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.~.OTES from Hev. Asa. Bearss, senior Pastor of the Black Creek Church, 
gives a.ddi tiona.l light on the history and work of the '.I.'urJ,{ers: 

*The 

1. The exact. date of the first org~nizatio:n of the denomination 
in Pennsylvania is a little uncertain, probably in 1786. 

2. John Winger, for many years the only minister of the body 
in Canada. came to country near the close of the 18th Century 
In .the War HH2 he registered his people. as " Tunkers 11 and 
sebured exemption from military duty. He died in 1827. 

3. The Tunkers have divided their work in Cana:da into four 
districts: Niagara, Waterloo, Markham and Nottawa. 'I'he 
lUaga.ra District have six churches. Blac~ Creek}'Church, the 

lher church in Canada, has 150 members. : :1:1:1 
. . . 

Tb.by issue a semi-monthly paper called "Eva'fil~~t;~oal Visitor" 
It, is published in Harrisburg, Pa. 'l'he editor,. Ge.orge 
Detwiler is a Canadian. · 

5. T4e Tunkers sustain two foreign missions, one. in Africa and 
the other in ~ndia. 

(Written in 1904) 
T'llJ,J.kei' Church. Black Creek, pictured on page 65· •.. 
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THE TUNif!lRs - ORIGIN IN GERMANY -- . 

rrhe .Christian peopie called T~nkers a.re German 'Bapti~ts. 
Englisb.speaking people often call tpem Dunkers and sometimes Dunkards. 
Th.eir beginning dates back to 1708. One Alex. Mack and a few of his 
neighbors met. together for the study of th.e Word of God. This little 
company of believers, in the course of a. few years, formu.lated the 
creed which forms the ba.sis of the Tunker Church. Numbers grew~· 
societies multiplied, but they were scattered by persecution. To 
escape this persecution they decided to emigrate to Amer:);..ca. The 
first company came over in 1719, and settled at Germantown, Fa, the 
spot where the first Mennonites also located. ''B;z 1729 the;y b.a~~ll 
!'~_hed tn~_QEited. S!~!es; and_!.h~ __ soEJ:~~Lno loQg~f' eisists 1£ · 
Eur<2~~ n-: '.['hey mqy now be considered a purely American Church. 

IN. AMERICA 
~oon after settling at Germantown they built the:l.~ firs't 

church in America 11 and chose Peter_~~ke!', a weaver, tp;ft~il?~. their mini 
4.rt. Tu~.E!1rf'l''· .Schaff-Her·zog. 1rhe ir churches spread t$lj'f':oi:)'.'ghout 
southeastern Pennsylvania, Virginia and Maryland. Later on by following 
their 'people in the movement westward, they becarne strong in Ohio, · 
Indiana,. Illinois, and still further west, and now their ecclesiastical 
standard is planted on the Pacific Coast. 

At f'irst and for many years they used the German la.nguage in 
worship, but now the English prevails. They prefer rural life and 
avoid the trades and professions. 

The 'I'Unkers are evangelical in doctrine, and insist on a high 
standard of livin9~. 'l'hey are industrious and frugal, honest an.d simple 
in 1 if'e and ma.nners. 

'l1heir church f~overnment is Congregational. They have a . 
regular ministry, but unsalaried, and chosen from business life without 
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without preparatory study. They practice the apostolic kiss of' 
charity, hold to feet washing as an ordinance; and alway have a 
11 Love Feast 11 in connection with the Lord 1 s Supper . 

The membership of the Denomination probably aggregates one 
hundred thousand (1904). 'I'heir growth he,s come mostly fro~n natural 
increase and not from aggressive work. Of late years the 'I'unkers 
have built several colleges in the face of strong protest against 
such institutions. This has made a division in the body. The con
servatives are called the 11 old order Brethren 11 and the radicals 
11 .Progressives 11, The parties have their church papers, botb_ 3-erman 
and English, wh,ich e.re made channels for advocating both the old and 
new views. There is no fellowship between the two schools, although 
they ere essentially the same, both in doctrine and government. 
(It is to be hoped, when the heat of debate and contention is over, 
the two parties will again join their forces to do battle with the 
powers of evil at work in our world). 

We have t2,ken this survey of the body of Christians us:ually 
called irold 'l'unkers 11 by Pennsylvania people to inlfiroduce us to 
another body-also-oft<:m called 'l'unkers, but who are of later birth. 
They have no historical connection with the old body, or the German 
Seventl1 Day Baptists of Ephrata, Pa, but are called Tunkers, because 
many of thei notions of' church life and rule wer0:: cop:i.ed fro11i the 
orie:inal Tunkers. rl'hey hold to triune irnmerson and observe the "Love 
Feat 11 , as the old church does, and yet they are :not an off-shoot from 
it. They are of Mennonite origin, or rather one may say they are 
the offspring of a great religious movement that swept through 
southern Pennsylvania during the latter half' of the ldth century. 

We ;:rl ve a sta ternent from the Life of 11 P. W. Otterbein 11 D .139: 
11 La.ncaster. Count_y- is fa'T\OUS for the or le in of new relL:1 ious move11ents. 
The Evan~elical Association the River Brethren and other rel~~ious 
b.ooTesher~~fiaci--theTr-oriP~ln:--Pennsylvania. in early times, was in 
a sta.t:..: of morB.l f'er:nent, and the county swarmed with a diversity of 
sects". M~: .. :ctJ.:n l:loehm, a new li0ht !J'ennonite preacher, and later one 
of the founders of' the United Brethern, had a society at a place 
called Doner~:a1 on the .3usquehanna Fd ver. 'l'his society f rorn its 
location in the course of time beca.ne known as the "Hiver Bretbern" 
They see~ to have no tradition of the fact here ~lveri, and they some
times 1ive themselves as Dunker rather than as Mennonite ori~in. The 
reason.is ooubtles;:; their reBecnblance, in t>o·r1·s thinc1;'E1, to the; Dtu1lcers, 11 

i'. 141. (The :.tbove fact as to the or.lg in of the River Brethren is 
subst:1nt ially the sane as that ,zi ven to me by .t:::x-Bi shop Ja,cob .Erb. 'The 
Bishop was a native of Lancaster County, and well acquainted with the 
history of the religious movements of that district). 

The Donegil Society on the Susquehanna River held the views of 
the ori;:z:inal Tunkers in many respects, and on this account were soon 
called Tunkers; but like their prototype they speak of themselves as 
11 'l'he Brethren 11 And by way of' distinction fr:)fll the older body they often 
say ''River Bretbern". ('I'he public, at least in Canada, knows thern E:1,s 
'l'unkers.-;-f6this-·Tfier;~ is seldoa1 any objection e.i.ther by ministers 
or laY'nen. .:io univerBill.l is the application of th·.; na'r1e tbat very f'ew 
outGide of the soeiety know they have any other name. Ne hav'"' U10ue:ht 
it inl[tht be appropriate to call then l\ew 3choo1 Tunkers. 

TUNKERS IN UPPE;H CANADA: The rrunkers came to U ;::mer Cana:J.a Hi th the 
Pennsyl v8-nI8-·I1Ti:'f1I~r,9.f lon at an.v early riay, ::n1d pl~nted the.tr church 
st&indarcl~3 in the pioneer sottle·nents. Saa11 c11rnter1,;, of their people 

1 ' .. ... .. . t •. '' j' vr12r.. t}-· ., 1., , ·1 .. , ,,·11 tr•''' l··r1·N··r Pr,:nnnv .. vun.Lu. eornruu.n1· . ..-.''' rJ .. i ti<'" 
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FIHS1' CHURCH IN CANADA 1U.PPER) -· _..., .. *---··-~----~----·--- ·-- ~-·- ~~~··-- _l_., ___ _ 

These first societies were very small, and the first -Organized 
church was on Bla~£__Q!'.~~l_E.,,___l_n _!:!}~_N i§:.gara Distri~!. Tl~~--Lirs_~ 
prea.~b:~£ was John_:~l~8.§:E_,_ known throughout the Pennsyl vanla settlements 
~Hansley". ~lin;:i;er. Probably he was a small man, and as the Germans 
are fond of diminutives they called him "Hansley 11 , little John. 'l'his 
company over whom he watched as spiritu\3,1 shepherd was. the mother Tunker 
Church of Cap.a.da. (It is not numbers, however, that make a church,but 
a compact of Christian believers though few in number, .St Augustine 
said 11 ubi tres laici, ibi ecclesia" where there are three pecbp1e there 
is the church. The Latin proverb say "ubi Ohristus, ibi ecclesia" 
where Christ is, there is the church. 11 "The Church of' God is a community 
of righteous ones", remarks Delitzsch,) 

Early in the last century the 'I'unkers of' the "Riv:er Brethren" wing 
planted a srnall vine in the wilderness of Canada on Blaclt Creelr, within 
10 miles of' Niagara Falls. The vine has become strong and healthy. 
The little church at first was mostly made up of .!finFte!.§..1...~Q!J.:menh~ges, 
Ciders...1....-BarQhar3ts.J...~!c. 

It is a striking fact that the members of this first Tunker Church 
were almost wholly composed of families who were settled along Black 
Creek. This Creek is the second largest stream that empties into the 
Niagara River above the F~lls, and its mouth is about midway between the 
Falls and Fort Erie. It has it source in the great marsh through which 
the Welland Canal was cut. It flows through a clay district; but so 
level is the country that there is scarcely an9 current to be seen. 
The drainage from the clay soil colors the water, and this no doubt 
gave it the name of Black Creek. 'l'he dwellers in this district are 
quiet, industrious and frugal. They have built beautiful homes, and 
gathered about them all the comforts and conveniences that one coul~ 
wish. (In this section the Tunkers now have the controlling influence, 
and are doing much to mould the sentiment of the community. At the 
same time, the advance of thought is also having its influence on them, 
and they are falling into line with the progressive religious mevements 
of the day. ) 

There waf:J also a small society of 'I'unkers in the "Short Hills, 11 

Township of Pelham within six or eir:-ht m11esof thecit·y of'-s--t::-c·atharines, 
'rhe preacher of this little group for years was Andrew Hensler, a man 
of sreat generosity and nobility of character. ('What a contrast: 'l'he 
fivst society planted on Black Creek Flats, the next one one of the 
hig;hest points of' the Niagara Peninsula, and yet not more than 25 miles 
apart.) These two societies were for many years the only societies of 
this order in the whole Niagara District, and only a few scattered fo.m
ies were counted in their number. Today (1904) though they have only 
three or four churches, these churches aggregate a large membership, a 
proof of the present wide influence of the body in this district. 

Tunker Church Black Creek pictured. 

For many years, more than half a century, this plain people 
kept up their societies and regular worship without a house of worship . 
This was probably one of the reasons why they made such slow progress 
in Canada for a long period. They ver~ seldom used school houses, or 
halls or the houses of other reli~ious bodies. There seems to have been , ~ 

a prejudice against set or stated places of worship. Still they had 
meetings regularly, but at the homes of members or in the houses of 
those who were in sympathy with their views. 'This plan. had the 
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advantage of distr•ibutin~ the meetings over a large district of the 
country, and brought religious services to the homes of the people. 
Such. a plan, however, left them wi il:Dut a church home, and without the 
influence of a church centre, and the young without a Sunday School. 
The result was their young people mostly drifted elsewhere and left 
them' without fresh blood. 

EARLY DRESS: The early •runkers ~rere distinguished for plainness 
in dress-:-rndeed·they put special emphasis on this. The Mennonites did 
the same and so did the early Methodists. The Quakers, who came out 
in the great Puritan upheaval in England, had the same strict notions 
of costume but their men and women had a taste for fine cloth coats 
and plain silk dresses. All these sects expected their people .to 
adopt a particular and uniform style Of dress, but the early Tunkers 
outdid all the others in plainness. The style of dress was in a 
sense a badge of membership, and considered a proof of loyalty to 
Christ. 

An old-time 'l'unker kept his hair long and parted in the middhe; 
he had a full beard and never allowed the razor tp touch any part of 
his face. He wore a "Cut-away" coat with an upright collar, of home-:
made cloth. His overcoat was made of the same goods as the under coat; 
it also had a straight collar, but had a large cape attached to it. 
1'his gave warmth and protection to the shoulders. Eis hat was low, 
crowned with a broad brim made of heavy felt. The above describes 
the winter outfit. 

The women were equally plain. They wore white muslin caps without 
a border, a shaker bound in black, and a dress of smmplest ma.Re ;indeed. 
These people were ideals of plainness. (I do not know that there was a 
J.aw demanding a particular style of dress, but it was a strong sentiment 
tbat no one taking his place among them thought of ignoring. To meet 
with a congregation of such people was an impressive sight. It seemed 
as if you were taken back to earlier.centuries of the Christian Church, 
and sat among the old believers in their simple exercises of d~vout 
worship, ) 

DOCTRINE: In doctrine, the Tunkers do not differ essentially from 
other evangelical bodies. 'l1hey hold to the great verities of th.e 
Christian faith, and insist on Christ-likeness in living, 'l'heir polity 
is Congregational- the congregation rules, not the synod or.conferences. 
The ministers are chosen by nomination and vote of the members o.f the 
Church, They take men from the plow, or shop, or other callings, and 
put them over the flock. 'l'hey are opposed to salaried ministry. '.l1heir 
aim is to keep away from the professional idea of the ministry and 
confirm to what they regard as the apostolic practice. 'rhey bad no 
formulated creed, but claim to be governed by apostolic authority. 
They hold to the kiss of charity as enjoined by Paul. When they meet the 
men salute each other.with a kiss, and so do the women, and at parting 
they do the same. 'l'his is a token of' fellowship, for when a member is 
under discipline the kiss is withheld. 

CQlvJ..MUNIO.N SEASON AND LOVE FEA$TS: The Tunkers have a semi-annual 
communion season. The spring meeting.is usually held in May or June, 
and the Fall meeting in September or early October. These communion 
seasons were called "Love Feasts 11 (German Liebens Mahl). 'I'o a large 
extent they were social functions. Lambs were provided for this 
religious festival, and there was always a plentiful supply of boiled 
lamb, lamb soup, pttatoes, bread, but.ter and sauce. Outsiders were 
welcome to this feast, and a free supper was O",iven to all. .:z'his made 
the communion a social event, and great crowds came together at su<;:h 
times. Tunker Love Feasts before the days of churches, t~rmeinvaria,Q.ly 
held in barns, on the premises of one of the members. rl' mbers 
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expected a 'big meeting, prepared for it, a.nd were never disappointed. 
{I have. distinctly in memory one of these great meetings. It was 
held on the banks of the Grand River, in the Township of Waterloo, 
within 3~ miles of the town of Preston. As usual the gathering 
was large. The country people from all directions were present. 
First came the feast, in w(lich the oi'~·:Wd as well as the members 
Pjl-rticipated. The Lord's Supper followed, in which only the memoers 
shared, And last of all came "Feet Washing",' also for members only. 
They had buckets prepared for this pur:pose. and kept for these , 
6ccasions, one for the men and anothev for the women. The men would 
wash each other's feet in pairs, dry them with a towel and ·end t;rn 
ceremony by giving the apostolic kiss. 'l'he women did the same, until 
a..11 .who were in fellowhip with the church had taken part in the 
.cerm.IDny. An address by the presiding minister or bishop always 
preceded the Lord 1 s supper and F'eet Washing. 'l'he last was regarded 
by them as an ordinance as well. as Baptism and the Lord's .Supper 
and so con~idered to be of perpetual obligation. Their peculiar 
views were always discussed on .these occasions. In this way' the 
public became. acquainted with the d1stinguishing notions of the 
Tunkers on doctrine and practice, 

The Liebens Mah~- Love Feast-was always at night. 1l'his and the 
manner of' its observance, made tbe occasion a great. attraction. 
The old time Methodist had a Love Feast, but it consisted in passing 
bf. ei: d and water to communicants just before the Lord's Sup1~er. was 
a ministered. No other body of Christians, at least in modern days, 
ni_.kes ~· feast like the Tunkers.. 'rhe cu.atom is peculiar to this pedlpl~ .. 

/ . •r1e Tunkers were in harmony with tr4e lVl.enrton_ i tes and Quakers on ~ I I . 
the questiori of non-resistance, The old mili:tia law exempted them 
f~om all mi1itary 4uties, but .exacted what w~s called a fine: Of 
late yea.rs the fir'ie has not been demanded. T1he. following inc~dent 
iilustra.tes the spirit of this people. In Pa. there ~ 
we.s a. 'l'unl·rnv who had a neighbor that was his bitter enemy. During t.he 

; Revolutionary We r. this neighbor got into trouble for some misdeed, 
was court-ma.rtialled and sentenced to be shot. The •runker heard of 
it and walked many miles to intercede for the life of the poor man. 
Washipgton said: "Since this man is your friend I will spare J:[:is life 11 

11 :): asked for his life 11 , replied the 'l'unker 11o~c1;tuse he is my enemy". 
:' ''",'~ .,. : ' 

1£,he Tunkers refuse to hold all public offices beyon<i that of. 
echool, trustee and pathmaster. 'l'hey take no part in political agi t
at ion/ and exercise the franchise very cc.1.utiously. /l'hey claim that t 
tbeir ·aim is to i:r,et back to the apostolic :ii.deal of church fo'l"ms and . - . I 
life, and they o.ssume that they have this In triµne immersion, the 
Liebens Mahl, nin resistance, refusal of ~n oa,.th a.t law a,.nd general 
non conformity to popular notions of -Ohri~tian livirig. 

Within the last forty years the Tunkers in .. Canada have taken 
to Church building. They now have a large numher of large substant
ial -bouse.s of' worship. One of these. is on Black C~ek, two. miles west 

1 of tbe village of _§tevel:!_sville. Th~:,1 hquse L3 ;plain, but comf:ortable 
,;i has a basement w 1 tb cooking stove and .. , every convenience for holcllg 

their sem1 umual LiE:-ibens Mahl. The ba:rns art~ no lonp:er needed for 
their bip r:1'3et.ln:s. / 

l 

The tim~ ~~~ wh~n they seem8~ to ignore the press, and all t~ 
1 i terature the;y us:ed even the Hymn Books,· cacne fro 1r1 other churches. 
They had no distinctive literatu~e of their own. All this is now 
changed. 'l'hey are. beC~)ninr:; quite a,~~~"' < siye, are enterinF. on· the . . 
f'ctrei[sn rnission~u'y work.'<-:1.nq. i:n•.:;: see1·~ to help the world eva.r+g~l1.¥1~;~.t~'! 
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* The above paper, however, is intended to characterize the 
'11unkers as I l{new them more than sixty years ago. As such they 
helped to make the early history of Pennsylvania settlements 
in Upper Canada. 

:Pictures of Rev. Asa Bearss and wife. Rev. Asa Bearss 
was Senior Pastor, Black Creek Church. Also a picture 
of Son of' Rev, Asa Bearss and wife. 

This was written by A.B. Scherck in 1904. 
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Audrey Miller Laurie (Mrs.R.M.) 
Dec. 27, 1968. 

Research Counsellor, 
Ontario Genealogical Society. 
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