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Church Services and Operations

When our forefathers first came to the Grunthal area there was no church in or near the village that held church services similar to what they had in Russia.  They wanted to be able to continue singing in four part harmony, use instruments, conduct Bible studies, Jugendverein (youth groups) and a more evangelical service.   
This discussion will focus on how the worship services and organizational operations were actually conducted and how they have changed over the years.  Changes within our church have always evolved slowly over time and after much debate.  Change however is inevitable as history proves.   It is a reflection of our desire to remain united, that no issue has ever caused enough bitterness and hatred resulting in a division and departure of a group of membership.   We have though unfortunately sometimes erred and individual members of our midst have become discouraged and disgruntled enough to leave.  The congregational membership has at one time been as high as 279 members.  During the 1950’s and onwards many of the young people baptized in our church subsequently left Grunthal for larger cities to find employment.  Those that moved away were encouraged to transfer their memberships to the new churches that they became involved in.  May God grant us the wisdom that we need to continue to build and maintain Christ’s church.    
As people of God we expect that attendance at Sunday morning worship services is mandatory, especially for those expected to bring us the service such as the minister and musicians.  In the very early church when members still came by horse and buggy attending church was often impossible during harsh weather.  In the past however, it would have been unthinkable that a Sunday morning would have been spent at a hockey game, golfing, or simply taking a Sunday off.  There were almost no activities outside of church scheduled for Sunday mornings.  Extended holidays were nearly impossible to take and so church attendance was more steady and consistent.  This has changed dramatically since the late 1970’s and has made the challenge of preparing a service, Sunday school lessons and music for Sundays much more difficult. 

We come to church to praise God for what He has done for us, to find encouragement from fellow believers, and to work together to build God’s kingdom.  The traditional starting time for our worship service is 10:00 A.M and 10:30 in winter.  This time was chosen so that those coming by horse and buggy, and sleigh in winter, would be able to do morning chores before coming to church and be back at home in time for dinner.
In the early church many of the older women and men bowed their heads for a short silent prayer immediately after sitting down in church.  There was virtually no whispering to each other once seated in the sanctuary since it was considered a holy place.  The time before the beginning of the service was spent in quiet meditation.  The pulpit was also considered sacred and absolutely no one except the minister would use the pulpit.  Those who said poems or readings would stand beside or in front of the pulpit but never behind it.  This changed in the 1960’s.

In the first and second church the minister’s room was at the back and here the ministers and deacons would gather prior to the service.  During the very earliest times the ministers and Bishops would greet each other with the brotherly kiss.  Once the service was ready to start they would proceed as a procession to the front of the church.  Halfway down the aisle they would stop while the minister spoke a blessing and then they continued to the front of the church.  The ministers, deacons and song leaders all sat at the front, facing the congregation, on a raised platform behind a low curtained railing.  In the very earliest times for special Sundays the minister and Bishop wore a black, long tailed frock coat called a Tsatuearuck.  

Hymn preludes were played once the church had a piano.  In the 1960’s records were played during the prelude and in the 1970’s and 1980’s the organists usually played the preludes.  Currently the preludes are played on either the piano or organ and occasionally by the youth.

The service was attended by adults and very young children only while the three year old children to teenaged children were in the Sunday school during the service hour.  The morning worship always opened with the singing of hymns.  In the earliest times before instruments led the singing the song leader was expected to know many hymn melodies for memory and give and hold pitch well enough to lead the congregation in singing.   In the earlier times announcements, if there were any, were made at the end of the service.  This changed sometime prior to the 1960’s and the announcements became part of the opening.  There was some concern that people would forget the announcements if they were given to them prior to the message and others felt that the message was forgotten if announcements were made at the end.  Either way it seems they didn’t trust their memories!  The choir always had at least two numbers prepared for the worship service.  The speaking duties were shared by ministers each Sunday.  One would have a short meditation and the other presented the sermon.  A collection plate was passed around during the closing hymn and a prayer of blessing ended the service.
Printed bulletins were first introduced in the 1960’s and were printed by gestetner, then typewriter and photocopier and now by computer and printer.  The earlier bulletins always featured a poem on the back and it was the duty of the deacons to supply this poem.  At the present time some of our ministers and deacons still have boxes of poems in their closets that they kept as source material.

During the spring months the morning service also included the reading of questions and answers from the Catechism book.  The minister would read the questions and the baptismal candidates were required to memorize the answers.  There have many confessions of cheating as candidates would figure out the order the minister was asking the questions in and then they would quickly memorize the answer that they thought would be theirs.  The ministers were onto their game and occasionally threw in a monkey wrench and changed the order!  
The ministers of the early church were responsible only for the preaching of sermons and pastoral needs of the congregation.  All special services such as communion, foot washing and baptism were conducted by the Aeltster (Bishop).  The practise of foot washing was continued in Canada only for a very short while and ended sometime prior to 1950.
The High German language was used exclusively in church.  
Slowly but surely changes crept into the church.   These changes were monumental and controversial at the time they were made; however in retrospect it seems that they were simply common sense decisions.   It was the 1970’s that saw the beginning and continuation of change happening to the traditional worship service.
Very occasionally the choir would sing an English song for the morning worship service. 

The first English service that took place in our church was brought to us by the Canadian Bible Society.  The younger Sunday school teachers were very unhappy about having to conduct lessons in German because many children were not fluent enough in High German to even understand the lesson, let alone discussing it.  If German was spoken in the homes it was usually Low German.  Those teachers who tried to sneak in English were reprimanded and if they did not comply a replacement was found.  Replacements however were becoming more and more difficult to find.

Finally, in 1976 it was acknowledged that the children were not benefiting from the German instruction and the Sunday school adopted the English language.  At this time it was also decided that the students would be part of the adult worship service for the opening, announcements, choir numbers and a short German meditation, after which they would proceed downstairs for their English Sunday school lessons.  
The largest change however was the introduction of the English language into the adult worship service a few years later.   Rev. C.M. Froese and Rev. Nick Janz continued to speak in German and Rev. Frank Klassen, Rev. Henry Warkentin and other ministerial candidates would have the Einleitung or short meditation in English.  This change created huge debate and discussion among those who treasured and loved the German language and those who were becoming more immersed into the Canadian culture and English language.  Once the door was opened to the English language it did not take long and German was relegated to the meditation and the service was held in English.  One of the older members had commented that the “English didn’t go threw his leather (skin)”.
It is interesting aside to note that Rev. Frank Klassen and Rev. Henry Warkentin were elected as ministers because they were fluent in English and were expected to preach in English and that now, they are the ones we expect to lead and conduct the German worship service.

It was also during the 1980’s that the baptismal candidates began having separate classes instead of reading the catechism as part of the worship service.  As well occasionally a special group would provide the music instead of the choir.  In an attempt to encourage other and more men to consider ministry as a career and involve them more in church, several men where asked to bring a short meditation of their choosing as part of the worship service.   This practise lasted only a short time because there was some grumbling about un-ordained and unelected men giving part of the message.  The congregation also recited the Lord’s Prayer in unison for several years.
With the introduction of hired ministers came many more changes.  These ministers come from different worship styles and encouraged the membership to consider and adopt other changes.  The most significant of these changes came in the 1980’s when an adult Sunday school class was formed and all Sunday school classes were held at 10:00 A.M.   A separate German class was planned for 10:30 and the main worship service was to be conducted in English only and held at 11:00 A.M.  The German Sunday school class became a German service very shortly thereafter upon request from those attending.  Most other conference churches with similar backgrounds had made these changes much earlier than our church.  This time format is still currently used.  
Hired ministers are not expected to have pulpit duties every single Sunday and for every single special event in church the way our former ministers were expected to.  This means that there are many more guest speakers that come.  In the earlier church guest speakers were seldom had. 
In the past decade or so many more changes have occurred.  Since the late 1980’s the choir no longer meets weekly and so our special music is now provided by various musical groups from within the church as well as occasional visitors.  The choir though is still responsible to sing music for special occasions.   Time during the opening has been allotted for people to share prayer concerns or other personal matters.   The deacons are now responsible to read the announcements, verse and say the opening prayer.  There are no regular Sunday school classes or German services held during the summer months of July and August.  A junior church for the youngest Sunday school students is held during the summer services. 
The most controversial change of the past decade has been the introduction of chorus singing in the worship service.  Singing has always been an integral part of our church,   faith and culture.   Those who love the rich traditional four part harmony lament the current tide to choruses which are meant to be sung in unison.  It is feared that the art of singing harmony would likely become lost to the future generations if the singing of our hymns is not maintained.  As well the inclusion of drums and guitars in worship music once a month has also created much controversy.  Even though there is still some debate about the value of this music it is a testament to the tolerance of our members that even this issue has not permanently divided the church.  Language and music are both very personal preferences and are held dear to each individual.   Each generation though has its own definite musical preferences.
With the arrival of our latest minister, Pastor Harold Peters-Franzen a children’s story has become a regular part of the worship service.  The children love to sit on the special story blanket that was made for them by the ladies of the church.     

For a church to function effectively requires the help and participation of many more people than just those bringing us the Sunday morning services.   A strong and committed operational structure is required for the church to do the Lord’s work in reaching others and sustaining ourselves.  Without these dedicated people behind the scenes the church would surely crumble and the ministry perish.

There are many committees that share these operational duties.  These committees are:

The Ministerial committee is made up of all the deacons and ministers and see to the spiritual needs of the members and the content of the worship services.

The Finance committee prepares the church budget.
The Music committee is responsible for Sunday morning music and musicians.

The Pulpit committee make sure that there is a speaker on the Sunday mornings when the regular ministers are not on duty.  This job has been very demanding during the times that we have been without a minister.

The Ladies Auxiliary Committee make sure that potluck and other dinner functions have enough food to satisfy all those in attendance.

The Mennonite Disaster Committee representatives are responsible for co-ordinating volunteers for disaster projects such as house fires, floods, tornado damage and other disasters that we are able to assist in.
The Nomination Committee are responsible to find people willing and able to serve on the various committees.


The young people’s leaders are elected positions and they are responsible to lead and plan Bible studies and activities for our youth.  For many years during the later 1980’s and 1990’s our congregation had very few youth and people in this position experienced many disappointments.  Currently however our Sunday school and youth membership is growing and we are now faced with more welcome challenges.   


Then there are many individuals assigned to specific duties but are not necessarily part of a committee.  These would include the Sunday school superintendents, Menno Home representative, Menno Home Ladies Aid, Der Bote representative, Ushers, Janitors, Maintenance supervisor, Camp Moose Lake Representative, Bulletin typist, P.A. operators, Choir directors, Librarians, and flower and display coordinator. 
Then there are committees formed for special duties such as the Pastoral Search Committee, Building Committee and the current 75th Anniversary committee and the History book committee diligently working on this project.  
The terms for all of the church positions are two or three years.
Nearly all of these committees are represented on the Church Council Board by one of its members.  There are also several elected positions on the church council.  The council is the main committee in the operations of the church.  They are expected to ensure that all committee’s are operating in the way the membership expects and to make decisions on behalf of the membership.  They are to decide as well, which issues are to be presented to the general membership for discussion and voting upon.  
In the beginning of the formation of the church there were no committees and Rev. Enns was responsible for the operation of the church.  As they became more organized the deacon’s Mr. J. Driedger and Mr. J. Woelke assisted Rev. Enns.  Gradually as the church grew the various committees that we now have were formed.

All of the positions on the various committees were traditionally held by men. Only men attended the general membership meetings called the Bruderschaft (Brotherhood).  In the 1970’s the decision was made to include women at the General Membership meetings.  Gradually more and more women accepted positions on the various committees and our first woman deacon was elected in the 1990’s.  The only position not open to women at the present time, according to the church constitution, is the position of minister.
The Sunday morning worship service and church is still as meaningful today as it was to the founders of our church.  The people within its walls feel the presence of God is this place and find healing, hope, and love from those that surround them.
