kline’s murder is additional evidence that his neighbors thought he was a Unionist.  That Anabaptists were Unionists during the war appears a safe bet, and it seems logical, although not certain, that if anti-slavery Brethren and Mennonites with Northern connections were Unionists during and after the war, they were Unionists before Sumter as well.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  “indifferent…,” Minutes of the Annual Meetings of the Church of the Brethren: Containing All Available Minutes from 1778 to 1909 (Elgin, Ill.: Brethren Publishing House, 1909), 231-32; “rebels in this bloody rebellion,” 238; “speak evil…,” 238; “especially of President Lincoln,” 242.  See also 239.]  [18:  Emmert F. Bittinger, ed., Unionists and the Civil War Experience in the Shenandoah Valley: Bridgewater, Dayton and the Surrounding Area, Rockingham County, Virginia III (Dayton, Va.: Valley Research Associates and the Valley Brethren-Mennonite Heritage Center, 2005), 691-713. ] 

  
In sum, inability to participate in war, opposition to the fundamental reason for going to war, and perhaps sympathy with the other side placed Anabaptists firmly against the Valley’s tide.  Moreover, this situation came on them relatively suddenly.  Although nonresistance and anti-slavery had always been fundamental Anabaptist beliefs, they had facilitated nonconformity without incurring the wrath of their neighbors. The Rockingham Register, if taken at face value, noted that Southern Dunkers avoided slavery, but it also praised their non-interference with slaveholding and their overall industriousness, wisdom, and honesty.[footnoteRef:19]  Likewise, militia days passed largely without notice.  If anti-slavery and nonresistance contributed to antebellum outsiderness, so did plain dress; limited consumerism; unpaid, untrained  ministers; humility; adult baptism; distinctive rituals, such as the lot, sprinkling, trine immersion, and feet washing; and emphasis on congregational unity.  Before the war anti-slavery and nonresistance were merely part of a larger package of nonconformity. [19:  “The Tunkers,” Rockingham Register 39 (May 24, 1861).] 

 But after Lincoln’s election, the secession of the Deep South, and the growing confrontation over Sumter, the terms of outsiderness changed.  Some of the long-standing Anabaptist walls against the world, like plain dress, seem less important, but anti-slavery and nonresistance now could be life-changing and Unionism, a secular concept, only added to the new relationship with the mainstream.  What once worked effectively but quietly, now threatened serious risk.  Boundaries had not shifted—all of the old boundaries still existed—but the priority or the effectiveness of the lines had changed in ways that few could have predicted.  

Perhaps we should remember that Valley Anabaptists were also Pietists, and from its inception, Pietism cherished Matthew 25 with its parable about the ten bridesmaids. As Jesus told the story, ten bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom.  Five who were foolish took no oil, and when the bridegroom was late, they were unprepared and left to get oil.  But when the bridegroom finally appeared, the five wise bridesmaids with oil trimmed their lamps, and Jesus took them—but not the foolish bridesmaids—to the wedding dinner.  The punch line in the parable is that “no one knows the day and time when the bridegroom will appear,” and the message is to be prepared.  John Kline stressed the importance of keeping the right oil in the lamps; he said that the foolish burn oil that “answers for this life” and keeps their “lamps aglow while living in the world.”  But the “only oil that burns in the presence of Jesus is the oil of heavenly love proved by a life of self-denial and obedience to His word.”  Kline may have stretched the metaphor a little too much, but he caught the broad meaning of the parable, i.e., to have one’s spiritual life in order.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Oct 12, 1835, 31-32   Also  Oct 23, 1844, when he read Matthew 25.] 

 As Lincoln’s ships fought the seas enroute to Charleston Harbor—150 years ago today—Anabaptists in the Valley might have reached for their lamps.  As anti-slavery Christians opposed to military service and with probable Northern sympathies, their faith would be tested in new ways and in a manner for which they were largely unprepared; who could be, unless they had oil? 
But unpredictable times are a universal, hardly confined to Valley Anabaptists during the secession crisis.  Brethren and Mennonites today, no less than in April, 1861, need to prepare for the unpredictable by having oil and trimming their lamps.  
