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Abstract: This essay explores Mennonite Central Committee’s encounters with 
National Socialism in the person and work of Benjamin H. Unruh (1881-1959), the 
official representative of Russian Mennonites in Germany throughout the period of 
National Socialism. Benjamin Unruh’s extensive correspondence deposited in five 
Mennonite archives and his published articles are used to document and assess how 
MCC’s humanitarian efforts with Soviet Mennonites were entangled with National 
Socialism and its legacy. The essay explores the roots of Unruh’s pro-German 
Mennonite orientation, documents his growing pro-Nazism in the 1930s, and his 
explicit promotion of its racial goals. A fresh reading of these materials offers a more 
complete accounting of the tumultuous events of the twentieth century in which 
Unruh played a role, and identifies related themes in the larger Russian Mennonite 
community which embraced his leadership. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Professor Benjamin H. Unruh’s biography is connected to the very 
beginnings of Mennonite Central Committee in 1920-1922 when he served 
as a key spokesperson in Germany for the famine-stricken Mennonites in 
South Russia. Some years later he again played the central role in the 
rescue of thousands of Mennonites from Moscow in 1929 and, along with 
MCC, their resettlement in Paraguay, Brazil, and Canada. Because of 
Unruh’s influence and deep connections with key German government 
agencies in Berlin, his home office in Karlsruhe, Germany, became a relief 
hub for Mennonites internationally. Unruh facilitated large-scale debt 
forgiveness for Mennonites in Paraguay and Brazil, and negotiated 
preferential consideration for Mennonite relief work to the Soviet Union 
during the Great Famine (Holodomor) of 1932-1933. He also was 
instrumental in the relief assistance MCC extended to those suffering from 
war in Poland and France in 1940. The efforts by Nazi leaders in Germany 
to support and resettle Mennonites from Ukraine after 1941 was also done 
in close consultation with Unruh.  
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Much of this was possible because of Unruh’s tireless promotion of the 
German racial purity of Russian Mennonites, and his commitment to their 
cultural survival. Unruh was convinced that there was no contradiction in 
being both a faithful Christian in the Mennonite tradition and a supporter 
of National Socialism and Adolf Hitler. At the conclusion of World War 
II, Unruh’s past Nazi sympathies led MCC to quietly retire their 
relationship to Unruh with a small pension. Long after his death in 1959, 
however, Unruh continued to be held in the highest regard by thousands 
of Mennonite families in North and South America whose release from 
the Soviet Union was due in part to his efforts. He was a complex, larger-
than-life figure, whose accomplishments have helped to define MCC’s 
own narrative.  

Although Unruh’s life and work have been well documented by family 
and friends,1 his very troublesome connections with German National 
Socialism have not received sufficient examination.2 This essay uses 
Unruh’s extensive correspondence deposited in five Mennonite archives 
along with his published articles to examine his pro-German Mennonite 
roots, his evolving relationship with MCC—especially in the context of 
Nazi Germany—and, through Unruh, MCC’s encounters and 
entanglements with National Socialism. 

  
EARLY YEARS 

Benjamin Heinrich Unruh was born in the Crimea in 1881, the son of a 
Mennonite Church elder and a Mennonite Brethren mother. Following his 
father’s premature death, his uncle Kornelius Unruh—a leading educator 
in Russia—recognized his nephew’s extraordinary gifts and guided his 
development. Three wealthy Molotschna district Mennonite families 
offered Unruh a scholarship for graduate and doctoral-level studies in 
theology and history in Switzerland, where he studied from 1900 to 1907. 
Prior to the Communist Revolution in Russia, some 150 Mennonites had 
completed a Russian, German, or Swiss university education. They 
formed an emerging “Mennonite intelligentsia” of enlightened, 

                                                           
1. Cf. Heinrich B. Unruh, Fügungen und Führungen: Benjamin Heinrich Unruh, 1881-1959 

(Detmold: Verein zur Erforschung und Pflege des Russlanddeutschen Mennonitentums, 
2009), including Peter Letkemann’s important “Nachwort,” 361-447. Also Jakob Warkentin, 
“Benjamin Heinrich Unruh (1881-1959),” in Shepherds, Servants and Prophets: Leadership 
Among the Russian Mennonites (ca. 1880-1960), ed. Harry Loewen (Kitchener, Ont.: Pandora, 
2003), 401-425. 
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Verhandlungen zwischen der NS-Regierung und dem MCC in Bezug auf die 
lateinamerikanischen Mennoniten,” Jahrbuch für Geschichte und Kultur der Mennoniten in 
Paraguay 18 (2017), 133-160. On Nazi Germany’s view of Mennonites—transmitted largely 
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Benjamin Unruh, Nazism and MCC                    159   

independent, and critical thinkers in Russia, with Unruh among the most 
brilliant and promising of his generation.3 

Living on the Swiss-German border as a student and soon connected to 
South German Mennonites by marriage, Unruh became immersed in a 
context which increasingly conflated German nationalism and European 
colonialism on the one hand, with Christianity and the growth of God’s 
kingdom on the other. One evening in Basel, Vladimir Lenin, then in exile 
in Switzerland, met with Russian-German students, and—according to 
Unruh—responded “warmly” to a speech Unruh gave on the economic 
contributions of the German colonists to Russian life and their loyalty to 
the Russian people.4 Basel was a hotbed for socialist-leaning Swiss 
Reformed pastors and theologians, including some, like Leonhard Ragaz, 
who were rediscovering the values of Anabaptists as an impulse for their 
religious activism, and challenged the power and influence of wealthy 
industrialists in their parishes, especially the low wages they paid to their 
workers.5 These voices seemingly had no impact on Unruh.  

Unruh’s recommendations around Mennonite nonresistance, and his 
inclination toward political involvement to support Mennonite ambitions, 
reached back to the February Revolution in Russia in 1917 and the collapse 
of the Romanov Dynasty. When the provisional government called for 
elections, Unruh and his colleague Johann A. Willms penned a brochure 
titled “How do we Mennonites organize for a National Assembly?” 
(March 3, 1917). In it they spoke of the duty of ethnic self-preservation, 
and the need for self-protection and the advancement of group-interests 
in a competitive environment if Mennonites were not to be crushed or 
simply left to self-destruct.6 The strategy required grass-roots political 
work in every village, with verbal and print “propaganda” created 
especially by teachers who were free in the summers. When Unruh 
traveled to speak to the younger Mennonite medics still stationed in 
Moscow for their Red Cross alternative service assignments, there was  

                                                           
3. Nicolai J. Klassen, “Mennonite Intelligentsia in Russia,” Mennonite Life [hereafter ML] 

24:2 (April 1969), 51-60. 
4. B. Unruh, “Einige wichtige Erinnerungen aus meinem Leben und ein Vorschlag,” 2, 

letter to multiple editors, MS 295, folder 13, MLA.—https://mla.bethelks.edu/archives/ 
ms_295/folder_13/. 

5. Cf. Leonhard Ragaz, Du sollst: Grundzüge einer sittlichen Weltanschauung (Freiburg i.B.: 
Waetzel, 1904), eg., 8.—https://archive.org/details/dusollstgrundzge0000raga. 

6. B. Unruh and Johann Willms, “Wie organisieren wir Mennoniten uns für die 
Nationalversammlung?,” file 3603, 58-68, reel 77, Peter J. Braun Russian Mennonite Archive, 
Robarts Library, University of Toronto. Cf. Alfred Eisfeld, “Deutsche 
Autonomiebewegungen in der Ukraine und in Westsibirien 1917-1918,” in Deutsche in 
Ruβland und in der Sowjetunion 1914-1941, ed. A. Eisfeld, V. Herdt, and B. Meissner (Berlin: 
LIT, 2007), 127-144; H. Unruh, Fügungen und Führungen, 117f. 
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a feeling by the majority of the listeners that the speaker [Unruh] had 
been too voluble, pompous, and assertive, too impressed with his 
own brilliance of mind, too defensive of the status quo at home, and 
too transparently obvious in his ambition to hold the position of 
starshii (elder or leader) in Mennonite organizations, 

according to historian David G. Rempel—whose brother Johann was in 
the group.7 While harsh, this assessment of his personality and leadership 
style helps to illuminate later chapters of his life.  

On June 7, 1917, Unruh gave a major address on nonresistance at the 
request of the General Conference of Mennonite Congregations in Russia. 
After a lengthy account of the Mennonite “dogma” of nonresistance, 
Unruh prepared listeners for the real possibility that Mennonites could 
lose their special privileges in a political environment in which all citizens 
shared the same rights and responsibilities. In this case, they would have 
to consider accommodation “like the Mennonites in the West [i.e., 
Germany],” Unruh suggested. But even if they were guaranteed a non-
resistant option under the new government, elders and ministers should 
extend patience and tolerance to their fellow believers who might take up 
the sword and participate in military service.8  

Ninety-eight per cent of Mennonites participated in the long-delayed 
November elections—a sign of their willingness to cooperate with the new 
government, according to Unruh, who himself was a candidate for the 
“German Farmers of Tavrida Party.”9 The urgency of the moment also 
brought voting rights for women to the forefront for the first time as well: 
“Even our women must cast a vote if we do not wish to fall behind,” 
Unruh and Willms wrote.10  

As it turned out, however, the Bolshevik Party under Lenin seized 
power three weeks prior to the elections, and Lenin moved to dissolve the 
new constituent assembly after its first brief meeting in January 1918. Civil 
war and anarchy now crashed upon the Mennonite colonies in waves. By 
April large numbers of Mennonites took up arms to protect the town of 
Halbstadt. “Besides the armed riders, half of the village stood guard 

                                                           
7. David G. Rempel, “Recollections from trip to Canada, Summer 1939,” 67, box 36, file 

29, David G. Rempel Papers, Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto. 
8. B. Unruh, “Die Wehrlosigkeit,” address given at the General Mennonite Conference, 

June 7, 1917 (Halbstadt, 1917), 22.—https://mla.bethelks.edu/gmsources/books/1917,%20 
Unruh,%20Wehrlosigkeit/. 

9. Cf. B. Unruh, Die Auswanderung der niederdeutschen mennonitischen Bauern aus der 
Sowjetunion, 1923–1933 (unpublished draft, ca. 1944), 115, “B. H. Unruh Collection,” MS 295, 
Mennonite Library and Archives-Bethel College [hereafter MLA] .— https://mla.bethelks. 
edu/archives/ms_295/.   

10. Unruh and Willms, “Wie organisieren wir Mennoniten uns für die National-
versammlung?” 
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during the first half of the night, and the rest took the second watch.”11 
According to one eyewitness “everybody was for [armed self-defense / 
Selbstschutz]; all the preachers of every persuasion.”12  

Between April and October 1918 Ukraine was under “friendly” 
German occupation, and a new sense of German nationalism and 
incautious enthusiasm for the German Empire took root in the Mennonite 
community. Unruh’s brother-in-law Fritz Hege was one of the German 
soldiers stationed in Halbstadt in 1918.13 According to a program meeting 
description 

Under German occupation non-resistance had become a “burning 
issue” for our congregations, especially since a good portion of our 
young men, mostly due to the pressure of external circumstances, has 
breached the principle of non-resistance. . . . We appear to have 
reached a major turning point in our religious thought and percept-
ion.”14  

The use of arms for organized self-defense was clearly something novel 
in the longer tradition of this people in Russia. The General Mennonite 
Conference of Churches organized four days of meetings in Lichtenau on 
“political questions,” including “the confession of nonresistance among 
Mennonites.”15 Mennonites were required to respond by July 4 to a 
directive by German authorities for the establishment of self-defense 
militia units.  

With Brother Benjamin Unruh in the lead there were those who 
considered our nonresistance as a mere tradition and pointed out 
how Abraham of old rescued Lot militarily, how David had killed the 
giant Goliath, Samson the Philistines, etc.16 

When Unruh, who was typically the most memorable speaker at any 
gathering, seemed to argue that nonresistance was “tradition” rather than 

                                                           
11. Troubles and Triumphs 1914-1924: Excerpts from the Diary of Peter J. Dyck, Ladekopp, 

Molotschna Colony, Ukraine, ed. John P. Dyck (Springstein, Man.: Self-published, 1981), entry 
for April 18, 1918. 

12. A. A. Wiens to B. B. Janz, letter, cited in Josephine Chipman, “Mennonite Selbstschutz 
in the Ukraine: 1918-1919” (Master of Arts thesis, University of Manitoba, 1988), 92.—
http://hdl.handle.net/1993/3535.  

13. Cf. Our Stories, trans. and ed. Walfried Jansen (Winnipeg, Man., 2010), 37, Walter and 
Linda Jansen Fonds, 1946-2009, vol. 5477-5478, 5691, Mennonite Heritage Archives, 
Winnipeg, MB [hereafter MHA]. 

14. “Progamm,” in Volksfreund 2 (16), no. 22 (40) (31 May 1918), 2.— https://chor.square7. 
ch/pletk27.pdf. 

15. Friedensstimme 16, no. 36 (23 July 1918), 1.— https://chor.square7.ch/pletk47.pdf. 
16. Bernhard J. Dick, “Something about the Selbstschutz of the Mennonites in South Russia 

(July 1918-March 1919),” trans. and ed. Harry Loewen and Al Reimer, Journal of Mennonite 
Studies [hereafter JMS], 4 (1986), 137f. 
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a fundamental biblical principle, it was the “straw that broke the camel’s 
back,” and the path to self-defense was opened.17 The Congress had 283 
delegates, including nineteen elders and 139 ministers.18 Almost twenty 
years later in Nazi Germany, Unruh reflected on those days and a sermon 
he had heard on Abraham and Lot by Halbstadt minister Gerhard B. 
Harder: “Love and mercy compelled Abraham to act. It was completely 
new terrain in which he sought and experienced God’s help. He did not 
seek the spoils of war. He vigorously rejected them.” Rather, Abraham 
took on “a tough and distasteful duty” and still became the prototype of 
the New Testament church.19 This was the “first Selbstschutz sermon that 
I had heard,” Unruh recalled. With such arguments, Unruh and others 
sought to move Russian Mennonites away from a longer tradition on 
nonresistance to a “Just War” position. He was well aware that “faithful” 
Anabaptists in the sixteenth century—Balthasar Hubmaier and Jakob 
Hutter are the typical examples—came to opposite conclusions on self-
defense. Many years later this question would continue to be at the heart 
of MCC’s difficulties with Unruh in both Germany and Paraguay.  

When the next strong wave of anarchy and war returned in the fall of 
1918, some 100 to 120 students from Unruh’s Halbstadt Commerce 
School—largely sons of well-to-do Mennonites—along with some of their 
teachers formed an active Selbstschutz unit.20 Unruh was the unofficial 
chaplain of the group.21 Later, Gerhard Wiens would recall that: 

Professor Benjamin Unruh’s attitude was one of tacit support for 
resistance. Somewhat of a shock to me. He was my Bible instructor 
and was highly educated. . . . Everyone in Halbstadt looked up to 
him. I was greatly influenced by his attitude towards the Selbstschutz 
as were others.22 

In February 1919 the First Mennonite Infantry Regiment took ten 
prisoners who had committed grisly criminal acts and executed them. 
After this deed Unruh was quickly brought up from Halbstadt to lecture 
the soldiers not on a Mennonite peace theology, but on a key principle of 
the ancient Christian doctrine of “Just War.” 

                                                           
17. Dick, “Something about the Selbstschutz,” 137. 
18. Cf. D. H. Epp’s brief history of the congress in Unser Blatt 2, no. 1 (Oct. 1926), 19.—

https://chort.square7.ch/Pis/UB26_01.pdf.  
19. Cf. Unruh’s recollections in Mennonitische Rundschau [hereafter MR] 60, no. 39 (Sept. 

29, 1937), 7. 
20. “Nonresistance on Trial, or Selbsterlebtes u. Selbstschutz: Molotschna Mennonite 

Settlement, 1918-1919,” n.d.—MLA, https://mla.bethelks.edu/books/289_74771_Se48.pdf. 
21. Cited in Unruh, Fügungen und Führungen, 141. 
22. Gerhard Wiens, in Constantinoplers—Escape from Bolshevism, ed. Irmgard Epp 

(Victoria, B.C.: Trafford, 2006), 47f. I thank James Urry for this reference. 
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He [Unruh] regretted the execution of the prisoners. Despite the 
brutality of the enemy, a Christian should not judge or seek revenge. 
He pointed to the enormous task we must perform in protecting our 
villages and thereby our loved ones from such bands. . . . This speech 
by our highly esteemed teacher impressed all of us deeply, and each 
promised to do his duty.23 

Less than a year later Unruh and two Halbstadt colleagues, C. H. 
Warkentin and Abram A. Friesen, were commissioned by the Mennonites 
of Russia to travel to western Europe and North America to describe the 
horrors of revolution, anarchy, and impending famine, and to request 
immediate aid. The urgency of those presentations in America stimulated 
the formation of Mennonite Central Committee in September 1920. One 
year later as famine raged in South Russia, Unruh expressed concerns 
about both the level of aid that was required and the fragile cooperation 
of the “countless” Mennonite splinter groups in North America. 
Throughout 1921 Friesen and Warkentin were delegated to North 
America and Unruh to Europe to actively explore immigration 
opportunities for Russia’s 100,000 Mennonites with authorities from 
Argentina, Canada, the Dutch East Indies, Mexico, New Zealand, 
Paraguay, South Africa, Suriname, and USA. Presenting Russian 
Mennonites as a community of skilled agriculturalists and bearers of 
European culture, they negotiated with colonial powers for lands, unique 
privileges, and protections. Unruh also quickly developed political 
relationships in Berlin to plea for intervention, aid, and investment.24 After 
the relief work was completed in 1926 and some 17,000 Russian 
Mennonites had immigrated to Canada, Unruh considered an invitation 
by colleagues in Canada to establish a theological seminary 
(Predigerseminar) there.25 Instead, he chose to remain in Germany as the 
designated “representative of all the Mennonites of Russia,” as Harold 
Bender described his role in 1930,26 as well as the official European 
representative of the Canadian Mennonite Board of Colonization 
(hereafter CMBC), which had facilitated Mennonite immigration into 
Canada. 

                                                           
23. “Nonresistance on Trial, or Selbsterlebtes u. Selbstschutz.”   
24. In December 1921, Unruh was in Berlin twice to negotiate for European tractors and 

seed grain for Ukraine. Cf. Dec. 27, 1921, report, in Unruh, Auswanderung, folder 10, 544b; 
also letter to federal politician Gustav Stresemann, excerpted in folder 10, 535, MLA. 

25. B. Unruh to Peter J. Braun, June 18, 1926, 2; also Dec. 21, 1925, 3, MS 91, folder 2, 
MLA.—https://mla.bethelks.edu/archives/ms_91/folder_2/. For immigration numbers by 
year, cf. Frank H. Epp, Mennonite Exodus (Altona, Man.: Friesen, 1962), 282. 

26. H. S. Bender to S. C. Yoder, March 3, 1930, 1, letter, IX-03-1, box 3, file 3a0004, 
Mennonite Central Committee Archives, Akron, Pa. [hereafter MCC-A].  
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Before leaving for the United States as a delegate in 1920—and even 
before the start of the Russian Revolution—Unruh had emerged as a 
strong, tireless, and fearless leader, who shone on the stage or in crisis. His 
politics were decidedly conservative and pragmatic. His self-confidence 
was resolute and his political skill tested and proven. Despite his love for 
the Russian language and expertise in Russian literature, Unruh’s cultural 
identity—and his sense of the future direction for his community in 
Russia—pointed clearly toward Germany. He spoke obsessively of the 
cultural achievements of Mennonites as Germans in Russia and of their 
success as colonists. He had a strong grasp of Anabaptist-Mennonite 
thought and history, and his oratory, exegetical skill, intellectual strength, 
and warm piety were respected by Mennonites and Mennonite Brethren 
alike. Unruh was committed to a vision of Mennonites as a single global, 
ethnically-shaped ecclesial family.  

Thus, it comes as no surprise that his people trusted him in their great 
need, that he would play a role in inspiring MCC’s beginnings, or that he 
would bring Mennonites to the attention of conservative political circles 
in Germany in the years ahead. Indeed, Unruh’s connections with MCC 
would continue to define the organization’s successes and failures 
through the end of World War II. 

 
MCC AND THE FLIGHT FROM MOSCOW 

Between 1929 and 1931, Unruh collaborated closely with Mennonite 
Central Committee (MCC), and particularly Harold S. Bender, to resettle 
3,885 Mennonites rescued from the USSR via Moscow. In the fall of 1929, 
more than 9,000 Mennonites and 4,000 other ethnic “German farmers” 
from across the Soviet Union fled to the Soviet capital in a last desperate 
attempt to emigrate. Thousands more were turned back along the way, 
and those in Moscow were threatened with serious reprisals. The relief 
and resettlement efforts that followed were made possible because of 
Germany’s intervention, and would tie MCC to Unruh and to successive 
German governments long-term. 

Already in January 1929 the MCC Executive Committee received 
information that the situation for Mennonites in Ukraine was “very 
precarious,”27 but concluded with the Friends (Quakers) Service 
Committee that there was virtually no possibility for relief work in Russia 
at the present.28 Wanting not to aggravate the situation, MCC Secretary-
Treasurer Levi Mumaw advised against further institutional actions, 

                                                           
27. David Toews to MCC Executive, Jan. 26, 1929, 1, letter, IX-02, box 3, file 9, MCC-A. 
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while supporting smaller congregational efforts.29 Yet by mid-summer, 
some 100 Mennonite families had received exit visas, and news of their 
intention to emigrate circulated quickly. By the end of October at least 
6,000 people—and perhaps double that number, largely Mennonites from 
Siberia—descended upon Moscow with belongings in hand in a massive 
attempt to flee the country.30 Confident of support from relatives and 
coreligionists abroad and of the diplomatic goodwill and pressure by 
Germany, the would-be emigrants disposed of all their assets—mostly at 
rock bottom prices—and convened in the capital. 

The German embassy in Moscow followed these dramatic 
developments closely. Since Germany’s humiliating defeat and territorial 
loss in the Great War, an emerging German identity as an ethno-cultural 
Volk that extended across national borders and institutions had taken on 
a new imagined reality, which inspired strong loyalty toward beleaguered 
German minorities in the East.31 In this context, not only did the German 
embassy insist that the Soviet Union respect the rights of ethnic German 
farmers, but letters from private citizens requesting intervention quickly 
inundated the Russian Commissariat for Foreign Affairs.32 “The fate of 
these pioneers and colonists is very German and touches on the deepest 
questions of our ethnic peoplehood (Volkstum) in general,” one Berlin 
paper argued.33 Herbert von Dirksen, the German ambassador in Moscow, 
did not support asylum in Germany; such a move could trigger a powerful 
attractional force for the remaining Germans in the Soviet Union34—a 
group numbering as many as 700,000 or 800,000 people who would be 
impossible to assimilate or resettle. Despite the many “levers” Unruh 
could pull, “the mood in Berlin is not very rosy,” he wrote to friend Peter 
J. Braun in the summer of 1929.35 In August of that same year von Dirksen 
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advised his department that immigration—if possible—should be to 
Canada or, if that path was blocked, to Paraguay or Chile. Canada was 
problematic for him insofar as farmers were typically settled in 
“checkerboard style, which is without a doubt a threat to the preservation 
of German identity.”36 

In North America, Mennonite leadership was hardly united on how to 
assist their co-religionists assembling in Moscow. Throughout October, 
Unruh conducted a series of meetings first in London and then with 
authorities in Berlin that included Counsel Carl Dienstmann and P. S. von 
Kügelgen, chair of the Board of Confidence (Vertrauensausschuss) for 
Eastern Colonists in German Foreign Affairs. With the endorsement of 
Kügelgen, Unruh submitted a written petition to the Foreign Affairs office 
outlining the critical condition of the refugees and options for assistance.37 
On October 13, Dienstmann was dispatched to Moscow for diplomatic 
negotiations with his counterpart Boris Shtein of the People’s 
Commissariat for Foreign Affairs.38 The first meeting, held on October 15, 
did not go well; on October 16, the Secretariat of the Central Committee of 
the All-Union Communist Party of Bolsheviks decided to forcibly return 
the Germans gathered on the outskirts of Moscow to their places of origin. 
But Germany forced a compromise leading to a Politburo decision signed 
by Stalin on October 18 that read, “Do not object to emigration of 
Mennonites gathered near Moscow.”39 Unruh was told in Berlin, however, 
that Soviet authorities would respond very harshly to any new “flights” 
to Moscow; and that should this occur, German Foreign Affairs would not 
be able offer further assistance.40 Surprisingly on October 26 the USSR 
actively urged Germany “to accelerate the departure of the colonists,” 
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whom they now deemed to be “class-hostile elements.”41 The following 
day Moscow authorities informed the German Foreign Affairs that a first 
group of emigrants would depart on October 28. The Canadian Pacific 
Railway office in Hamburg assured Unruh that transit credits for 
Mennonites to Canada were available at the Russian Canadian Trade 
Association in Moscow,42 and on October 29, Unruh wired David Toews, 
chairman of the CMBC, to confirm the larger movement and the need for 
the Canadian Pacific Railway to assume responsibility.  

On November 2 the MCC chair, P. C. Hiebert, received a telegram from 
Unruh, who seemingly had been directed in a letter by J. W. Wiens in 
Hillsboro to ask Germany “to bring pressure to bear on the Soviet 
Government toward the granting of passports to all German-speaking 
inhabitants of Russia.” The request followed the example of Sweden, 
which had received a similar permission—though its group of Russian 
Swedes was only 800 strong. In his cable Unruh wrote: “All has already 
been accomplished.” Hiebert misinterpreted this to mean that the removal 
of all Mennonites from the Soviet Union to Canada was imminent.43 On 
the same day, a Saturday, Unruh wired Toews the latest news that 
“Moscow will send colonists to Siberia if Ottawa, refuses on Monday. 
Berlin requires a decision whether, despite possible refusal by Ottawa 
6,000 should be brought to Hamburg. I urgently request immediate 
direction before tomorrow Sunday (November 3) evening.”44 The next 
week Unruh reported to his North America colleagues that November 7, 
8, and 9 were exceptionally “stormy days” with German authorities—but 
he had been able to keep the ship afloat. 45 

On November 11, the German embassy in Moscow estimated that the 
number of colonists gathered in the city had now grown to some 13,000 
and reported to Berlin that the movement had “taken on an ominous 
character.”46 In the face of a humanitarian crisis, Unruh played a solo and 
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pivotal role to convince the German government—with only weak 
assurances from Mennonites abroad—to intervene and provide transport 
out of Moscow. MCC was decidedly sluggish with its responses, initially 
confused about the scope and urgency of the matter despite clear 
communications from Unruh and the moral pressure of the international 
press. The MCC Executive Committee mistakenly thought that they could 
do little from the United States. In fact, any international assurances to the 
reluctant federal and provincial Canadian governments that co-
religionists were prepared to help with winter room and board and care 
for the sick, elderly, and poor would have helped open doors for 
immigration.47  

In the morning papers of November 13 and in a radiogram played 
across Germany, the German Red Cross, along with other German aid 
organizations, called all Germans to join in the campaign, “Brothers in 
Need!”48 It explicitly evoked the image of model German farmers “who 
had preserved their German manner, language, and customs” struggling 
against Bolshevik oppression. The news stories did not employ the term 
“Mennonite”; instead, the appeal was to race and ethnicity—e.g., “The fate 
of one German concerns every German!”49 

While Unruh was negotiating with Berlin with some success, he was 
clearly exasperated with MCC. On November 14 he wrote MCC executive 
secretary-treasurer Levi Mumaw: 

Dear Brother Mumaw, I am waiting on pins and needles for the 
promised letter regarding financial matters. I cannot understand why 
I have not received a message from you. I have already prepared as 
much as I can with the Office of Foreign Affairs, but I require the 
document I requested. Please let me know immediately. . . . The 
whole world is now looking to our [Mennonite] church in Europe 
and America for what they will do. In Berlin I have repeatedly 
emphasized that the Mennonites of the world will do what they can, 
but that we cannot cope with the need on our own. The German 
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public [however] is mobilized . . . and I ask you also from the bottom 
of my heart to do everything possible in this matter.50 

On the night of November 15 to 16 the worst-case scenario began to 
unfold in Moscow as the GPU (secret police) forcibly arrested 500 heads 
of families from the most distant villages. German Foreign Affairs moved 
quickly and on November 18 recommended to the Reich Cabinet that 6 
million marks ($1,428,000 USD) be approved for the transfer and 
temporary housing over three to six months for approximately 13,000 
German colonists from Russia.51 The request was framed as a limited 
action designed not to trigger a further wave of migration. Funds would 
“be granted to interested church organizations as an interest-free loan as 
far as possible after approval by the budget committee of the Reichstag.” 
The “total amount is to be reduced by the proceeds of the collections 
already initiated.” The Cabinet approved the proposal, which was to be 
announced on the following day. The domestic pressure on the weak 
German Weimar Republic to receive the ethnic German farmers at 
German transit camps was decisive in this action, even if Canada had not 
yet agreed to accept the immigrants.52 

Mennonite American MCC Executive Committee members were 
tracking the news—worried about the possibility of an exodus of all 
Russian Mennonites. Their correspondence suggests that they did not 
understand or feel the urgency of the moment, or they felt that there was 
little they could do from the United States. “It appears to me,” wrote 
Maxwell Kratz, “that we should take immediate steps to verify the 
information that a wholesale exodus of our people from Russia is 
imminent and if we find this a fact I think we ought to take steps toward 
and in preparation for their assistance and relief wherever necessary.”53 
Kratz’s statement appeared in the Mennonite Church weekly, Gospel 
Herald, along with the incorrect claim that the German government had 
demanded that all German farmers be released from the USSR, and the 
improbable possibility that 70,000 or more Mennonites could follow this 
first group seeking similar assistance.  

The article, however, was not a call to action. It acknowledged with 
interest that the development was causing “serious alarm in Government 
circles in Canada,” but there was little sense of urgency or awareness of 
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how much weight an immediate, active signal of support to Canada 
would have.54 Only on November 27, did MCC executives meet and 
telegram Unruh that they had taken steps “to mobilize relief forces of 
Mennonites throughout the country and are confident of full support.”55 
Unruh, acting as the “European representative” of MCC and the CMBC, 
immediately offered a verbal commitment to the German government. 
The organizations were to collect funds and reimburse the German 
government for costs incurred by 1940, with interest payments starting in 
1935.56 In November and December 1929, some 6,000 Mennonites were 
delivered out of Moscow to Germany, thanks largely to the persistence 
and political savvy of Benjamin Unruh. In December MCC chair P. C. 
Hiebert acknowledged that “Unruh has been a veritable Hercules in the 
service he thus rendered.”57 Six months later, on June 2, 1930, MCC 
Executive member Maxwell Kratz signed a memorandum of agreement 
with the German government, adding that MCC was unincorporated and 
that its resources were “dependent altogether on relief contributions.”58 

The efforts of Unruh and MCC pivoted quickly towards resettlement. 
Because of Canada’s political climate—and especially the repeated 
complaints from war veterans that German Mennonites had not taken on 
the “fullest responsibilities” of citizenship to defend the country when it 
was in danger—only 1,344 of the 3,885 refugees were ultimately permitted 
to settle in Canada. Brazil had become Berlin’s preferred destination for 
the other refugees. Instead, MCC chose to establish a new costly 
settlement in Paraguay where military service would not be required. 
Harold S. Bender envisioned a “Mennonite state” where the immigrants 
could live out their “German culture” undisturbed.59 “We have assumed 
full responsibility for the welfare of the colony not only with respect to the 
German government, but in the eyes of the entire Mennonite world,” 
Bender reported.60 MCC’s $100,000 financial investment was huge, but the 
debt to Germany was soon double that figure61 and Germany’s cultural 
and political interest in these German “brothers in need” remained strong. 
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MCC settled 1,572 Mennonites in the new Paraguayan Chaco colony of 
Fernheim, and another 2,529 in Brazil.62  

These complex events, commitments, and relationships provide the 
background for understanding MCC’s substantial long-term financial and 
cultural entanglements with Germany, which would extend through the 
Nazi era. Throughout this time, MCC recognized Unruh—sometimes only 
reluctantly—as “the representative in Germany who has represented all 
the Mennonite organizations to the [German] government.”63 

In his final and summary report on the resettlement efforts from 
Germany, dated November 8, 1930, Bender wrote:  

I could not forget to indicate what a great debt we owe to Brother 
Benjamin H. Unruh for his unfailing help and most useful counsel at 
all times. No words of appreciation could express my gratitude to 
him. It is enough to say that my work would have been practically 
impossible without him. I would suggest also some token of 
remembrance at this Christmas season, particularly since he has a 
large family to support under sometimes difficult conditions.64 

 
GROWING TIES TO NATIONAL SOCIALISM 

During the negotiations with Moscow, Berlin, London, Ottawa, and 
Asunción, Unruh lamented to friend and archivist Peter J. Braun that they 
were walking without a roadmap—there was no “scholarly monograph” 
written on “Anabaptism and the state” to inform and guide their actions. 
His instincts, however, were that a posture of separation and “negative 
relation to the state—whether it be Russian or Anglo-Saxon—had to go; it 
is unevangelical.”65 

As Unruh reflected some years later, the colonists’ experience of 
Germany’s intervention in the midst of these events was “profound.” 
Many “captured impressions of the National Socialist struggle which they 
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took overseas.”66 Unruh’s own growing sense of German nationalism was 
reinforced by events in 1930, including the significant National Socialist 
electoral gains in September. Around the same time, Unruh’s perspectives 
on the USSR began to echo the rhetoric of Germany’s emerging far-right 
parties: “Either Bolshevism will permeate all of Europe and then also the 
whole world—in which case what good will small migrations serve?—or 
it will be smashed.”67  

While thankful for the generosity of the German government, behind 
the scenes Unruh had joined those who were ultimately critical of the 
weakness of the German government’s commitment to the 
Volkstumsgedanke—that is, the idea of a united German spiritual, 
emotional, ethno-cultural peoplehood that extended across borders—to 
which these doomed Mennonite farmers in the Soviet Union belonged. 
Along with other Russia experts in Germany Unruh wrote anonymously 
to complain about the German government’s “sluggish” response to the 
“destruction of Germandom in the Soviet Union.”68 The conclusion that 
Unruh helped pen emphasized that “the only remaining options are 
destruction or emigration.”69 

Sometime before January 1933, Unruh also became a financial 
supporter both of the Nazi Party (NSDAP) and the right wing German 
National People’s Party.70 In the months following Hitler’s seizure of 
power, Unruh also became a regular financial contributor and Patron 
Member (Förderndes Mitglied) of the Schutzstaffel (SS), a paramilitary police 
organization that ultimately became responsible for enforcing the racial 
policy of Nazi Germany.71 Why? Unruh claimed to see “things breaking 
forth which our forefathers in the sixteenth century had advocated.”72 
Specifically, as Unruh wrote to a state official some years later, 
“Mennonites find much in the teaching of the Führer that they had 
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emphasized already in the sixteenth century, e.g., the emphasis on a 
practical Christianity.”73 At a Prussian Mennonite young men’s retreat in 
March 1935, Unruh claimed that the Mennonite teaching on the 
“separation of church and state” was “also in the spirit of our Führer and 
his book Mein Kampf!”74 In fact, he likened Hitler to a Mennonite District 
Mayor (Oberschulz) in southern Russia, “who was usually a man of 
action, who brought the Mennonite settlements to the height of 
development, and was perhaps not always the most pious,” Unruh told a 
former student visiting from Canada a few years later. Similarly, “Hitler 
was the man for Germany,” to whom the German people owed their 
present prosperity: “I am 100 percent for Hitler,” Unruh exclaimed.75 

Because of his work with refugees from Russia, Unruh was elected as 
an executive member of the Association for German Culture Abroad 
(Verein für das Deutschtum im Ausland) in 1932,76 and also awarded the 
Order of Merit First Class from the German Red Cross by Reich President 
von Hindenburg. “Thus we may recognize,” wrote Elbing Pastor Emil 
Händiges, editor of the Mennonitische Blätter,  

how much the highest authorities of the Reich appreciate the untiring 
activity, obviously blessed by God’s hand, which our Brother Unruh 
performs in the field of the Mennonite relief for the ethnic German 
fellow believers from Russia.77 

Recounting his own experience under anarchy in Ukraine, Unruh 
shared with Vereinigung colleagues an insight into his own approach: 

Day in and day out I had to promote our concerns (Sache) with 
authoritative and influential people. I always did so with enormous 
seriousness and without fear, but with reverence and with great trust 
in God, in Christ, and also in our German officials. From here—if I 
may say so—my method arose. It should be plain to see that this 
method is not arbitrary. You . . . have come to recognize this over 
time. That is comforting to me and a great motivation. I ask you: 
believe me, that I only want the “Sache” . . . we all have a great goal 
and a path. I plead to you to see this goal and to walk this path in 
mutual trust.78 
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Pursuit of that goal required Unruh to steer a path between what he 
called the “arrogant,” enthusiastic Anabaptist tendencies first displayed 
in sixteenth-century Münster, and the all-too-familiar Mennonite pattern 
of flight from the world as the “quiet in the land.”79 

Unruh’s unique gifts on behalf of the Russian Mennonites were on full 
display again with the peak of the “Holodomor,” or man-made famine, in 
the Soviet Republic of Ukraine. As early as April 1930 Unruh reported to 
MCC and CMBC that “disaster threatens the entire Mennonite population. 
. . . According to reliable estimates there is a serious threat of famine in all 
Russia within a year.”80  

In January or February 1933, hundreds of Mennonite families in the 
USSR wrote “letters of petition” (Bittbriefe) to Benjamin H. Unruh and, in 
some cases, to Mennonite relief committees in Rotterdam, Hillsboro (Kan.) 
or Rosthern (Sask.).81 Between January and April 1933, for example, 
CMBC received over 7,000 letters such letters.82 That year, CMBC funneled 
$21,377 through Unruh for famine relief.83 This coincided with Hitler’s rise 
to power who, on the recommendation of his Foreign Ministry, donated 
RM 1,000 in July 1933 to the aid organization “Brothers in Need” as one of 
his first official acts.84 “Brothers in Need” was chaired by the government-
compliant German Red Cross and Benjamin Unruh sat on its board. The 
Red Cross responded:  

The fact that the Reich Chancellor and Führer has placed himself at 
the head of the relief organization with a considerable sum of money 
will cheer the readiness of all Germans within the borders of the 
Reich to also give. Moreover, it will give a ray of hope to the 
hundreds of thousands of German Volk comrades far away—in 
Ukraine, Molotschna, Crimea, Caucasus and on the Volga—to be 

                                                           
79. B. Unruh to Christian Neff, Oct. 5, 1936, 1b, Schowalter Correspondence, folder 1929-

1945, MFSt. 
80. B. Unruh to Levi Mumaw and David Toews, April 1, 1930, 2, letter, IX-03-02, box 2, 

file 1, MCC-A. 
81. “Bittbriefe aus Russland bzw. Ukraine Anfang der 30er Jahre aus dem Archiv von 

Professor Benjamin Unruh Karlsruhe,” 7/Nl Unruh, Stadtarchiv Karlsruhe, collected by 
Hermann Schirmacher, https://chort.square7.ch/FB/BUBBriefe_Karlsruhe.php. 

82. Cf. Helmut Harder, David Toews was here, 1870-1947 (Winnipeg, Man.: CMU, 2006), 
208. 

83. David Töws, “Immigration und Nothilfe,” Bericht über die zweiunddreißigste Allgemeine 
Konferenz der Mennoniten in Canada, 1934, ed. Johann G. Rempel (Rosthern, Sask.: D. H. Epp, 
1934), 73. 

84. German Red Cross President to the Reich Chancellor (Hitler), July 15, 1933, “Die 
deutschstämmigen Kolonisten in Rußland,” 192, BArch; Cf. e.g., Ewald Ammende, “Eine 
Pflicht der Nation. Zur Tragödie des Rußlanddeutschtums,” Rigaschen Rundschau, Erste 
Beilage, no. 54 (March 8, 1934); “Der Untergang der deutschen Bauern in Rußland”—state 
press directive for June 30, 1933 in  N-S Presseanweisungen der Vorkriegszeit, I:1933, ed. 
Gabriele Toepser-Ziegert (New York: Saur, 1984), 45. 



Benjamin Unruh, Nazism and MCC                    175   

assured of your personal knowledge and readiness to help in their 
desolate misery. May I therefore thank you—also in the name of these 
hundreds of thousands.85 

Unruh was listed as one of the representatives recommended by the 
Foreign Ministry to greet Hitler, though Hitler’s schedule apparently did 
not allow for the meeting.86  
Unruh also raised significant relief support from Mennonite 
congregations in Germany, which was sent to the USSR through the 
organization. In the Soviet Union, the Soviet intelligence service (GPU) 
denounced this aid—sent “in the name of Christ” to a racially-specific 
group—as “Hitler-help.”87 But the new National Socialist government 
was clearly willing to use its diplomatic influence to send aid to Soviet 
Germans in order to embarrass Soviet leader Joseph Stalin.88 

Unruh was convinced that Nazi Germany did not cross the line of 
restricting the life and ministry of the church. He and others were satisfied 
that freedom to proclaim the Gospel, freedom of conscience, and freedom 
from swearing oaths was protected under Hitler. Moreover, along with 
most Mennonite leaders in Germany, Unruh shared the perception that 
Germany as a nation had benefited from the totalitarian order of human 
life introduced by National Socialism, including some coordination of 
state and church for the restoration and advancement of the German Volk. 
Unruh coached the most senior Nazi member among Mennonites, Daniel 
Dettweiler—a member of the Munich Mennonite Church—to be alert for 
opportunities and to aim for what is possible with the systems at hand. 

Whoever knows Mennonite history, especially Prussian-Russian 
Mennonite history—but also the American story too—knows that 
here too the apostle’s advice is relevant: “Make the most of the 
opportunity!” [cf. Col. 4:5; Eph.5:16]. Practically speaking, we must 
see clearly that the NSDAP with its totalitarian orientation will never 
add “footnotes” [i.e., exceptions for Mennonites] to its measures. To 
pressure the Reich for a formal or juridical regulation on our matter, 
with publications and loud announcements, is purely impossible. It 
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is of no value to bring everything to naught by insisting on these 
things.89 

Unruh was not naïve about Mennonite history and thought. Together 
with other German Mennonite leaders, he pointed to the work of 
sixteenth-century Anabaptist Balthasar Hubmaier who argued that 
bearing arms and holding high government offices was permissible for 
the Christian.90 In 1930, after a month of working closely with Unruh on 
the refugee and resettlement crisis and reading some of his materials, 
Harold Bender, recommended that Unruh be immediately appointed as 
associate editor of the Mennonite Quarterly Review, a journal Bender had 
founded three years earlier. Unruh is an “able scholar and a deep 
theologian,” Bender wrote to Goshen College President S. C. Yoder. He 
“has remained a strong conservative thinker, known for his stand against 
liberalism and evolution. It is beyond question,” Bender continued, “that 
he will fit into our point of view as a conservative Mennonite.”91  

Missiologically, Unruh was confident that Mennonites qua Mennonites 
had a positive contribution to make in Hitler’s Reich—even to Hitler 
himself. In 1936, after three years of Nazi rule, Unruh suggested to pastor 
and scholar Christian Neff that “Hitler’s spirit is open to the truth of the 
gospel. But he will never be able to perceive this gospel in its broad 
generosity unless a great redeeming word of the message comes to him 
from the ‘core troops,’” as Unruh understood church at its best. “The old 
[theological] liberalism truly cannot help us. . . . And the old pietism, too, 
has always failed.”92 Thus, he recommended theological pragmatism, 
especially in working with the Nazi state. He rejected any regime-critical 
approach as “headstrong and therefore ultimately unevangelical.” His 
method, he told his friend Abraham Braun, was to trust in God, trust 
Christ, but also to work with influential authorities earnestly and without 
fear, and, ultimately, to trust them as well.93 On all matters, authorities 
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and offices “must be able to trust us unconditionally, morally and 
politically    . . .  and then everything else will then fall into place,” he 
advised MCC’s relief commissioner M. C. Lehman in Berlin some years 
later.94 Lehman naively took Unruh’s advice in dealing with Nazi 
Germany: “I feel with you that we must continue to consult the German 
authorities on all matters and retain the most friendly and cooperative 
relations with them.”95 

 
MCC AND PARAGUAY 

In Bender’s final report of MCC operations in Germany for 1930, he 
highlighted the responsibility of the “Mennonite Church through the 
Mennonite Central Committee” for the material, spiritual, educational, 
and cultural development of the new Fernheim Colony in Paraguay.  

We have assumed full responsibility for the welfare of the colony not 
only with respect to the German government, but in the eyes of the 
entire Mennonite world. . . . Our investment of more than $100,000 in 
the project also indicates the financial stake we have there.96  

The debt to the German government which the effort had incurred, 
however, was much higher (RM 943,676.80, or approximately $225,000),97 
and this bound Germany together with MCC to the colony until the end 
of the war.  

Tensions with MCC were inevitable. The Fernheim Mennonites were 
equally dependent on both Germany—which held their travel debt—and 
MCC, which supported their settlement. Not only had the German 
government embraced the colonists, but the idea that they were forming 
a new Mennonite state (Mennonitenstaat), as first articulated by Bender 
and Unruh, had encouraged the colonists to further merge Mennonite 
faith with German culture.98 The latter soon took on racial and anti-Semitic 
dimensions. As early as 1931 Bender informed the MCC executive 
committee that “something is grievously at fault in the colony.” A letter 
from “a certain Kliewer, . . . a settler in the colony” had been published 
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that included an attack on MCC’s representative, Bishop Tobias Hershey, 
claiming he “was of Jewish extraction.”99  

If MCC was financially responsible for establishing the colony, Unruh 
was their mentor and connection to the “motherland.” When a small anti-
völkische, anti-Nazi movement developed in Fernheim and caught the 
attention of German officials in 1936-1937, for example, Unruh shared 
with German authorities how he had earlier ordered the colony 
administrator—who was also “very enthusiastic about the Führer”—to 
warn a certain teacher and preacher to “refrain from all politics in his 
sermons.”100 Unruh’s counsel for successfully navigating these two 
identities, as Mennonites and as Germans, included a Christian 
recommendation of the “Heil Hitler” greeting: 

“Heil Hitler” means that one heartily wishes the head of the new 
Germany Heil (well-being or salvation). Above all, believing 
Christians think of “salvation from God,” which the Chancellor and 
Führer honestly confesses, and for which we cannot be thankful 
enough. Just think of Stalin! . . . In the Hitler greeting “Hitler” is in 
the dative case. Have you never read 1 Timothy 2:2? . . . Adolf Hitler 
wants nothing for himself, everything only for his Volk. I honor him 
with my whole heart, and I love him as one can only love a sovereign 
(Fürst [prince, sovereign] means “first” among his people!). Only 
history will reveal what God through Adolf Hitler has granted the 
German Volk in its entirety, including Germans in host countries, 
and what he will still grant to Europe and the world as well. Hitler is 
the great combatant of Stalin.101  

While on an MCC stipend, Unruh managed and grew the relationship 
of trust between German officials and the Mennonite colony. For example, 
he offered to share with state and party officials letters written by Fritz 
Kliewer, a Mennonite doctoral student in Germany, to Fernheim leaders 
as an authentic documentation of the genuine völkisch sentiment that had 
been growing in colony.102 Kliewer wrote one of these letters on the eve of 
Hitler’s 1936 re-election and described the euphoria around Hitler’s 
speeches: 
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When one witnesses such weeks in Germany, one is involuntarily 
drawn into the Führer’s spell and you cannot help but profess 
allegiance [to?] National Socialism. I listened to almost all of the 
Führer’s speeches. . . . A response of indescribable jubilation roared 
out everywhere, which often did not want to end. All the speeches 
were imbued with a sincere will for peace. I particularly liked the 
parts where he spoke of his responsibility towards the Volk and to 
the Almighty and “not to any international court.”103 

This letter went on to remind the colonists of what was crucial. 
“National Socialism and communism are two opposing powers,” Kliewer 
insisted. “As Prof. Unruh has aptly said, ‘Adolf Hitler is the great 
opponent of Stalin,’ and that is why he is also the God-sent leader of the 
German people.”104 Unruh assured concerned German officials that “it is 
a serious concern for me to help educate our people [in Fernheim] to be 
good Germans. You may rest assured that I will always do my duty fully 
in this regard. . . . Heil Hitler!”105 Where there were opponents, Unruh 
stood them down.  

We stand one hundred percent with Adolf Hitler in his God-given 
calling to lead Germany out of chaos and thus also to support and 
protect Europe and the world against Bolshevik ruin. One must be a 
child not to see this!106  

Because economic progress in Paraguay remained elusive, colonists 
were increasingly convinced that their ability to repay their debt was 
hopeless. The idea of returning to Germany was “very much alive” among 
many young adults, even as Germany was preparing for war.107 But on 
this point, German government offices, MCC, and Unruh were united in 
their opposition to such “agitation.”108 Both the German government and 
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MCC were worried about the economic future of the colonies,109 and in 
this context Unruh successfully petitioned the Nazi state for interest 
reductions, ongoing cultural support, and, ultimately, forgiveness of the 
entire debt.110 

After a decade in Paraguay, the colony largely adopted Unruh’s 
dualism—that is, to openly and earnestly confess a Mennonite identity, as 
well as to grow into the German character of the Third Reich in word and 
in deed.111 While Unruh’s coaching troubled MCC leaders, they were slow 
to confront it. In 1940, Bender met with Unruh and made clear that MCC 
“did not endorse his policies” and “did not wish his line to be followed in 
Fernheim.” Later Bender felt Unruh had “cleverly exploited” this meeting 
for his Paraguayan correspondence, giving “the impression that the MCC 
was supporting Unruh in his [Nazi] attitudes.”112  

Unruh fanned these pro-Nazi sparks with dozens of articles in 
Canadian Mennonite papers like Der Bote and Mennonitische Rundschau, 
which were read in Paraguay. Writing as a Mennonite biblical scholar, 
theologian, and historian—with threads on cultural, racial, and political 
German identity—Unruh reminded his followers in North and South 
America that Christians never live in a vacuum, but that they are always 
situated within an ethnic group (Volk), and that each Volk has its unique 
divine mission. Unruh never tired in arguing that “we must cultivate our 
Germanness with all our energy.  

It is one of the most elementary rights of a human being . . . to be a 
member of his people, to speak one’s mother tongue, to pray in it, to 
love one’s “old country,” as the Americans so beautifully say, 
without being in the least unfaithful to the host country. . . .  I can 
find no contradiction between the original Biblical Christianity and 
genuine ethnic identity (Volkstum). . . . The Scripture knows and 
recognizes ethnic (völkisch) character and peculiarity as an instrument 
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with which God’s reality as Creator and Redeemer is forever praised 
anew with increasing authenticity.113 

As historian Frank H. Epp summarized Unruh’s articles, “[b]eing true to 
God implies being true to one’s Volk, which in turn requires faithfulness 
to the nation.”114  

Nazi Germany regarded Mennonites as part of a larger German ethnic 
fellowship (Volksgemeinschaft), and Unruh was adamant that Mennonites 
had a global role in the quest to purify and sanctify German racial-ethnic 
identity. In Paraguay, Unruh’s voice was authoritative: Bender was 
increasingly incensed that Unruh “repeatedly recommended the articles 
published by him in the Canadian Mennonite paper as the policy for 
Fernheim to follow.”115 

By 1944 Bender commiserated with Orie O. Miller, MCC executive 
secretary, “how all of us were greatly disturbed that we should be 
retaining Unruh on our payroll while he was openly agitating against 
nonresistance. Our failure to repudiate Unruh resulted in a magnification 
of his influence.”116 Shortly thereafter, MCC chair P. C. Hiebert conceded 
“that Brother B. H. Unruh wholeheartedly supported the Nazi 
movement,” and if MCC “erred anywhere it was in letting some support 
get to him when we already knew how he stood.”117 This concern came to 
head that summer when Orie Miller was interrogated by American federal 
investigators who were concerned about the pro-Nazi sentiments in the 
Mennonite colony in Paraguay and mentioned Unruh by name. Miller 
told the investigators 

. . . that a true Mennonite takes no part in politics and no Mennonite 
ever runs for public office. So far as possible they attempt to live in a 
political vacuum; the country the Mennonites happen to live in is of 
minor significance to them. . . . The basis of Mennonite religion 
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teaches loyalty to God, almost to the exclusion of loyalty to 
country.118  

The interrogators were convinced by Miller’s account of this 
“Mennonite principle,” though he knew it was not a perspective shared 
by Dutch, German, or Russian Mennonites, let alone by Unruh who, after 
all, had been a candidate for the “German Farmers of Tavrida Party” in 
Russia in 1917.119 Miller’s truncated or fabricated account of a “true” 
Mennonite principle simplified a complex reality. At the same time, some 
Paraguayan Mennonites had become convinced that the most recent 
MCCers were serving as agents and political instruments of the American 
government under the cloak of religion. Many more were incensed by the 
duplicity and paternalism of MCC leadership, knowing that thousands of 
young Mennonite men in Canada and the United States had joined the 
military.120 

  
UNRUH AND NORTH AMERICAN SUPPORT 

MCC’s relationship with Unruh became increasingly ambiguous after 
the Mennonite World Conference in The Netherlands in 1936. As early as 
1935 Bender’s mentor and father-in-law John Horsch had given up on 
Unruh, complaining that he was “such a staunch friend of Hitler;”121 and 
again in 1936: “He is out and out for Hitler”122—an opinion explicitly 
documented in the Mennonite press. Unruh’s many articles in Der Bote 
and the Mennonitische Runschau from 1935 to 1939 were penned, moreover, 
in an “extremely polemical tone,” as historian David G. Rempel recalled. 
But with powerful allies in key Canadian pulpits, “few dared to openly 
differ with Unruh’s interpretation of historical events.”123  

Nevertheless, criticism of Unruh in international Mennonite circles was 
becoming more open by 1936. Unruh lived from a small stipend that had 
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fluctuated over the years based on German, Dutch, Canadian, and U.S. 
Mennonite support. In letters to leaders across his network, Unruh 
complained about these financial arrangements. To David Toews, CMBC 
chair, for example, he wrote: “You blame Bender and Bender blames you. 
What should I do?”124 At the 1936 Mennonite World Conference an 
arrangement was struck with MCC agreeing to contribute half of Unruh’s 
stipend. This agreement, however, never held, and MCC’s payments 
continued to be late or partial.125 Moreover Unruh experienced MCC’s 
Orie Miller as a “hard-nosed American businessman,”126 and warned that 
“Berlin authorities will not understand” if Mennonites did not support his 
[i.e., Unruh’s] office.127 

In May 1938 Henry F. Garber, a newly-elected member of the MCC 
executive committee traveled to Africa via Europe and spent a night at 
Unruh’s home. “It was at Karlsruhe,” Garber reported, “that we first heard 
the greeting ‘Heil Hitler.’ Even Bro. Unruh used it on one occasion. There 
was a political demonstration in the depot at Karlsruhe while we waited 
for our train that was quite impressive.”128 Garber’s letter offered no 
critique. Unruh and other German Mennonite leaders had never hidden 
their political sympathies. Praise for Germany’s territorial expansion into 
Austria and the triumphant entry of the Führer Adolf Hitler, for example, 
topped the Easter message in the April 1938 edition of the Mennonitische 
Blätter. “To the throne of the Most High,” wrote the editors, “we raise our 
hearts and hands for our Führer and for our whole people (Volk) with the 
petition, “May the Lord our God be with us as he was with our ancestors 
. . .” (1 Kings 8:57f.).129 In 1938 Unruh could even boast that an 
“overwhelming majority of the elders and ministers in West Prussia and 
Danzig [were] members of the [Nazi] Party.”130  

Not surprisingly, by summer of 1938 both the Americans and the Dutch 
took steps to reduce their contribution to support Unruh’s role—to the 
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chagrin of Unruh’s Vereinigung executive colleagues. As Abram Braun 
reported: 

The Americans are undoubtedly aiming to no longer participate in 
the financing of the Karlsruhe office at all. Brother O. Miller may have 
said in Berlin that everything should remain as it was; but already 
from Switzerland he gave the order to Holland to reduce the 
American contribution considerably, starting August 1. At the same 
time, Brother Altmann informed Brother Unruh that Holland will 
also reduce its contribution by at least half as of January 1, 1939. . . . 
We must look for a solution in the committee. We cannot let Brother 
Unruh fall; especially not now.131 

The movement away from Unruh was particularly insulting for the 
German Mennonites who recognized that the German government—
acknowledging the poor economic conditions of the Gran Chaco—had 
once again forgiven the interest payments that were due in 1937 and 1938, 
thereby making the loan interest free.132 Unruh was confident that  

the times are coming when our organization will again need me in 
particular. . . . One should not squeeze a lemon and then throw it 
away. That is the Mennonite method; . . . I do not want to have this 
happen in connection with my person.133 

In the fall of 1938 both Harold Bender and Samuel Mosiman—a General 
Conference Mennonite leader and retired Bluffton College president—
asked if Unruh was an “agent of Berlin.” In a letter to his friend David 
Toews, Unruh did not deny the charge, but rather accused his accusers of 
demagoguery—and in Mosiman’s case, of a suspected connection with 
freemasonry, a favorite Nazi target. The malicious and naive opposition 
to Germany in America, Unruh suspected, was coming largely from “the 
Jewish press,” and bore testimony to the “boundless ignorance” and 
“folly” that went hand-in-hand with American exceptionalism.134  

American Mennonites were especially concerned about the German 
Mennonite support for military service. Unruh understood that “tension 
and opposition” on the issue of military service would always be present 
for Old Mennonites in North America, but he argued that these 
disagreements should not be a reason to break fellowship.  
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Americans regulate their relations with governments themselves, 
and so do we here [in Germany]. All these years the Rundschau 
published attacks against the German Mennonites. . . . Our 
congregations here were often deeply indignant and grieved. The 
American interventions always seem to be permitted—God-
ordained, inviolable, and irrevocable. And yet when we propose 
even a most moderate fraternal disagreement, then the apple of 
God’s eye is harmed [Zechariah 2:8]. Things can’t continue in this 
way.135 

In truth, MCC continued to benefit from Unruh’s high-level 
connections even as MCC leaders grew more concerned about his 
unapologetic Nazism. 

 
INVASION OF POLAND AND ALSACE AND MCC RELIEF 

After months of silent negotiation, on August 23, 1939, Germany and 
the Soviet Union signed a ten-year non-aggression treaty that also 
redefined the borders of their spheres of influence. The reduced tensions 
immediately improved the situation of Mennonites and other ethnic 
Germans in the USSR. Within weeks German and Soviet armies entered 
and divided Poland. Hitler’s racial resettlement plans envisioned ethnic 
Germans moving into the Warthegau—the German-annexed region of 
Poland—including the full evacuation of its Jewish population and the 
gradual removal of Poles. The implications of these political events were 
stunning for German Mennonites who gathered on November 22, 1939, 
for a conference in Ludwigshafen.136 Unruh held his brethren spell-bound 
as he spoke of their people in the East “whose fate was being decisively 
transformed at the present time.” Privy to confidential German 
government communiques, Unruh shared a glimpse of the Reich’s 
unprecedented resettlement plan, based on race and nationality, which 
could bring hundreds of thousands of ethnic Germans from the Bolshevik 
east into Warthegau. This world-historical event, Unruh claimed, would 
“with certainty” include “60,000 to 80,000 Mennonites” from Russia.137  

A memorandum of the Nazi Office of Racial Policy days later 
anticipated that large numbers of ethnic Germans from Canada and 
“primarily Mennonites” from Paraguay, Uruguay, Argentina, and Mexico 
would also desire to “return home” and could be settled in the newly-
annexed territory of the Warthegau. Ethnic Germans would be given 
generous space; resident Poles will be forced off their land to serve 
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exclusively as laborers and servants of the ruling German racial class. A 
1939 Party memo was optimistic that a new generation of Mennonites 
would gradually grow out of their narrow “confessionally-conditioned 
way of life and no longer be distinguishable from the larger German 
population.”138 Unruh joined the larger chorus, but emphasized that MCC 
“must be treated fairly”;139 that is, Germany’s annexation of western 
Poland would bring the question about the “return” of Mennonites from 
South America back on the table—which would directly impact MCC’s 
investment in Fernheim. 

German Mennonites greeted the military annexation of Polish land for 
German “living space” (Lebensraum) as something more than political: it 
was a new movement of God in and with the German Volk. In a column in 
the South German Mennonite periodical Gemeindeblatt in July 1940, the 
anonymous author reminded readers—“confident of victory”—that this 
“awakening in the Volk” and their current existential battle were 
consistent with the divine ordering of creation (schöpfungsbedingt). 
“Something new is in the process of becoming here, according to God’s 
will and armaments. For it is He who measures out space and the paths of 
nations (Völker) and determines their borders.” The article included a 
quote from a soldier on the front: “One thing is certain: behind the work 
of the Führer stands the Almighty One. . . . How manifestly we see God’s 
hand working on us, our Volk, and our Führer! We have reason to give 
thanks and to pray.”140 The vision to resettle the Warthegau was a grand 
utopian project to reorganize “living space” according to the principle of 
nationality, which would “solve the minorities problem.”141  
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At the Conference of South German Mennonites gathering in 
November 1940, Unruh reported on a stream of letters from Mennonites 
globally on the “homecoming of ethnic Germans.”  

This, too, is how we may think about our people (Volk) before God. 
God needs this people, “the Middle Kingdom,” in the heart of 
Europe. Now our land is experiencing the homecoming of its 
children by the hundreds of thousands, a return of unprecedented 
scale. The tragedy of those distant from home . . . is coming to an end. 
It is high time, that the children return home!142 

The Mennonite congregations of Deutsch-Wymysle and Deutsch-
Kazun were among those German Volhynians and Galicians on the 
eastern borders who were “led back into the home of the fathers.” In May 
1940, their elder Gerhard Ratzlaff praised this return in the Mennonite 
press as the “the great achievement of our Führer.”143 With Reichsführer 
Heinrich Himmler’s encouragement, the German Foreign Institute (DAI) 
was deployed to document the new racial resettlements. In a DAI booklet, 
staff member Walter Quiring—who, like Unruh, was a Russian Mennonite 
émigré, scholar, and expert on Mennonites—praised the Volhynians and 
Galicians as the “biologically healthiest ethnic German group with the 
largest number of children” per capita. Despite living for generations in 
the East, “intermarriages with Poles and Ukrainians hardly ever occurred 
among their rural population.”144 Already in 1939 Quiring had helped 
shape the Nazi German anti-Semitic version of the ethnic-German 
Mennonite narrative, arguing that “countless thousands fell victim to the 
Bolshevik Jews’ burning hatred of Germany after 1933.”145 

MCC was quick to indicate interest in providing relief to Polish war 
sufferers in German occupied territory. In November 1939, MCC 
appointed Martin C. Lehman as MCC’s relief commissioner to the areas 
controlled by Germany. With Unruh on their payroll, MCC commissioned 
Unruh to use his “energy and time in furthering the new program of the 
MCC,” to help Lehman “make the necessary contacts in Berlin” and to 
“constructively advise him” based on Unruh’s “rich past experience.”146 
Lehman had no experience in Germany, did not know the Mennonite 
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conferences and their distinctives, and had only very poor German 
language competency. After one early reprimand by Unruh, Lehman was 
quickly overwhelmed by the force of Unruh’s personality and leadership 
style. Unruh insisted that the MCC order required Lehman not to 
undertake any actions, make decisions, report or publish anything about 
the relief work without Unruh’s explicit agreement. “I will never resent 
any suggestion or correction you may make with reference to the work we 
are to do for relief in or near Germany; I will always accept your guidance 
cheerfully,” Lehman assured Unruh. Lehman confessed that “if I should 
try to do this work without your guidance, I would invite disaster. Be 
assured brother that I will follow your advice carefully.”147  

MCC had, in fact, informed Lehman that Unruh was their “liaison in 
all dealings with the German government in our interests in Germany,” 
and instructed him that given “Unruh’s ability in negotiating with the 
German government and other agencies” Lehman should “work in the 
closest cooperation with him [Unruh] in any plans for investigation of 
relief needs in any German controlled territories or among Polish refugees 
in contiguous territories that you may plan to do.”148 Not surprisingly 
Lehman not only received Unruh’s assistance, but complied fully with 
Unruh’s strategy towards the Nazi regime: “I feel with you that we must 
continue to consult the German authorities on all matters and retain the 
most friendly and cooperative relations with them.”149  

In the spring of 1940 Germany continued its military advance into 
France and Holland. In response, MCC sent Bender to Europe to survey 
relief needs in Poland and France. Bender and Unruh met in Berlin where, 
among other topics, they “thoroughly discussed” MCC’s growing 
concerns about Fernheim. According to Bender, he “made it clear to 
Unruh that we [MCC] did not endorse his policies and that we did not 
wish his line to be followed in Fernheim.” But Unruh and Bender also 
found a new common project. Following the German invasion of Alsace, 
the region was incorporated into the province of Baden. Unruh had “some 
acquaintance” with Robert Wagner, the political leader (Gauleiter) of 
Baden and new Reich Commissioner for Alsace, who was stationed in 
Karlsruhe. Bender asked Unruh to contact Wagner and “make a formal 
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personal application in the name of the MCC” for permission to open a 
child-feeding operation at Strasbourg.150 

Unruh was a known figure in Karlsruhe. Earlier that year the rector of 
the Karlsruhe Technical University petitioned the province to appoint 
Unruh to a chair in Cultural Policy and Worldview Studies, praising him 
as “a man with very high qualities—especially from the National Socialist 
point of view.” The request was made “in full awareness of [the rector’s] 
responsibility to the Party” and in his capacity as provincial party Führer-
of-professors (Gaudozentenführer).151 Unruh believed that his refusal to 
register as “God-believing” (Gottgläubig)—a Nazi-era term for those who 
had left the church—scuttled the application.152 Bender later complained 
that Unruh had “cleverly exploited” their meeting in his correspondence 
to Paraguay, in order to give pro-Nazi leader Fritz Kliewer “the 
impression that the MCC is supporting Unruh in his [Nazi] attitudes.”153 
Bender clearly gave Unruh a mixed message about MCC’s attitude toward 
him. 

Only a few months later Wagner ordered the removal of all Jews from 
Alsace and Baden for detention in German-occupied Vichy France.154 
Unruh never mentioned this in his correspondence, though fifteen years 
later he told Bender he had “labored” on behalf of the Jews. “Ask the 
renowned Jewish jurist in Karlsruhe, he will tell you everything. I will go 
with you to meet him!!”155  

 
UKRAINE AND WARTHEGAU 

On June 22, 1941, Hitler’s armies invaded the Soviet Union, introducing 
the Führer’s campaign of peace and security in Europe in the form of a 
Lightning War (Blitzkrieg). The USSR had ostensibly broken the friendship 
treaty with Germany and, according to Hitler, had undermined the 
resettlement plan of ethnic Germans. By August 17, 1941, the advancing 
German army had reached the Mennonite villages on the west bank of the 
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Dnieper. One month later, Mennonite leaders in Germany were 
sufficiently informed to know that “new and great tasks have presented 
themselves” for their larger Mennonite family, as they wished Benjamin 
Unruh—on his sixtieth birthday—strength “in this fateful hour. . . . May 
the Lord God grant the strength to fulfill them for His glory, for the 
blessing of our brotherhood and for the building of His kingdom in our 
Volk and German fatherland! Heil Hitler!”156  

 On New Year’s Eve 1942, in the final stages of the Battle of Stalingrad, 
Unruh was summoned to confer directly with the Heinrich Himmler at 
the Führer’s headquarters at Hochwald, East Prussia. During the course 
of his work on behalf of Russian Mennonites throughout the 1920s and 
1930s, Unruh had developed many high-level government contacts. The 
meeting with Himmler was arranged and prepared by SS-Sturmbannführer 
Karl Götz, principal of the Teacher Training School in Prischib,157 under 
the direction of SS Obergruppenführer Lorenz.158 According to Unruh’s 
memoirs, Himmler greeted Unruh saying, “It is a pleasure to meet the 
Moses of the Mennonites!,”159 referring to Unruh’s role in Mennonite 
migration—an ironic reference since hundreds of thousands of Jews had 
been recently murdered in Ukraine. “I have been in Ukraine [October 
1942] and I have observed the people there for myself. Your Mennonites 
are the best,” Himmler told Unruh.160 Based on his Molotschna visit, 
Himmler “approved of the behavior and attitude of the Mennonites.”161 
The two spoke about a return and settlement of Russian Mennonites to 
Ukraine, plans for the election of an elder for Chortitza and one for 
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Molotschna, and possible compensation to Mennonites for property held 
in 1914 prior to the Bolshevik Revolution.162 

Four weeks before his tour of the Molotschna district (“Halbstadt”) on 
October 31, 1942, Himmler inquired about a leading Mennonite in 
Stuttgart and the community of Mennonites in Germany. The inquiry was 
sent through the Berlin office of the Gestapo, or secret police, in a letter to 
Unruh’s longtime acquaintance Karl Götz, then principal of the Teachers 
College at Prischib/Halbstadt in Ukraine. Himmler  

reported that a leading Mennonite . . . who is also an old member of 
the Party, had succeeded in recruiting numerous Mennonites to 
National Socialism by means of appropriate action. At the same time, 
the Reichsführer-SS pointed out that you [Götz] would be able to offer 
more information in this matter. 

A handwritten note on the letter states that “the person in question is Prof. 
D. h.c. Lic. B. Unruh, Karlsruhe.163 

After his audience with Himmler, Unruh could report to Emil 
Händiges, pastor of the Mennonite congregation in Elbing, that the dream 
was now finally being realized, and that Paraguayan, Brazilian, and 
maybe even Canadian Mennonites would soon be able to return either to 
German-occupied Ukraine or to the larger German Reich.164 

The resettlement issues will be of unimaginable scope. I am newly 
involved in this matter, and it will probably come true what I told 
our people when they moved overseas: We will bring you back once 
again! This confidence lives in the hearts of our brothers! Some of 
them, who were quite agitated, will now realize that their 
representative has always and everywhere represented their interests 
selflessly and not entirely foolishly . . . . The ethnic Germans will all 
be naturalized, thus becoming Reich Germans. This regulation alone 
is of far-reaching significance.165 

In his negotiations with Himmler, Unruh advocated for congregational 
autonomy for the new Russian Mennonite churches and the ordination of 
two new spiritual leaders in Prussia, taking as a model the actions of  the 
first Mennonites in Russia 150 years earlier. These leaders would serve as 
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elders for the orphaned congregations and be placed under the oversight 
of the Vereinigung of Mennonite congregations in the German Reich. He 
also argued that Mennonites and Mennonite soldiers be freed from 
swearing an oath; that ministers be freed from military service; and that 
Mennonite cavalry squadrons—which had formed in Molotschna—
should not be sent into active combat if at all possible.166 SS-
Sturmbannführer Hermann Roßner, who led the Commando Unit 
(Einsatzgruppe) Halbstadt and oversaw the schools, hospitals, and 
distribution of supplies in the old Molotschna villages, also met several 
times with Unruh. “I had heard who Benjamin Unruh was and I sought 
his advice,” recalled Roßner. Roßner, who was also present at the meeting 
between Unruh and Himmler, remembered years later that “everything 
Benjamin Unruh requested was promised by the Reichsführer . . . Prof. 
Unruh and I were in complete agreement in the direction we were 
marching.”167 

In his correspondence Unruh displayed increasing confidence in his 
government and Nazi Party connections. After his meeting with Himmler 
he reported to Abraham Braun that he “anticipates significant 
consequences for our entire Mennonitica from this consultation.”  

I was received and treated with exceptional warmth, and I was told 
the most complimentary things about Mennonites, especially the Volk 
German Mennonites. . . . The Reichsführer [i.e., Hitler] will eliminate 
any existing “dualisms,” and Reich German and Volks German 
Mennonites will be treated on the same level.168  

Unruh’s vision for Mennonites in Warthegau 1939 clearly mirrored the 
German state’s ethnic (völkisch) goal to strengthen “German blood” and to 
expand and root Mennonite life in German “soil.”  

Unruh was among the first to hear of the evacuation of Mennonites 
from Ukraine in September 1943, and put on alert for the psychological 
care of the refugees.169 The Ethnic German Liaison Office (Volkdeutsche 
Mittelstelle), a state office of the Nazi Party under SS-Obergruppenführer 
Werner Lorenz, appointed Unruh, together with the chair of the 
Vereinigung (or his delegate), to order and regulate Mennonite church life 

                                                           
166. Cf. B. Unruh to Vereinigung Executive, Jan. 6, 1943, letter, file folder 1943, 

Vereinigung Collection, MFSt. 
167. These meetings took place in the home of Unruh’s daughter and son-in-law in Berlin, 

as well as in Unruh’s home in Karlsruhe.—Hermann Roßner to [?] Schirmacher, March 8, 
1972, 5, letter, N/756, 256/a, BArch-Freiburg 

168. B. Unruh to Vereinigung Executive, Jan. 6, 1943, 2. 
169. Dr. Gerhard Wolfrum to B. Unruh, Sept. 29, 1943, Benjamin H. Unruh Personalakte, 

S499, Schrank 2a, Fach 24, Technische Hochschule Karlsruhe, Universitätsarchiv Karlsruhe 
(copy at MLA). 



Benjamin Unruh, Nazism and MCC                    193   

in Warthegau, and granted him a stipend for his efforts. In a January 1944 
letter, even as the German army was in full retreat on the eastern front, 
Unruh stated exultantly: 

The Volk community of Greater Germany has cast its eye on us as 
experienced Mennonite farmers. They want to put our people to 
work when the victory is won. For our part we will need an unbroken 
Volk-community too. We are too devout not to know that such a 
community must be sustained and consecrated by Christian faith, not 
merely—though that too!—by [German] blood. . . .This is our 
historical duty in this historical hour!170 

Some 35,000 Mennonite refugees from the Black Sea region began to 
arrive in Warthegau in the fall of 1943 without church records of births, 
deaths, baptisms, and marriages. A high priority for Unruh and his team 
of Prussian congregational historians was to verify their racial purity as a 
requirement for naturalization—which they did with evangelical passion. 
A confidential SS report written by Götz, with Unruh’s assistance, 
concluded that Mennonites “had preserved the integrity of their bloodline 
100%” and “rigorously preserved their Germanness.”171  

Another urgent task was to secure for the newly-arrived Mennonites 
the freedom to practice their faith within the legal framework of the Third 
Reich.172 The constitution of the Vereinigung of Mennonite Congregations 
in the German Reich—first drafted by Unruh in 1934—became the 
institutional identity into which Russian Mennonites were to be received 
and provided pastoral care. In its preamble, the constitution highlighted 
the cultural achievements of Mennonites who had “carried the German 
language and customs into the world, specifically to Russia and 
America.”173  

The constitution also assured authorities that German Mennonites had 
“renounced giving witness to their Christian peace convictions through 
the particular principle of non-resistance,” and that during World War I 
they had, in fact, “served with weapon in most cases.”174 Because the 
distinctives for which Mennonites had often suffered were “secure” in 
Nazi Germany—and, indeed, “had now become the common heritage of 
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all”—Mennonites felt a stronger “responsibility and duty toward the Volk 
and state in which they lived.” With Russian Mennonites squarely in view, 
the constitution’s by-laws included a commitment to “foster Christian 
charity, and in particular to assist co-religionists suffering domestically 
and internationally.”175  

For years, of course, Unruh had almost single-handedly welded 
together the support of Mennonites across Germany and abroad through 
the “Brothers in Need” agency.176 Though theologically distant from each 
other, South and North German Mennonites shared a common respect for 
Unruh: “it is a gift from God that in these times and for such great tasks, 
that we Mennonites have a man of the stature of our Professor Unruh.”177 
Now that the largest remnant of Mennonites from Ukraine had arrived in 
Germany’s annexed eastern lands, Unruh had both the political 
connections and weight to assure their proper administrative reception 
and protection.178 

During this period Unruh moved freely among the reception camps to 
provide pastoral care and support. “Here,” he wrote,  

I had the opportunity in religious matters to get acquainted with the 
camps, and I can say that our people were treated extremely well. 
Whenever any complaints arose . . . we, as representatives of the 
Church, had the right to bring up these complaints quite freely.179  

Only “recognized” Protestant pastors deemed to be politically reliable 
were allowed to offer religious services and pastoral care in the camps, 
and Unruh was the acknowledged, well-connected Mennonite “Moses.” 
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SS-Obersturmführer Gerhard Wolfrum, who had been commissioned by 
Lorenz to work directly with Unruh, promised to assist Unruh in all 
matters and instructed him “to write openly and without reserve about 
any [Mennonite] difficulties.”180 But even as Unruh was assuring German 
authorities of the proper racial registration of the resettlers, and tending 
to their care and protection,181 he was disappointed with MCC’s treatment 
of him and its unwillingness to make any debt interest payments, which 
frustrated Unruh’s negotiations with the German government. In January 
1944, as Mennonites were being evacuated from Ukraine and streaming 
into Germany, Unruh wrote to his Vereinigung colleagues: 

I received enthusiastic letters from America. Of a debt of three million 
Reich Marks, two million were canceled, and of the remaining debt, 
not a single penny has been paid to this day. The Brazilians 
grumbled: Why doesn’t he get the last million canceled too? That was 
the last straw! But I believe that it will be possible to cancel it at some 
point! Bender also wrote me a letter which was not nice. … I have 
requested the cancellation of the last million several times, but have 
been refused, and they cite telegrams from America to their offices. 
Prof. Bender did not act correctly here, and I am still angry with him 
today. And when Orie O. Miller was in Berlin on this matter, and I 
had again applied for the cancellation of the last million, he spoke 
against this cancellation in my presence. I am bitterly wronged, on 
the part of my people and from other sides, if it is said that I have not 
done everything here that was possible.182 

Why Miller would have opposed the cancellation of the debt is unclear.  
As he did in 1929, fifteen years later Unruh almost single-handedly 
leveraged German government agencies, good-will, and resources to 
provide relief and resettle thousands of Mennonites, while he also labored 
to maximize the privileges, legal rights, and opportunities of Mennonites 
as racial Germans within Nazi Germany. He extended this to the practice 
of faith as well. 

By June 1944, the German Province of Warthegau was prepared to 
approve the articles of incorporation for the “Mennonite Congregational 
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Church of German Nationality” as submitted by Unruh and legal counsel 
Gustav Reimer, a member of the Heubuden Mennonite Church. The 
church’s new vision, the racial composition of its membership, and 
ultimately its connection to the state were all interconnected. Unruh was 
full of optimism: “Today we are facing a new Reformation,” he wrote, in 
which a united Mennonite Congregational Church had a distinctive role 
to play. It can “exemplify” to the larger Protestant “sister churches” what 
it means to be both “a true community of faith as well as a pioneer and 
shock troop (Stoßgruppe) for the whole . . . united in prayer, witness, and 
work in the service of our dear German Volk!”183  

The constitution of the newly-organized church limited membership to 
those of “German nationality”—strictly defined in Nazi Germany by 
blood and Volk. As a matter of principle, Christians of Jewish or Slavic 
heritage were excluded. Moreover, the Reich Governor (Reichsstatthalter) 
had the freedom to remove a person from denominational leadership for 
political reasons, thereby restricting the church’s authority to serve as the 
conscience of the state or to offer a culturally critical expression of the 
Gospel.184 

At the conclusion of a lengthy, well-researched, theological essay on 
baptism in the Mennonite tradition—designed specifically to keep old 
divisions regarding this ritual from re-appearing in Warthegau—Unruh 
addressed the “status” of Mennonites in the larger German Volk 
community, and the holy unity of land, blood, faith, and mission.185 Not 
only did Unruh promote a strictly ethnic-based church. In his 
understanding of the Great Commission Jesus had explicitly commanded 
his disciples to recognize the Völker (ethne) as a central part of their task.186 

Along with a close cooperation with the Nazi state, Unruh promoted a 
vision of robust and autonomous congregations, marked by a high regard 
for regular worship, scripture, believers baptism (though not rebaptism), 
Lord’s Supper, mutual aid, and discipline—in accordance with the 
Mennonite tradition—all with a broader sense of mission and service and 
an ecumenical openness. Traditional Mennonite confessions of faith held 
to a high view of Christ, which, along with the writings of Menno, carried 
weight in promoting church unity, with the rejection of oath swearing as 
an especially critical denominational distinctive. Unruh also promoted the 
proximity of Mennonites in Warthegau to each other by advocating that 
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German-Russians should be settled in Warthegau on a confessional 
basis.187 Despite some complications, Unruh could report to the 
Vereinigung executive that Warthegau Gauleiter Greiser “has firm 
intentions of giving land to farmers from the eastern zone, and he 
especially values Mennonite farmers.”188 

Johann Epp, the former Chortitza District mayor (Rayonchef), also 
conflated German identity and faith in a manner that Unruh quoted 
approvingly to his Vereinigung colleagues. According to Unruh, Epp told 
him:  

We all are looking forward to your visit! I hope that you [Unruh] too 
will be pleased to find among us a large number of true German 
people! There are outliers everywhere, but I can say that the vast 
majority among us live, are, and remain German. Nothing can rob us 
of our sanctuary (Heiligtum); we have proven this and will prove it 
again. None of our current difficulties can hinder us. We have 
nothing to lose, for we have already lost everything we had. We only 
have our lives left, and we are ready to give those for the final victory. 
. . . It is unimaginable, that a godless, demonic, blasphemous power 
should reign over us. No, no, never, ever.189  

Epp agreed with Unruh’s formulation that they desired to “cling 
wholeheartedly to their motherland and the Führer who saved them,” and 
would “do their whole duty in the reconstruction of the Eastern 
Territories.” Moreover, in the “spirit of their fathers, Mennonites want to 
live out a simple and practical Christianity of conviction and action in 
church life.”190 This language, like that of Unruh’s, resonated both with 
the language in the Nazi Party platform and with the Mennonite tradition. 

In his visits to Resettlement Camps, Unruh repeatedly admonished the 
brethren  

to give evidence of your thanks in convictions, attitudes, and deeds 
to our Führer, the Reichsführer–SS, the Director and officials of the 
Ethnic German Liaison Office (Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle, or VoMi), 
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and above all to the district and local camp officials for the marvelous 
rescue (wunderbare Rettung) from the hellish violence of 
Bolshevism.191 

Like most German Mennonites, Unruh was satisfied to follow the 
biblical admonition to “honor the emperor” (1 Peter 2:17), yet blind to how 
the totalitarian order of National Socialism competed with the vocation of 
the church and its confession of Jesus Christ as Lord, or Führer, of history. 
Hitler framed himself as a political messiah; his “thousand year empire” 
was a form of Christian eschatological hope—that God’s redemption of 
the world would occur through a particular nation or people. German 
Mennonites, along with Unruh, supported a view of the God-ordained 
“orders of creation”—namely, a state that honors “positive Christianity,” 
with the Volk and family having complementary roles alongside the 
church, whose task it was to preach the Gospel in an apocalyptic struggle 
against the destructive kingdom of the devil—here defined horrifically as 
Judeo-Bolshevism.  

Unruh affirmed Christ as the one who has a claim over all of life, but 
he did not articulate clearly how this might be in tension with competing 
claims of authority from Hitler and National Socialism over the totality of 
life. To be sure, Unruh was aware that Menno Simons and other early 
Anabaptists had critical theological insights on questions related to church 
and the state; but he made no effort to call Mennonites in the Third Reich 
to live a “cruciform” life.192  
 

MCC AND POST-WAR REFUGEE CRISIS 
After the war’s end in Europe in May 1945, some 10,000 of the roughly 

35,000 naturalized Soviet Mennonites found themselves in the western 
zone of occupied Germany—most of them homeless. In July 1945 Unruh 
made the first of two submissions to the Office of Military Government 
United States explaining in English the situation of the Mennonites from 
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the Soviet Union, and petitioning that they not be returned to the Soviet 
Union but be allowed to immigrate to their relatives in other countries.193  

From the perspective of MCC’s European director Peter J. Dyck, 
however, Unruh’s involvement in the matter threatened to scuttle MCC’s 
own effort to address the refugee question. Dyck regarded Unruh as a 
liability in MCC’s negotiations with British and American occupation 
forces, thanks to his close relationship to the Nazis. In a memorandum of 
July 25, 1945,  Dyck informed the MCC executive committee about the 
crisis around German naturalization:  

[Many] of our people have had to accept the Volksdeutsche Ansiedler 
Pass in 1943. . . . [Our] friend Prof. Unruh insists all our people to be 
gute Deutsche [good Germans] . . .  [I]f the military authorities happen 
to come to this same conclusion [i.e., that Mennonites from the Soviet 
Union had willingly accepted German citizenship], which they have 
not, then we may as well pack our suitcases and go home because 
there will be no emigration for quite some time.194 

As the naturalization documents make abundantly clear, however, 
Unruh’s claim that they did so voluntarily was much closer to the truth 
than Dyck’s.195 On November 1, Unruh submitted another petition to 
occupation forces, knowing that his strategy of highlighting German 
naturalization was at odds with Dyck’s. Because American Mennonites, 
in Unruh’s eyes, were “slow” to mobilize,196 he asked his friend Abraham 
Braun in his capacity as treasurer and secretary of the Vereinigung to issue 
a temporary certificate confirming that Unruh was both an honorary 
member of the Vereinigung executive, and also a “representative of the 
Mennonite Central Committee of Akron, Penn., USA.”197 Such a document 
would authorize Unruh to travel freely through the occupied military 
zone for ecclesial purposes of finding refugees and building up the church 
community.198 MCC representative C. F. Klassen apparently 
recommended that lists of Russian Mennonite refugees be centralized in 
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Unruh’s office,199 and for Unruh “to direct the headquarters” of the 
Russian Mennonite refugee search from his Karlsruhe office.200 In a 
meeting with Abraham Braun in December, both Klassen and Unruh 
thought it would be dangerous to underestimate the importance of 
naturalization of the Soviet Mennonite seeking resettlement, as American 
Mennonites “seem inclined to do.” The minutes add that “it is a known 
fact that . . . naturalization has already protected many of Russian-German 
families from deportation back to Russia.”201 

The churches should make every effort—with or without formal 
agreements—to avoid the forced repatriation [to the USSR] of ethnic 
Germans who have returned “home” [to Germany]—that they 
should, by one means or another, remain in the motherland 
[Germany], regain their full citizenship here, and possibly unite with 
their relatives overseas or be resettled, for example, in a colony in 
Africa. These farmers should in no way to be held responsible for any 
errors, follies, sins, or complications in the political field, but seen as 
apolitical, highly qualified settlers.202 

Unruh always felt that his relationship with MCC was too vague. They 
had paid him a small stipend for years, which he felt was neither adequate 
to support his family nor fair for the work he was doing on behalf of his 
Russian Mennonites “brethren.” While Unruh had been an official 
representative of CMBC for some years, he also felt free to fly the flag of 
MCC as he had deemed useful for the post-war cause. In 1945 Unruh 
petitioned to retrieve his large archive of Mennonite-related primary 
documents—35 crates brought to an underground shelter in Thüringen in 
the closing months of the war with other materials from the Karlsruhe 
Technical University—for example, as “files belonging to an American aid 
organization, the Mennonite Central Committee.”203  

Dyck advised against working with Unruh, or working with him only 
with great caution. Nevertheless, MCC was slow to cut ties with Unruh. 
In September 1946 Dyck wrote that it may be possible that Unruh could 
“render our Cause some service, but we need to remember that he is a 
German to the core and therefore is not in a position to handle matters 
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which are also the concern of the British and American occupational 
forces.”204  

 
MCC PENSION 

After MCC Director Peter J. Dyck had successfully shepherded 2,303 
Soviet Mennonite refugees to Paraguay in 1947, and raised new monies 
for MCC’s resettlement efforts on a tour of congregations across the U.S. 
and Canada,205 MCC charged Harold Bender with the task of convincing 
Unruh to accept a small pension along with a promise to withdraw from 
all MCC activity. Bender and Klassen proposed a pension of 500 Marks 
per month, starting January 1, 1949, of which 100 Marks was designated 
for continued research and writing. The plan was for 400 Marks to come 
from North America—possibly half from the Canadian Board of 
Mennonite Colonization—and another 100 Marks from the German 
Mennonite churches.206  

MCC was forced to act quickly. Unruh had volunteered to testify at the 
War Crimes Tribunal on December 17, 1947, on behalf of Werner Lorenz 
and Heinz Brückner, administrator of the Ethnic German Liaison Office 
(VoMi). During the war years, Unruh had negotiated directly with Lorenz 
Brückner. Both, Unruh testified, “were very cooperative,” respectful, and 
promised Mennonites “all possible support.”207 Lorenz had been 
appointed by Himmler to lead the VoMi and later helped to arrange the 
meeting between Unruh and Himmler. Specifically, Lorenz was 
responsible for the “Germanization” of the occupied territories in Ukraine 
and the resettlement of ethnic Germans. What Unruh did not want to 
understand or admit was that VoMi’s efforts “served the ultimate 
objective of the Third Reich—the creation of a new racial order in which 
Germans would rule over others.”208 

 Two weeks after the trial an anonymous non-Mennonite Russian-
German refugee wrote a damning letter against Unruh. The writer 
castigated MCC for “supporting and employing a man who is out of place 
in the eyes of all true friends of peace and those who oppose Nazism 
here.” Unruh’s “National Socialist past is heavily incriminating,” the 
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writer claimed, a fact that Unruh “tries to hide and deny in clever ways.”209 
The writer presented fourteen examples to make his point, including that 
Unruh was a supporting member of the SS and wore his SS pin in public. 
He alleged that Unruh “worked closely with the so-called Reichsführer 
Himmler,” and gave “many lectures on National Socialist topics during 
the war.” Moreover, the writer alleged, Unruh was known to have 
“prayed for Adolf Hitler many times in public Mennonite worship 
services” and “still professes his support for National Socialism before 
like-minded compatriots.” The writer had some knowledge of the 
honorary doctorate awarded to Unruh in 1937, and claimed it was granted 
only upon the instigation of the National Socialist Party. He also knew that 
Unruh has been barred from teaching at the Technical University of 
Karlsruhe because of his Nazi past.210 The writer concluded that because 
Unruh was an unrepentant beneficiary of National Socialism, he “should 
not represent any relief work done in the “name of Christ’”—the MCC 
motto.  

Bender “dealt with Brother Unruh as kindly as possible,” and 
compelled him to agree to MCC’s pension conditions, though Unruh 
strenuously objected “and several years of unpleasantness ensued.”211 In 
1955 Unruh expressed hope with the Soviet release of German civilians 
and POWs: “Imagine dear Harold,” he wrote to Bender, “what this means! 
. . . Our people are naturalized Germans. I was blamed for encouraging this. 
I did it with good consideration and with prayer! And now success seems 
to come in an unexpected way.”212 With this development Unruh 
petitioned Bender and MCC for an increase in his pension.213 Unruh 
argued that he was ineligible for a pension from the Karlsruhe Technical 
University not because of his Nazi past, but because he did not hold an 
academic chair at the university. He was not appointed to a chair at the 
time, he said, because he had refused to deny his Christian faith. 

I have never denied the Christian and Mennonite confession. If I had 
registered as gottgläubig at the [Karlsruhe] Technical University, they 

                                                           
209. V. Lommel to the president of the Mennonite Aid Organization [H. S. Bender, MCC], 

Jan. 1, 1949, letter, MH1/278, box 25, folder 7, L Miscellaneous, Harold S. Bender Collection, 
GC-A. My thanks to James Urry for pointing me to this piece. 

210. See Unruh’s personnel file at the Technische Hochschule Karlsruhe, 
Universitätsarchiv Karlsruhe, S499, Schrank 2a, Fach 24 (copy at MLA). In a letter date May 
10, 1940, University Rector Rudolf Weigel strongly praised Unruh’s National Socialist 
leanings and worldview in a letter of support to the minister of Culture and Education in 
Baden; Weigel sought to name Unruh to an academic chair in the Faculty of General Studies.  

211. Keim, Harold S. Bender, 394f. Cf. MCC Executive Committee Minutes, Aug. 3, 1948, 
no. 16, p. 3; and Dec. 30, 1948, no. 19, 5, MCC-A. 

212. B. Unruh to H. S. Bender, Oct. 23, 1955, letter, HM1-278, Harold S. Bender Collection, 
box 60, folder 54, GC-A. 

213. MCC Executive Committee Minutes, Dec. 16-17, 1955, no. 34, MCC-A. 



Benjamin Unruh, Nazism and MCC                    203   

would have showered me with money. That did not occur to me! 
They wanted me to revoke my textbook for religious education 
(Raguda, Halbstadt) because of the Old Testament. I responded: “I 
would rather sweep up horse droppings in the street than deny my 
Christian faith.” 214 

Unruh appealed to his achievements on behalf of all Mennonites, but 
he was especially angry with Peter J. Dyck’s equally bold and dubious 
claim that it was through Dyck’s efforts that thousands of Mennonites had 
been rescued from Soviet repatriation.  

One of your authorized [MCC] representatives was with me and 
asked me how many had been brought to Germany. I [Unruh]: “We 
were able to resettle 35,000.” He [Dyck]: “We! –Are you an SS man?” 
I gave him a piece of my mind. Then I gave him a folder with 8,000 
names, soon there would be 10,000. He then told me verbally and in 
writing that it was because of his effort. I was silent. Harold, that was 
very unpleasant. He was always a contrarian. . . . All the slander was 
a lie.215 

Moreover, Unruh reminded Bender that Dyck had falsely insisted that 
Russian Mennonites had become naturalized Germans under duress.216 
Instead, Unruh understood MCC’s post-war refugee work as a 
continuation and culmination of his own achievements. The 10,000 
Mennonites in the western zone after the war were there only because of 
his efforts with the Nazi regime to legitimize them as Germans—without 
which MCC would have had no one to save. Unruh was always concerned 
about his historical legacy, happily claiming the title of the “Moses of 
Russian Mennonites,” that Himmler had once given him. Now, it seemed, 
Peter J. Dyck had assumed that mantle.  

MCC did not speculate on Unruh’s conclusion or offer him a new 
assignment.217  

In 1957 MCC offered a further one-time gift to cover Unruh’s 
publication debt for his book on the origin and background of Prussian 
Mennonites. “It was not easy to take the $2,500 from our hard-pressed 
relief funds in Canada and USA,” Bender wrote. “We did it out of love for 

                                                           
214. B. Unruh to H. S. Bender, Nov. 8, 1955, letter, HM1-278 Harold S. Bender Collection, 

box 60, folder 54, GC-A; reference to B. Unruh, Leitfaden für den Religionsunterrich. Teil 1: Altes 
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215. B. Unruh to H. S. Bender, Nov. 8, 1955, letter, HM1-278 Harold S. Bender Collection, 
box 60, folder 54, GC-A. 

216. B. Unruh to H. S. Bender, Nov. 8, 1955, letter, HM1-278 Harold S. Bender Collection, 
box 60, folder 54, GC-A. 

217. Cf. H. S. Bender to B. Unruh, Oct. 29, 1955, HM1-278 Harold S. Bender Collection, 
box 60, folder 54, GC-A; MCC Executive Committee Minutes, Dec. 16-17, 1955, no. 33. 
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you and in view of our many years of fruitful cooperation.” 218 Unruh’s 
historiography—still heavily used for Russian Mennonite genealogy—
was dismissed by Dutch Mennonite scholars as rooted in pro-German, 
Nazi-era kinship research.219 

Finally, in 1958 Unruh’s daughter requested a 65% increase in her 
father’s MCC pension. “We recall the fact that through the efforts of our 
father alone, Mennonites were relieved of some 2.5 million marks which 
the German Reich had credited for the care of the Russian Mennonites.”220 
While Unruh’s negotiations with the German government in this regard 
were truly remarkable, the MCC Executive rejected the petition, though it 
remained “deeply appreciative of the services rendered in times past by 
Brother Unruh.”221 

 
UNRUH’S LEGACY AND MCC 

Benjamin H. Unruh died in 1959. The Mennonite Encyclopedia entry on 
Unruh, written by Bender, briefly noted that Unruh worked for MCC “in 
immigration to Paraguay 1930-1933.” On the one hand, the statement 
clearly underplayed Unruh’s magnitude; he was a tireless advocate for his 
people who remains a towering figure in the history of Russian 
Mennonites, especially in Paraguay and Brazil. On the other hand, 
Bender’s entry said almost nothing about how Unruh’s advocacy for and 
humanitarian efforts on behalf Mennonites from the Soviet Union were 
inextricably intertwined with his strident support for the Nazi regime and 
its objectives. An examination of those troubling complexities—which 
Bender knew better than anyone—are critical for assessing how MCC’s 
humanitarian efforts with Soviet Mennonites were entangled with 
National Socialism and its legacy.  

In his own work Unruh regularly pointed out the need for robust 
archival research for a full accounting of the tumultuous events of the 
twentieth century in which he played a role. Though much has been lost 
or destroyed, we have used Unruh’s surviving letters and reports 

                                                           
218. H. S. Bender (using MCC letterhead) to Unruh, July 3, 1957, letter, HM1-278, Harold 

S. Bender Collection, box 60, folder 54, GC-A. 
219. Cf. H. S. Bender to B. Unruh, Oct. 29, 1955, and B. Unruh to H. S. Bender, Nov. 3, 
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van der Zijpp, book review: Die niederländisch-niederdeutschen Hintergründe der mennonitischen 
Ostwanderungen im 16., 18. und 19. Jahrhundert, by Benjamin H. Unruh, MQR 33 (April 1959), 
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220. Olga Unruh to Willis Detweiler (copy to H. S. Bender), MCC Executive, Nov. 1, 1958, 
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archived in three continents to better understand the roots of Unruh’s pro-
German Mennonite orientation, to document his growing pro-Nazism in 
the 1930s, and to trace his explicit promotion of its racial goals. A fresh 
reading of those materials also helps to better address related themes in 
the larger Russian Mennonite community which embraced his leadership. 
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