


The Brethren

A long time ago a group of youngsters of whom I was one were wont

to chant:

I was Dunkard born

And bunkard bred

and when I die

I'1l be Dunkard dead.
In & 1ife whose duration has already surpassed the expectancy of insur-
ance actuaries as well as the projections of Holy writ there have bsen
more departures from the path of constancy than I like to recall. It is
now more than sixty years since I could with truthful expectation recite
the last line of that verse. Yet the tie that existed between us, forged
and extended by six generations of my forebears, has not been completely
undone. I find that I get neither pleasure nor satisfaction from noting
that my apostasy has been rivaled to some degree by departures of the
Church of the Brethren itself from the Faith that was handed down by the
Fathers.

The members of that church sre no longer referred to by themselves
or By others as Dunkers, that term belng reserved for a separate body
¥nown also as 01d Order PBrethren. I get a fairly comprehensive, 1f not
detailed, knowledge of the doings of the church by reading its official
cublication to which my wife as a member subscribes. In it freguent ref-
erences are made to the '"uld Brethren" for whom current leaders and pub-
licists seem to have a genuine affection and some esteeri, the admiration
though beinz tempered by a sophisticated, intellectual superiority. There
is an inescapable aura of condescension that the ¥nlightened often show
for the Zenighted. 4s for the Uld Brethren it should not be overlooked
that they were smart enough to foresee and to forestell that the higher
education would destroy the faith of thelr children.

The 0l1d ®rethren were a narrow, sectarian, suritanical lot who
exhibited little toleration for dissidents. It should be kept in nind,
however, that they directed their disciplines solely to themselves. They
didn't expect much from the outside world in the way of righteousness
and they made no demands on it. They minded their own business. The JNew
Brethren are broad-minded and ecumenical and are quite comfortable in the
company of their associates in the Mainline/Liberal group of churches.

The uld “rethren wore outlandish clothes whose drabness was not
relieved by so much as a necktie or jeweled trinket. The New Brethren
dress as dictated by fashion designers or by their own tastes. The women
have discarded the demeaning prayer-coverings and the ban on jewelry is
no longer observed.

The 01d Brethren were accustomed to drop to their knees to ask
their Father in Heaven to forgive their sins. The New ®rethren take part
in boycotts and march in parades to press demands on the Great Father
in Washington for social reforms.

The 014 Brethren were wary of politicians with whom there was a
tacit understanding that they wouldn't bother government and government
wouldn't bother them. Few exercised the right to vote. They were not to
be seduced even when one of the more progressive of their own number ran
for and was elected governor of the state with the largest Dunker popula-
tion. But only fourteen years later many did let themselves be stampeded
to the polls to foil a rapal attempt to take over the Hepublic. The New
Brethren encourage political activity, take official positions on the
issues and maintaln their own lobby in the nation's capital.

The 01d ®Prethren were forbidden to initiate lawsuits and were in-
structed to grant all possible concesslions in order to avoid suits against
themselves. Now that litigation has become a popular and very profitable
national sport the New brethren still discourage it but have so far not
used their newly acyguired militancy to combat 1ts growth publicly.
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Aefusal to bear arms has beesen a traditional position of the Church
of the Brethren. It was observed by the 0ld Brethren wheneter the occasion
reguired. They insisted guietly on exemption from military service and
if denied wuietly accepted the legal penalties. It is ironical that, at a
time when the Mew drethren cry "'reace, Peace' and asitate loudly for dis-
armament, a survey published in the March 1¢30 Messenger reported that
517 of the members subject to draft would be willing to accept nmllitary
service.

In the time of the 0ld Brethren people had little cause for concern
about the safety of 1life, 1limb and property. Crime was no big deal, being
dealt with, satisfactorily as a rule, by a comparatively small police
force. In the time of the Wew Brethren an uneasy people find it difficult
to "not be afraid of the terror by night nor for the arrow that flyeth by
day." iurders, rapes, robberies, bombings, hijackings, perversions, vio-
lations of trust and even treasons - all are commonplace in our era when
the churches of the lainline/Liberal coalition by-pass the strait and
narrow way to a distant Paradise in order to travel the stream-lined short
cut to Utopla. 4t the same time they downgrade the Eternal Verities that
earlier churches insisted on drumming into the minds of their members,
Some observers suspect that the 01d Brethren contributed more to the peace-

full existence and moral uplift of the community, than do the Hew Srethren N

by scolding the frresident of the United States.
rerhaps some of the changes noted here sec~m to be superficial but
none 1s entirely lacking in substance. A fundamental and far-reaching
difference between the 0ld and New Zrethren lies in the contrasting views
of individual responsibility. The 0ld Brethren believed in orizinal sin
and they recognized a sin when they saw one. They believed that each person
was endowed with free will, competent to_make decisions and versonally re-
sponsible for his or her deeds. The New Brethren have superseded the Ten
Commandments with the tenets of soral ‘“elativism. They hesitate to brand
any specific act as sinful and they have freed themselves of the fear of
nell fire. Sin, such as 1t is, 1s committed not by people but by Soclety
against people. It 1s to the eyuivocal nature of our moral leadership
that we owe the frantic efforts of government agencies to find standards
to zovern the conduct of the peovle who work for them. For the past genera-
tlon our lawmakers and administrators have been enacting laws and issuing
orders to set up codes of ethics, to define conflicts of interest and to
discourage actions subversive to the public interest. In an earlier era
a simpler and fairly effective course of action had been followed. rarents,
teachers and ministers taught their youthful charges the difference between
right and wrong before they graduated to the world of adult responsibili-
ties.
iy parents, resting for more than a gquarter century in the family
burying lot at Midway, were thought of by their own 0ld “rethren as being
pretty liberal, although that word was not used. It was said that they
were ahead of their time. They would be far behind the New Brethren for
whom their sentiments, expressed a bit differently perhaps, would echo
the rhetorical gquestion asked a few years ago by «1l1liam Buckley about his
own church: '"what in the name of God" he exclaimed '"is going on in the
foman Catholic Church?"
I opened this homlly with a guatrain stanza and will close with
another that seems fitting and timely:
althouzh not of the Faith
when my last trump shall sound
I'll take my last, long rest
In Dunker hallowed ground.
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March 30, 1@d3

Mr. Sam Donaldson
ABRC
New Y rk, N. Y. lool®

Dear Sir:
I was startled last evening while listening, as is my custom,

to ABC News by the mention of "sin'. That word has seen deleted from

the lexicon of The rulpit, except among lowly Fundamentalists, and has

not been heard in polite society for many years. Hearing it on your

program set me to musing throughout prime time and again this morning.

The Bible 8elt Believers who regard the disease called AIDS as a
visitation o7 divine displeasure have been getting pained and »itying
looks from mainline church people whose theologlians have devised a hu-
manitarian dogma that diminishes the authority of Heaven's pronounce-
ments and casts doubt on its once vaunted powers. My own meager know-
ledge of the ways and the dolngs of the &ods has ®een picxked up sulely
from hearsay. The older Gods, reputed to be jealous of Their preroga-
tives, are dispensers of justice who reward the virtuous and punish
evil doers. The retribution exacted for human misdeeds appears at times
to e of the blunderbuss variety, eringing grief not only to the guilty
put to the innocent as well. This deviation from the fairness doctrine
was noted long sgo and comments on it gre to ®e found in both Testaments
of the Bible. The writer of the Book of Zxodus recorded his observation
of Their '"visiting the iniguities of the fathers upon the children and
upon the children's children, unto the third and fourth =zeneration.”

(Ex. 3Lh:7) Jesus is juoted as having asked rhetorically ''those eighteen
upon whom the tower of Siloam fell, and slew them, think ye that they
were sinners a®ove all men that dwelt in Jerusalem?" (Luke 13:L)

The controversy over the involvement of the &ods in the AIDS afflic-
tion is not 1likely to ®e resolved with a consensus either pro or con but
there is considerable evidence that They do administer discivlinary
action when Their handiwork is awused or misused. The penalties imposed
for choking lungs with smoke and for pickling livers in alcohol are
well known. The medical profession has not yet fully assessed the dire
consequences that befall drug addicts. frophets of Ecology sound con-
stant warnings of the wrath to come if we persist in our mistreatment
of other species and our poisoning of Earth's atmosphere and waters.

The wods are surely not entranced »y the sight of grown men, long since
weaned from breast feeding, taking in dody fluids by mouth from other
organs. Nor do They view with equanimity the acts of those who, spurning
the pleasant and utilitarian niche provided in the female wody for the
accomodation of the membrum virile, choose to make use of the foul, dungy
channel designed for the passage of fecal excrement. The older Gods, with
the notawle exceptlon of the permissive Olympians, simply refused to
countenance such practices,

It may ke that They wondered as They wa-ched the burning of Sodom
whether the lesson would be takem seriously. Perhaps 1t was decided then
that if the fire that time failed to get the message across They would
resort the next time to A(n) I(nfectious) D(isease) S(anction).

It is just possikle that a truth, hidden from the wise and prudent,
has been revealed to the babes of the BBE.

Heretically yours s,

~

Elizawethtown, Pa. 17822









