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In this Issue

This issue continues Marlin Adrian’s analysis of the religious beliefs of
native Americans by focusing on the reaction of the Mennonite missionaries
to these beliefs (Part I appeared in the March 1989 issue). He examines
the responses of Rodolphe Petter, who served among the Cheyenne in both
Oklahoma and Montana, and H. R. Voth, who observed the Hopi in Arizona
during the last decade of the nineteenth century. Adrian carefully probes
some of the difficulties encountered by the early General Conference mis-
sionaries and interprets their discouragement at often ‘‘fruitless”’ work.

Rachel Pannabecker presents the results of a survey distributed to the par-
ticipants in the Life Enrichment program at Bethel College to assess their
impressions or memories of living room objects during the first third of
the twentieth century. Everyday objects have a significance in historical
research as Pannabecker discovered objects can reveal value changes. As
a curator at the Kauffman Museum in North Newton, she will apply the
information to exhibit design and authenticity questions.

Menno Duerksen visited North Newton last October and shared two new
stories of his childhood experiences with a large audience in the Mennonite
Library and Archives. This issue contains one of these stories complete with
the introduction and postscript delivered at Bethel College. (An earlier story
appeared in the December 1987 issue, and a more complete account of his
upbringing is found in his book Dear God, I'm Only a Boy).

The final article is reprinted from the 1987 Doopsgezind Jaarboekje (Vol.
81}). William Keeney has translated R. de Zeeuw’s account of the Special
Needs (Bijzondere Noden) program of the Mennonites in the Netherlands.
During the last forty years the program has expanded beyond its original
emphasis on relief for those facing hardships after World War II to include
aid for the ‘*Umsiedler’’ coming out of Russia and an adoption program
supporting children in need.

David A. Haury
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General Conference Mennonite
Missions and Native American
Religions (Part II)

by Marlin Adrian

With the gradual decline of the Ghost
Dance, peyote worship became the
Mennonite missionaries’ most power-
ful opponent among the Arapaho and
the Cheyenne. Historian of religions
Peter Williams sees a direct relationship
between the end of the Ghost Dance and
the meteoric rise of Peyotism.

In some tribes Peyotism filled a void

that had been left in the wake of the
failure of the Ghost Dance. Although its
origins had been pacifistic, its militaristic
transformations had left tribes like the
Sioux with little except a sense of frustra-
tion and defeat. It was becoming increas-
ingly clear not only that the whites were
there to stay but also that they were the
sole possessors of real worldly power.
The only serious alternatives were with-
drawal and in-turning or an effort at
assimilation. Peyotism provided a com-
bination of both of these responses,
which appealed primarily to those who
had already undergone some degree of
acculturation but were reluctant or
unable to carry the process of Ameri-
canization to its dubious conclusion.’

The response of General Conference
Mennenite missionaries to the burgeon-
ing practice of the peyote ceremony
among the Cheyenne and Arapaho
dovetailed nicely into the already strong
sentiment among Mennonites concern-
ing the ‘‘temperance issue.”” Mennonite
missionaries viewed peyote as a nar-
cotic with little medicinal value and ab-
solutely no religious significance. They
regarded the use of peyote for religious
purposes to be an insidious misrepresen-
tation of the actual purpose for which
Indians took peyote—intoxication. Mis-
sionaries further abhorred what they
considered as a sacrilegeous appropria-
tion of Christian rites and symbols by
the leaders of this form of worship.

But peyotism, like the traditional
dances, flourished among the tribes of
Plains Indians. No matter how sincerely
Mennonite missionaries preached the
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message of Christianity (in the native
language now because of the linguistic
work of Rodolphe Petter), the gospel
failed to gain a significant foothold
among the Cheyenne and Arapaho. In
spite of the steady trickle of converts,
the missionaries despaired as they
watched Christianity fail to conquer in
the battle with native religions. Of those
Cheyenne and Arapaho who accepted
Christianity and attended Mennonite
services, many continued to attend the
dances and peyote meetings with equal,
if not superior enthusiasm.

It was especially discouraging to
Rodolphe Petter that, in 1916, after
nearly 25 years as a missionary among
the Cheyenne, he faced the same Indian
religions at his new assignment among
the Northern Cheyenne in Montana that
he had faced when he began in 1892.
Initially, Petter took the more con-
ciliatory approach in Montana. He
taught that the Indian dances repre-
sented essentially cultural, and not
religious affairs. In 1917, Petter wrote
to a member of the Mission Board in
defense of fellow missionary P. A.
Kliewer’s involvement in an Indian
festival.

. Indian dances are not always what we
understand under the title ‘‘heathen
dances.”” Very often they are harmless
public performances, far more respect-
able even modest than many of the
dances in which “‘white'’ Christians par-
ticipate! As long as the Indian dances are
only common public performances, free
from superstitious and immoral practices
or tone, the missionaries—especially
here—should not condemn them all out
of hand.?

Petter even angered several of the
more conservative Mennonite mission-
aries in Oklahoma by admitting that
peyote may have some legitimate me-
dicinal purposes. Some missionaries
believed that it was necessary to totally

denounce peyote by denying that any
possible benefits could be derived from
its use. Petter strongly opposed the
religious use of peyote, which he con-
sidered both false and pretentious, but
insisted that missionaries be discerning
and not merely condemning in their at-
tacks on native religious beliefs.

The peyote people that have been won
for Christ and have totally given up
peyote here were not won through ag-
gressive polemic, but through simple,
positive declaration of the exclusive
salvation in Christ Jesus, the truth con-
vinces. My belief is, that all discussion
with the peyote leaders proves to be
fruitless, because they are masters at
twisting the truth. When Red Bird wrote
me that he tried peyote as medicine for
his epileptic son, I answered him that
when peyote is used as merely a conven-
tion medicine, it is not sin, but that when
his son. partakes in participation in the
peyote ceremony and prayer to peyote,
he sins against God.?

In 1919, however, Petter took a
decidedly more antagonistic and polem-
ic approach, launching a series of
Cheyenne sermons on the subject of
‘‘the Kingdom of Satan.’” Targeted at
Peyotism and the revival of the Sun
Dance among the northern Cheyenne,
these sermons prompted several mem-
bers of Petter’s mission church to come
forward and reveal native religious
practices which had to this point been
secret. In particular, they admitted the
sexual role of the wife of the man pledg-
ing. the Sun Dance. Historically, the
medicine’ man in charge of the Sun
Dance engaged in ritual sexual inter-
course with the pledger’s wife to ensure
that the ritual would be successful.

This revelation inspired Petter to
launch a new attack, aided by the
government agent, to force the Indians
to cease all Sun Dance activities in
Montana. The support of native con-
verts proved vital to this campaign.
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