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CELEBRATING GOD’S BLESSING
God’s people unite to worship, to give and receive support, to teach and learn, to weep and laugh, to work and play, and to celebrate God’s goodness, love and mercy. 
Silent Night, Holy Night, all is calm, all is bright . . . the pfeffernusse and many cookies are baked and stored in colourful tins, the tree has been decorated, gifts are wrapped and all the hustle and bustle is left behind.  It is now time to gather at church and worship the Christ child lying in the manger.  

The Sunday school traditionally brings a Christmas program on the fourth advent which, in the first church, was presented in the mornings.  As motor vehicles became the norm the programs were changed to the evenings.  Tradition also dictated that if at all possible each child would be wearing brand new Christmas clothes and shoes which would then become their special Sunday clothes.  Each Sunday school class would present a poem or reading for the program.  The students six years old and older were combined to make a choir.  
In the 1970’s the choir directors began to put on musical pageants and plays involving the older Sunday school classes as a whole.  These plays have always been very well presented with beautiful props and costumes.  Music and the quality thereof have always been important to our church and this is reflected in the programs.  Following the program the Sunday school teachers present each child with a small gift and a goody bag.   These goody bags are also given to visiting children and date back to our first church.  They have always consisted of peanuts, an orange and some candy.

On December 24th we all reassemble for what is the highlight of all our programs and that is the senior choir Christmas Eve program.  This program is based mainly on the making of beautiful music consisting of many old traditional songs, contemporary carols and has included the singing of Handel’s Messiah.  Other elements of the program included the retelling of Jesus’ birth either in a short meditation, a story or poetry.   The program usually ends with an invitation to the congregation to form a mass choir and sing a final selection.  In the last few years this song has been “The Friedefurst”, but has also been the Hallelujah Chorus.  
The atmosphere of reverence and awe created by this program is etched deeply into our hearts.  The performances of the Sunday school and senior choirs are wonderful gifts to bring our Lord and Saviour at this blessed time.
In the past, after the Christmas Eve program the youth would go carolling to the older members and shut-ins of our congregation.  Even during the days of horse and buggy this included visiting members living out of town.  The youth were expected and oranges, candy, Christmas baking and hot chocolate were waiting for them when they arrived.  Minus 30 temperatures were never a deterrent and only a blizzard would have prevented carollers from making the rounds.  Because all the youth were also in the church choir the carols were sung by memory and in perfect harmony.  Currently the carolling is done by the young people’s group and is usually done during the week before Christmas.    
In the past, following Christmas came the New Years Eve service, New Years Day service, the Heilige Drei Konige service on January 6th, and daily prayer meetings were held during the second week of January.   Currently we still have the New Years Eve service and prayer meetings on three evenings of the second week.  During the New Year’s Eve service an opportunity is given to share what God has done in the past year or to bring a testimony, poem or song.   Some year’s lunch and board games have been played in the church basement following the service.  The New Year’s Day and Heilige Drei Konige services of the past consisted of congregational singing and a short meditation.
“He is not here, for He has risen.” Luke 24:6   During the six weeks of Lent a wreath is placed on the altar table and six candles surround one large white candle which represents Christ, the light of the world.  Each Sunday another candle is extinguished to represent the coming darkness and the large candle is extinguished on Good Friday.  On the Thursday prior to Good Friday a communion service is held in the evening.  The senior choir always presents an Easter program on Good Friday and through the music we are reminded of the ultimate sacrifice that Christ has made for us and that we have reason to celebrate since Christ has indeed risen from the dead!  
On Easter morning the choir and congregation celebrate Christ’s resurrection through music and meditation.  There is always an atmosphere of rejoicing on this morning.  

It used to be custom that all women would wear a head covering to church; a black kerchief, black ribbon with netting or a small black hat.  These were later replaced by more modern hats and for many women it was customary to wear a new spring hat on Easter day and for children to wear brand new spring outfits.  
Forty days after Easter Himmelfahrt or Ascension Day is celebrated with a service.  Until the 1970’s the public schools and businesses were closed on this day and the service was well attended.  Attendance fell sharply after schools and business remained opened and now this service is held in the evening.
“Do not hinder the children from coming to Me, for the kingdom of Heaven belongs to such as these.”  Matt. 19:14   Each new baby in our congregation receives a rose from the Sunday school on the morning that the birth is formally announced in church.  As well the babies name is cross stitched onto the cradle roll by Eleanor Friesen.   In 1990 our church began the child dedication service held each spring.  Parents of young children are given the opportunity to pledge their willingness to raise their children in the knowledge of Jesus Christ and the congregation pledges to support and assist the parents in this task.   For the past six years the Ladies Friendship Bible Study group has hosted an annual baby shower and presented the mother with a quilted blanket for the baby.
Each May, traditionally on Mother’s day the Sunday school presents a program.  Each class brings a poem or reading and the Sunday school choir sings.   Recently this program was changed to the first Sunday of May and designated Parents day.  

It is also tradition to wear a flower on this day in honour of our mothers; a white flower to signify a mother who has passed away, and a red flower for living mothers.  These flowers, were formerly made by the youth groups, and were made of crepe paper and later white and pink Kleenex.  Currently live red and white carnations are used.  The youth are responsible for pinning the flowers onto each person as they arrive.  The tradition of giving flowers was begun by the Sunday school teachers and originates in Canada. 
On Pentecost we traditionally hold our baptism service.  All baptismal candidates have been prepared through a study program designed specifically with baptism in mind and on the Saturday evening prior to baptism the candidates are required to give their testimony.  Many visitors are in attendance during this service as we gather to witness the desire of the candidate to follow in the footsteps of Christ.  Each candidate is asked by the minister to confirm his or her desire and is thereupon baptised by the minister through sprinkling water.  This past year, 2001, was the first year that the communion service was held in conjunction with the baptism service instead of later in the afternoon.
The last weekend in June our annual church picnic is held in the Grunthal park and includes a morning worship service.  Following the service a chicken barbeque is prepared by the men of our congregation. However the potatoes, salad, buns, coffee, drinks and desserts are of course looked after by the women.  Before desserts were part of the menu each adult and child used to get a Dixie Cup ice cream for dessert.  Following the meal, races are held for the Sunday school students and adults.  These races include potato sack races, egg in a spoon races, three legged race, shoe tossing contest and any other contests the Sunday school teachers plan.  Baseball games always follow the races and these games can become very competitive.  In the past few years we have also made use of the swimming pool at the park.  During the earlier times each family also brought along a faspa to enjoy at the end of the afternoon before they had to go home for chores.  The earliest picnics in the late fifties, early sixties were held in fall, however because of unpredictable weather they were changed to mid summer and eventually to June.  The first picnics where held in the Robertson’s fence, southwest of Grunthal, property now owned by John Driedger.  These picnics began in the afternoon and each family brought their faspa.  Some families also packed a lunch to eat before the picnic began. The races and baseball games have always been part of the picnic.  Occasionally, in the evening, the young people have had a Schlusselbund in the hayloft of the barn at the Rev. Nick Janz farm. 
The third weekend in August the community of Grunthal holds its annual Hanover Fair.  Part of the weekend activities include an outdoor Sunday morning worship service in which all the churches of the community participate.   Each church is responsible for various roles in this service and it changes from year to year.  These community services began in the 1960’s. The individual churches are closed on that Sunday and the Grunthal Ministerial Committee (of which we are a part) plans and coordinates the service which is held outdoors.  In the past four years the churches have also had a float that has been entered in the parade.  The float was built by the combined efforts of artists from each of the churches.
A special service is held each September to honour our seniors.  The Sunday school is responsible for special music and during the service each senior over eighty years of age is presented with a rose.  Silk roses are delivered to those seniors who are unable to attend.   In 2001 this event was moved to the Lions Club in Grunthal where, instead of getting roses, the seniors were served faspa and a program specifically for them was presented.  

Exodus 23:16; “Celebrate the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year when you gather in your crops from the field.”  Thanksgiving is celebrated by bringing produce from field and barn, home and garden to make a display at the front of the sanctuary, symbolizing in a small way all that we are thankful for.

Our forefathers left Russia where they suffered many losses, including the freedom to worship, death of family members by murder, land and money confiscation, starvation and many atrocities.  They immigrated to Canada where they faced more hardships trying to provide the basic necessities of housing and food during the depression years.  Many had enormous travel debts as well.   Some went into farming by chance and not by choice as they were teachers, accountants, shopkeepers etc. in Russia.  The first efforts frequently brought heart-breakingly poor results, and the first “offerings” that were brought to church Thanksgiving would have seemed pitiful by today’s standards.  However, their hearts were full of thanksgiving for the privilege of living in a peaceful land where they could worship freely and where many more blessings were bestowed on them. 

The tradition of bringing articles for thanksgiving continued and has included items of exquisite workmanship in sewing, embroidering, crocheting, woodworking and so on, all made by loving hands.  These items were auctioned off after the morning service and the money was donated to missions.  The act of auctioning was distasteful to many and so the practise was replaced by pricing each item.  After the service people picked the things they wanted and paid for them, the money still going to missions.   Later the buying of items was moved to the afternoon during which a mission program would also be held.  A missionary on furlough would be asked to give an account of their work, which usually included a slide show.  This program has now been moved to the evening.

More recently the Sunday school students have begun the tradition of bringing items (very often things near and dear to their hearts) which they carry to the front of the church during the worship service.  These items are added to the display and sold after the traditional Thanksgiving dinner that we began serving in 1992.  
Many celebrations are anchored by food.  The nature of the celebration changes but the common thread throughout is the breaking and sharing of bread.  Recently we have begun to enjoy each other’s company over potluck dinners held in the church basement.  These dinners are sometimes used as fundraisers for the youth group or special projects.  There is always more than enough food and it doesn’t take long and we begin to look forward to the certain buns, a particular goody or casserole we know a certain person always brings.  Potluck dinners are also planned for when we want to host and feed a special guest or guests that have come to our church, such as a visiting pastor or choir.  
There are many celebrations that we have enjoyed participating in that have not necessarily become annual events.   In the 1970’s several winter carnivals were held at the local ice rink.  These afternoons included pleasure skating, crack the whip, and a rough and energetic game of broomball.  By the 1990’s all the participants of the broomball games had aged somewhat and wanted a more sedate winter activity and so curling bonspiels have now become annual events.  A curling club is rented, skips and teams are organized, hot food is prepared and a competitive tournament is held.  
“Just as I am, without one plea, But that Thy blood was shed for me, And that Thou bid’st me come to Thee, O Lamb of God, I come.” Mennonite Hymnal #235  This song was the altar call at the end of every revival meeting.  These meetings began in the mid 1940’s.  In the beginning they were organized by our church and evangelists were supplied by the conference.  Later many revival meetings were organized in cooperation with the other Grunthal churches.

The intent of revival meetings was to renew people’s faith and to gain new converts to Christ.  The evenings always consisted of music, testimonies, a dynamic message and an altar call.   A few evangelists brought along a singer, however for most meetings the host church supplied the music.   Some of the evangelists that spoke in our church are:  Frank Sawatzky, Jake Pauls, Abe Neufeld, Peter Unrah, Peter Dyck and Barry Moore. 

The traditional revival meeting has become a thing of the past, however there are still similar events that can be attended for personal faith renewal.  Some of these occasions in the last few years would include the Freedom in Christ seminars in Grunthal, Elvis Impersonator organized by Youth For Christ, and the Promise Keepers for men in the U.S.A.  

“Du, du liegst mir  im Herzen, du, du liegst mir  im Sinn, du, du machst mir viel Schmerzen, weisst nicht, wie gut ich dir bin.” German Folk Song   Wherever people gather together and socialize there is the inevitability of young people meeting and falling in love.  

Formerly most couples were engaged for 6 months to a year and all weddings were held in late spring or summer.  It would have been folly to plan a wedding in the dead of winter when all your guests would be arriving on horse and buggy with no adequate facilities for either man or beast, especially considering that weddings were two day affairs.  Most weddings were held on Sundays.
The Saturday evening before the formal engagement was announced in church the bride’s family would invite the groom’s family and the minister for supper.  The minister would have a short meditation and bless the couple.  The formal announcement was made two weeks prior to the wedding and the whole congregation would be invited to attend the wedding as well as the family’s relatives.  The farm families all held their daughter’s weddings in their hay sheds and town families would use the school for the pulterabend (Gift Evening) and reception.  For many couples the wedding service was also held in the hay shed.  Once most people had vehicles, the service was in church but the reception was still usually held at home.  The hay sheds were decorated by the youth with greenery picked from the garden.  Benches and tables were made from planks which were borrowed from Friesen Lumber.  The chairs for the bridal couple were decorated with myrtle which was grown in every home as a house plant.  

The day before the wedding huge batches of dough were made by the bride’s family and brought to other homes to help with the baking.  Cookies and cakes were also made by friends.   

A Pulterabend (Gift Evening) was held the night before the wedding and was hosted by the young peoples.  Gifts were brought to the couple and were also opened during the evening.  Plays, poems and music were brought by the young people.  

The morning of the wedding the young people were back at the bride’s house helping to make the sandwiches for the wedding faspa.  This meant that the youth missed church those Sunday mornings.  In Russia more elaborate hot meals, including plume mouse and ham had been served; but here in Canada they simply could not afford this, nor were there facilities for such an undertaking.  The relatives that had journeyed some distance would arrive in the morning and the bride’s family would serve these guests a hot meal for lunch before the wedding celebrations began.
While the youth and family were busy with food preparation the bride would be attended to and pampered by Mrs. Margaret Peters.   Mrs. Peters sewed most of the bridal dresses and also decorated the veils with myrtle the day of the wedding.  Myrtle is a symbol of hope.  On the wedding morning the bride would come to Mrs. Peters home and would have to lie down on a bench covered with perfect linen and was encouraged to relax.  The bride would have to be sponged and Mrs. Peters dressed the bride and made sure that every rhinestone and piece of lace was perfectly in place.   
The wedding service was much like it is today, consisting of a meditation and the exchanging of vows.  The bridal couple walked down the aisle together and had attending bridesmaids and groomsmen.  
Following the service the faspa was served.  In the 1950’s the faspa became a cold lunch consisting of potato salad, cold cuts, cold meatballs, sweets and jello.   After faspa every family went home to their farms to milk the cows and in the evening returned for Schlusselbund.  

The Schlusselbund games are set to music and couples dance to set patterns.  Some of the steps are similar to Dutch folk dances.  These games, originating in Holland, were brought along from Russia, and while in Canada some have acquired English lyrics.    
Current wedding celebrations are considerably different from those in the past.  The pultarabend the evening prior to the wedding has been replaced by a wedding rehearsal.  The couple and their attendants and the immediate families gather at church to rehearse the processional, recessional and the order of the wedding ceremony as well as decorate the sanctuary.  The wedding services are usually on Saturday’s and now have shorter messages and include formally signing the required marriage documents as part of the ceremony.  After the ceremony, the dinner and other celebrations are usually held in a community hall.  The Schlusselbund games are no longer well known among the younger people and have been replaced by a program including music, well wishes, comic reflections regarding the couple and a dance.  
The Ladies Friendship Bible Study group holds an annual Bridal Shower where each bride is presented with a gift and the afternoon consists of entertainment, a short meditation and dainties.  The entertainment varies from year to year and has included a bridal show of past and present wedding dresses and the designing and modelling of paper wedding gowns.
Silver wedding anniversaries were celebrated in much the same way as weddings except that they would not have had a pultarabend, although gifts were still given to the anniversary couple.  As a rule fewer people were invited, not necessarily the whole church family.  In the beginning anniversary celebrations were held in the home and the youth played Schlusselbund.  Later these anniversaries were held in church either in the afternoon or evening and would have included a light supper and a program.  Some had a more formal program in the church sanctuary and others only an informal program in the basement following supper.  
In Russia golden weddings were not celebrated since few couples lived this long.  The first golden weddings of our congregation celebrated in Canada were Mr. and Mrs. Franz Warkentin and Mr. and Mrs. Heinrich A. Warkentin.  Presently golden wedding celebrations are more common and usually include a formal service, supper and a program.  The programs consist of poems, readings, skits, singing, special music and recollections.  Many couples also celebrate the 40th anniversary.
“There is an appointed time for everything.  And there is a time for every event under heaven – a time to give birth, and a time to die … A time to weep, and a time to mourn.”  Ecc. 3.  Just as we celebrate the birth of a child we gather together to celebrate and mourn the life of a loved one who has passed away.  The love, support and prayers of fellow believers during the time of crisis such as the untimely passing of a child or spouse, or the long and painful passage through the ‘valley of the shadow of death’ while suffering a devastating illness unites the church family more than anything else can.   

Before funeral homes assumed the responsibilities of caring for our deceased loved ones, coffins were made by local carpenters using oak planks.  Many of the coffins for our early members were made by Mr. David Warkentin.  After the coffin was constructed it was brought to Mrs. Margaret Peters who would line the coffin in silk or other suitable fabric.  Mrs. Peters also assumed the responsibility for washing and dressing the body.   These people often worked late into the night to ready the coffin and body for the funeral, since the funerals were held as soon as possible following death.

The family of the deceased would mix huge batches of buns which were then delivered to neighbours who helped bake the buns for the lunch following the funeral.  Because people travelled many miles by horse and buggy, a lunch of buns, butter, cheese and coffee was always served after the funeral.  Relatives that came from further away would arrive in the morning and were served a hot meal before the funeral and the horses were looked after as well.  Once the local bakery was established by Mr. John Friesen, he became responsible for baking the plain and raisin buns for funerals.  Today the bakery is owned by Mr. Friesen’s grandson, Gerald, and they are still baking the buns served at funerals.  

After the service the body was, and still is, laid to rest in the Grunthal cemetery which is currently jointly owned by the Chortizer church (the original owners) and our church.  

The traditional funeral service would have included some favourite hymns of the deceased, choir singing, eulogy and a sermon which usually focused on repentance.  The funeral services have changed somewhat over the years and now frequently include the sharing of memories of the deceased, thereby making the service more personal.  

In the past the congregation would file past the open coffin at the front of the church immediately after the service for a final viewing.  This practise has been replaced by a viewing that is held in the funeral chapel the evening prior to the funeral.  A short meditation and the sharing of memories are also held at this time.  Most coffins are now closed during the funeral service.  However, in the past the coffin was frequently left open during the entire service and only closed once the viewing was completed.   

Currently, the first Sunday following the death of a loved one in the family of a church member, the congregation stands to sing a hymn in memory of the deceased and as a comfort to the family.   

