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Brubaker’s mind, at least, some Christians in southern Africa—the action 
boys—were pushing too hard too fast, compromising the church’s mission 
by becoming politically active.59

Whoever Brubaker had in mind as action boys in southern Africa, he 
might not have known that he was writing to one at the Brethren in Christ 
missions o+ce.60 Wilmer Heisey, who had spent )*een years in New Mexico 
working at the church’s Navajo Mission, moved to Pennsylvania in 1966 to 
serve the denomination’s Board for Missions as director of its voluntary 
service programs. Heisey’s tenure at Navajo Mission had sensitized him 
to the realities of racism in American life, and he was convinced the 

59  For Brethren in Christ debates over political activism in Northern Rhodesia (later Zambia), see 
Dwight W. !omas, “A History of Sikalongo Mission, Part 3: Indigenization and Independence at Sika-
longo, 1947-1978,” Brethren in Christ History and Life 40, no. 2 (August 2017): 201-269. 
60  Another activist in Graybill Brubaker’s orbit was his brother Merle, who, Graybill wrote, held a  
position that “is not mine by a good many leagues.” Brubaker to Heisey, 5 March 1968.

Wilmer Heisey (standing) with translator Peter Yazzie at Navajo Mission, circa 1958. Photo 
courtesy of Nancy Heisey.
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denomination should be doing more to counter those realities.61 He was 
also a )rm believer in the denomination’s peace position, all the more so 
because, in 1968, the Vietnam War was at its height and, moreover, was 
drawing some Brethren in Christ men into its service. Whereas Brubaker 
and Boyer were concerned that the CESR might become too politically 
engaged, Heisey was concerned that, as a special committee, the CESR was 
bureaucratically inept. He hoped to replace the CESR with a more e&ective 
committee that could actually bend the denomination in a particular 
direction, one that advanced the church’s peace and justice witness. 

Heisey’s hopes became reality in the summer of 1969, when the 
General Conference approved the formation of the Commission on Peace 
and Social Concerns (CPSC). As chair of the languishing CESR, Heisey 
helped to formulate the proposal for the new commission and advance it 
through denominational channels, sometimes incorporating language to 
mollify more conservative forces within the church. In one early dra*, the 
proposal described a commission that would forge a middle way between 
“being silent,” on the one hand, and “embarking on radical ‘social action’ 
programs,” on the other. !e dra* didn’t de)ne “radical social action 
programs,” of course. It simply went on to say, “We believe it is the Lord’s 
will for the Brethren in Christ to avoid either extreme, and that our people 
need stimulation and guidance to avoid this eventuality.”62 !e molli)cation 
strategy, it appears, was successful. A year a*er Heisey’s initial dra* made 
the rounds, the General Conference approved the CPSC’s formation as 
a standing committee, amenable to the Board for Missions through the 
Department of Christian Service Ministries, which Heisey directed. Along 
with being tasked with promoting the church’s doctrine of nonresistance, 
the newly formed commission was charged with “stimulating the Church’s 
conscience toward a Christ-like response to the ills of society.”63 Surely the 
church’s response to racism fell under that mandate.

61  For one example of Heisey’s views, see J. Wilmer Heisey, “God’s Gi* to the American Continent,” 
Evangelical Visitor, June 10, 1974, 11-12. 
62  “Report and Recommendations of Committee Studying Peace Education,” June 25, 1968, in Com-
mission on Peace and Social Concerns Collection, File: Committee on Economic and Social Relations, 
1966-1970, BIC Archives. !e proposal suggested the name “Peace and Social Concerns Committee,” 
but it was eventually called a commission.
63  “Re: Commission on Peace and Social Concerns,” Minutes of the Ninety-Ninth Annual General  
Conference of the Brethren in Christ Church, July 2-6, 1969, Article XIX, pp. 73-74.
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Equipped with an open-ended mission and occupying a more auspicious 
place in the church’s bureaucracy than the CESR had occupied, the CPSC 
was primed for action. Even more signi)cant for its future prospects, 
however, was its membership. Consisting of just six members, the average 
age of the CPSC’s members was 37, )ve years younger than the average 
age of the men who had served a year earlier on the now-defunct CESR. 
Among the new commission’s members were John Stoner, the 27-year-old 
pastor of the Bellevue Park congregation in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, who 
was named the CPSC’s chair; John Hawbaker, the 26-year-old pastor of 
the Zion congregation near Abilene, Kansas; and Harry Nigh, a 23-year-
old Canadian. In contrast to some who served on the now-defunct CESR, 
Stoner and Nigh were “action boys,” not afraid to tell the church what it 
should be doing with respect to social issues, a boldness that sometimes got 
Stoner in trouble in his work at Bellevue Park.64 In Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
parlance, and quite unlike the survey-circulating CESR, Stoner and Nigh 
weren’t interested in taking the temperature of the denomination. !ey 
wanted to be the thermostat.65

Stoner, in particular, wanted to crank up the heat, something he had 
started doing even before being named chair of the CPSC. In June 1968, 
two months a*er King’s assassination, Stoner published an article in the 
Evangelical Visitor titled “Separation.”66 “Separation from the world is not 
an option for Christians,” Stoner began, invoking a word that had long 
informed Brethren in Christ thinking about the Christian’s place in society.67 

64   !e Bellevue Park church was dedicated in 1962, when the Messiah Lighthouse Chapel congrega-
tion in Harrisburg relocated from 1175 Bailey Street, moving one mile east to its new location at 2001 
Chestnut Street. Although still situated within Harrisburg’s city limits, the congregation adopted the 
name of a nearby upscale neighborhood—Bellevue Park—signifying its more suburban aspirations. 
When Stoner arrived as pastor in 1967, the Bellevue Park congregation was overwhelmingly white, and 
Stoner’s push to integrate the church was met with some resistance. !e congregation was renamed the 
Harrisburg Brethren in Christ Church in 1977, and today it is one of the denomination’s most racially 
diverse churches.
65    Referring to the early church, King wrote, “In those days the Church was not merely a thermometer 
that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was a thermostat that transformed the 
mores of society.” See Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,”  https://www.africa.upenn.
edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html, accessed December 17, 2021.
66   John K. Stoner, “Separation,” Evangelical Visitor, June 3, 1968, 5, 12.
67  Carlton O. Wittlinger, Quest for Piety and Obedience: !e Story of the Brethren in Christ (Nappanee, 
IN: Evangel Press, 1978), 45-54, 342-362.
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John Stoner (le$) with Bishop Charlie Byers at the 1970 General Conference, Upland, 
California. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives. 

!e question, he said, is what ungodly realities the church should separate 
itself from. Too many Christians are like the Pharisees, he continued, highly 
religious people who choose ritual forms of separation while ignoring matters 
of justice and mercy. “How convenient it is to substitute a religious ritual 
for a moral imperative,” wrote Stoner, who then named three antichristian 
forces that contemporary American Christians needed to resist: racism, 
materialism, and nationalism. Stoner was especially unsparing in his 
critique of American racism, refusing to let white Christians believe that 
they bore no responsibility for the white-supremacist realities that marked 
their communities:

!ey )nd some other explanation for segregated church and 
communities, [for] Negro unemployment and poverty . . . and 
[for] the scarcity of Negroes in political power structures. . . . But 
somehow these explanations do not ring true, coming as they 
do from white communities where the only Negroes [who are] 
accepted ride the garbage truck or stand on the front lawn holding 
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a lantern with stony limbs unmoved from day to day.68
Stoner concluded his critique of white Christian racism by going to the place 
that few Brethren in Christ pastors dared to go, sco+ng at the “prudence” 
of counseling young people against interracial marriages. “When parents 
are more zealous to prevent association with blacks than with unbelievers 
out of fear of mixed marriages,” he said, “considerations of prudence have 
outrun Gospel teaching.”69

Once again it’s easy to underestimate the audacity of voicing this 
perspective in the Brethren in Christ Church in 1968. Later that same year 
Messiah College student John Yeatts would con)rm the degree to which 
Stoner’s views ran counter to Brethren in Christ convention. For a course 
he was taking on race relations, Yeatts devised a survey that he sent to a 
sampling of Brethren in Christ pastors and lay people. In the laypersons’ 
survey, Yeatts asked recipients their opinion of interracial marriage which, 
just a year earlier, had been deemed a constitutional right by the U.S. 
Supreme Court.70 Of the ninety-seven responses Yeatts received back, only 
eight respondents (8 percent) registered support for interracial marriage, 
whereas sixty-nine respondents (71 percent) opposed it, and eighteen 
others (19 percent) said that, while it was not condemned in the Bible, it was 
“not socially desirable.”71 As for their views on the Civil Rights Movement, 
again, the majority of respondents (56 percent) were against it, with only 
20 percent expressing support, and the remaining 24 percent expressing no 
opinion one way or the other.72 Yeatts’s conclusion: “!e consensus [among 
Brethren in Christ laypeople] is decisively against racial intermarriage 
and the Negro civil rights movement.”73 !is strong consensus placed the 

68   Stoner, “Separation,” 5. 
69   Stoner, “Separation,” 5. 
70  John Robert Yeatts, “A Study of the Place of the Negro in the American Brethren in Christ Church,” 
unpublished paper, Messiah College, January 1969, Academic Documents Collection, BIC Archives. 
For a summary of Loving v. Virginia, which struck down Virginia’s miscegenation statutes and rendered 
all other such statutes unconstitutional, see https://www.oyez.org/cases/1966/395, accessed January 16, 
2022.
71  Yeatts, “Study of the Place of the Negro,” 21.
72  Yeatts, “Study of the Place of the Negro,” 21-22.
73  Yeatts, “Study of the Place of the Negro,” 24.
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Brethren in Christ fully in the mainstream of white evangelicals, in fact, 
fully in the mainstream of white America as a whole.74 Separation from the 
world? Not according to these measures.

Still, with Stoner heading up the newly formed CPSC, and with Heisey 
o&ering support in his role as Director of Christian Service Ministries, the 
denomination )nally had leaders in place who were willing to consider 
approaches to addressing American racism that went beyond doing 
evangelism in black neighborhoods. Stoner and Heisey would soon engage 
other people, including Ronald J. Sider, to advance their more socially 
conscious agenda. !ey also had an ally in John Zercher, who would use 
the pages of the Evangelical Visitor to nudge the denomination in a similar 
direction, most o*en by giving voice to writers who found traditional 
evangelical thinking about race problematic. Among those writers was 
Curtis Burrell, a black Mennonite pastor who lived just a few miles from 
the recently vacated Chicago Mission.

"e Church, the “Urban Crisis,” and the activist-conversionist divide, 
1968-1970

Many things came to a head in early 1968, both in the nation and in the 
Brethren in Christ Church. A chronological summary reads something like 
this:

•  December 1967: John Zercher delivered his “Civil Rights and 
Responsibilities” talk at the missions seminar.

•  January 1968: !e Committee on Economic and Social Relations 
sent out its congregational survey, inquiring about the possibility of 
integrating Brethren in Christ churches.

•  January 1968: !e Viet Cong launched the Tet O&ensive, reminding 
Americans that the Vietnam War was far from over.

•  March 1968: Graybill Brubaker complained to Wilmer Heisey about 
“action boys,” even as Heisey was laying plans for a new commission 
to address peace and social concerns.

74  For white evangelical ambivalence about interracial marriage, see “What of Interracial Marriage?” 
Christianity Today, October 11, 1963, 26-28; for white evangelical disa&ection with the Civil Rights 
Movement in the late 1960s, see Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: !e Making of the Christian Right 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 87-88.
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• April 1968: Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated. 
•  April 1968: !e Chicago Mission was abandoned, ransacked, and 
turned over to Young Life. 

•  Still to come in 1968: the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy (June), the 
tumultuous Democratic National Convention in Chicago (August), 
and the election of Richard M. Nixon (November).  

Again, it’s important to remember that, by 1968, the Civil Rights 
Movement had morphed into something very di&erent from its earlier 
iterations. As much as white Americans reviled Martin Luther King Jr., they 
were even more troubled by the ascendance of the Black Power movement. 
Urban uprisings, about to enter their fourth summer, compounded white 
people’s fears and set the stage for a law-and-order backlash. To anyone 
paying attention, it was clear that America’s race problem had yet to be 
solved.

As cities smoldered in the a*ermath of King’s assassination, John 
Zercher felt constrained to respond. In June 1968, in the same issue of 
the Visitor that announced the end of a Brethren in Christ presence at the 
Chicago Mission, Zercher published )ve articles on “the church and the 
urban crisis,” a phrase he displayed prominently on the issue’s front cover. 
In place of his regular editorial, Zercher printed verbatim three biblical 
passages—from Isaiah, Luke, and James—all of which pronounced woe 
to the rich for their treatment of the poor.75 Among the )ve articles he 
published was one by Curtis E. Burrell Jr., a black Mennonite pastor whose 
church, Woodlawn Mennonite, sat within )ve miles of the Chicago Mission 
property. Titled “A Primer on the Causes of Urban Rebellion,” Burrell’s 
article commanded nearly three pages of the sixteen-page issue along with 
a commendation from the editor. “We do not expect that there will be one 
hundred per cent agreement” with Burrell’s views, Zercher cautioned—an 
understatement, to be sure—but if Brethren in Christ readers wanted to 

75  “!e events of the past week [by which Zercher meant the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy] and 
indeed the past four years have called forth a multitude of words by those attempting to answer ‘why?’” 
Zercher wrote. “We chose not to add to the verbiage but to devote the usual editorial space to selected 
scripture portions which seemed to us appropriate to the occasion.” !e biblical passages were Isaiah 
1:10-17; Luke 6:20-21, 24-25; and James 5:1-4. See John Zercher, “From the Editor,” Evangelical Visitor, 
June 17, 1968, 2.
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know the thoughts of a black man “born in a slum and ministering in the 
ghetto,” this was their chance.76  

Burrell, who entered the 1960s as an integrationist but was now a black 
nationalist, did not hold back.77 To understand why America’s cities were 
burning, Burrell said, whites )rst needed to abandon their facile notions 
about America’s goodness and understand some “elemental facts.” He then 
identi)ed those facts, starting with these: “America Has Never Intended to 
Set Black People Free” and “White America Has Used Its Power to Keep 
Black People in Either Total or Semi-Slavery.”78 Foundational to Burrell’s 
argument was an analysis of American history that may have seemed 

Curtis Burrell, pastor of Woodlawn Mennonite Church in Chicago, circa 1970. Photo courtesy 
of MennoMedia and the Mennonite Historical Library.

76  Curtis E. Burrell Jr., “A Primer on the Causes of Urban Rebellion,” Evangelical Visitor, June 17, 1968, 
5, 13-14; Zercher, “From the Editor,” 9. Zercher did not solicit the article himself; rather, it was solicited 
by Mennonite Central Committee, which then made it available to Anabaptist-related publications.
77  On Burrell, see Tobin Miller Shearer, Daily Demonstrators: !e Civil Rights Movement in Mennonite 
Homes and Sanctuaries (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 173-183. 
78  Burrell, “Primer on the Causes,” 5.



32

B R E T H R E N  I N  C H R I S T

H I S T O R Y  &  L I F E

radical at the time, but has since become common coin among academic 
historians: the ever-evolving use of violence by white Americans—from 
slaveholders, the KKK, and lynch mobs, to lawmakers, the local police, and 
the National Guard—to keep black people in their place. Burrell sketched 
that history to make his point about the urban uprisings: “black people who 
use violence are simply carrying out one of the great American traditions.”79 
Having spent the last ten years among Mennonites, Burrell acknowledged 
that Martin Luther King’s preachments were “more Christian” than those of 
people like H. Rap Brown, but he was not ready to let white Anabaptists o& 
the hook, noting that they had o*en bene)ted from the very violence they 
claimed to deplore.80 Now the chickens were coming home to roost, because 
young blacks, unlike their parents and grandparents, were not willing to 
take things lying down. !ere was a solution to urban unrest, Burrell said, 
but it lay wholly in the hands of whites. Only when white Americans, like 
Pharaoh, released God’s people from bondage, would God li* the plague of 
urban violence.81

In many ways Burrell’s analysis echoed the )ndings of the Lyndon 
Johnson-appointed Kerner Commission which, just a few months earlier, in 
March 1968, had released its report attributing urban unrest to white racism. 
“What white Americans have never fully understood,” the commission 
began, “is that white society is deeply implicated in the ghetto.”82 Against 
whites who believed the problems of the ghetto were either an accident 
of history or the fault of irresponsible blacks, the Kerner Commission 
o&ered a resounding no. To the contrary, “white institutions created [the 

79  Burrell, “Primer on the Causes,” 13.
80  It was violence that “won the West,” Burrell wrote in reference to the slaughter of Native Americans, 
and large tracts of those frontier lands were then allotted “to immigrating Mennonites and Brethren in 
Christ.” Burrell, “Primer on the Causes,” 13. For a recent consideration of Mennonites getting cheap 
land at the expense of native peoples, see John P. R. Eicher, Exiled Among Nations: German and Menno-
nite Mythologies in a Transnational Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).
81  Burrell, “Primer on the Causes,” 14. For a complaint that Burrell was overstating his case, see Orville 
P. Heister, “Readers Write,” Evangelical Visitor, July 29, 1968, 13. For an a+rmation of Burrell’s article, 
and for the need for the Brethren in Christ Church to “wake up to the social issues around them,” see 
Raymond B. Wingerd to John E. Zercher, 17 June 1968, John E. and Alice G. Zercher Papers, Box MG 
55.20, File: Letters to the Editor, BIC Archives.
82  Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 
1968), 2.



33

8&"7&3ư;&3$)&3 :  Words Empty and Hollow?

ghetto], white institutions maintain it, and white society condones it,” a 
conclusion that has since been authenticated by numerous studies detailing 
redlining practices, racially restrictive housing deeds, and a host of other 
discriminatory practices.83 Burrell echoed the commission’s assessment, 
and he urged his white Anabaptist readers, both Mennonite and Brethren 
in Christ, to accept responsibility for the problems that white Americans 
had created or, at the very least, had done little to stop.  

Nonetheless, as if to provide evidence that many Brethren in Christ 
people were not ready to hear that historically informed message, another 
article in the Visitor’s urban crisis issue o&ered just that: an opinion piece 
titled, “What Can Be Done?” written by Paul Hill, the white pastor of 
Fellowship Chapel in the Bronx.84 Given Hill’s status as an urban Brethren 
in Christ pastor, it made sense that he would be given the chance to speak, 
and he did so in the denomination’s traditional accent. !e problem, Hill 
suggested, was not a structural one rooted in decades of white racism, but a 
spiritual one, with the evil residing in the hearts of urban blacks who were 
destroying property and enacting violence. According to Hill, the world 
was )lled with “hostile peoples” who were striving “to )nd their ‘rights’ in a 
world of social and )nancial imbalance,” an unfortunate use of scare quotes 
if there ever was one. Hill said that he had no solution to o&er his readers, 
though he quickly landed on one: prayerful evangelism. Christians should 
not meet violence with violence, Hill said, but they did have a “weapon” to 
)ght the “demonism” that, in his telling, was causing the unrest. “Ours is a 
positive gospel with a dynamic power that can completely change the life 
of the vilest sinner,” Hill said, before closing with a call for additional urban 
missionaries to bear witness “to the soul-saving, life-changing Gospel of 
Jesus Christ.”85

83  Report of the National Advisory Commission, 2. For a focused look at the creation of Chicago’s ghet-
toes, see Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto. For more recent studies with broader scopes, see Douglas 
S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993); and Richard Rothstein, !e Color of Law: A Forgotten 
History of How Our Government Segregated America (New York: Liveright, 2017).
84  Paul D. Hill, “What Can Be Done?” Evangelical Visitor, June 17, 1968, 11.78  Burrell, “Primer on the 
Causes,” 5.
85  All quotations in this paragraph are from Hill, “What Can Be Done?” 11. 


