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North American Mennonites who went to Vietnam in the mid-twentieth century under the auspices of 

service ministries inevitably became embroiled in the issues related to the all-encompassing American 

political and military involvement in Vietnam. The Mennonites’ ongoing presence in Vietnam gave them 

a unique platform from which to view and critique the development and expansion of the American war. 

This article describes how these Mennonites, though initially hesitant to speak publicly to national and 

international issues, found a voice to speak out against the overwhelming horrors of the war and its violation 

of the basic tenants of the gospel of Jesus Christ.1 Rather than remain silent, they chose to address the 

violence of the American military policies in Vietnam and to call for a peaceful resolution of the conflict. 

Mennonites Arrive in Vietnam: The Pre-Vietnam War Years 

Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) was the first Mennonite organization to send personnel to Vietnam; 

in 1954 they entered South Vietnam following the signing of the Geneva Accords that brought the French 

Indochina War to an end.2 MCC coordinated its aid programs with the Vietnamese government in Saigon 

and with US Operations Mission (USOM)—later the US Agency for International Development (USAID). 

Three years later, in 1957, the Eastern Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities (EMBMC)3 sent 

missionary personnel to Vietnam. Representing Vietnam Mennonite Mission (VMM), missionaries saw 

their task as evangelism and establishing churches. They engaged in evangelistic ministries, student work, 

and community services in Saigon—and later in Cần Thơ.  
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MCC began by distributing emergency relief aid to displaced persons. Soon after, while continuing 

limited aid assistance, the organization developed a medical program at a leprosarium of the Christian and 

Missionary Alliance (CMA)4 in Vietnam’s Central Highlands. In 1960 MCC established a hospital in 

central Vietnam in partnership with the Evangelical Church of Vietnam (ECVN), the CMA-founded church. 

Personnel from both Mennonite agencies interacted significantly with one another. During an extended 

Vietnam visit in 1959, MCC’s Executive Secretary William Snyder and EMBMC’s Secretary Paul 

N. Kraybill clarified a relationship that would enable two separate Mennonite agencies to work together in 

Vietnam with overlapping concerns, vision, and goals.5 Except from 1966 to 1972, when MCC was part of 

the large Vietnam Christian Service, MCC personnel often met together with missionaries in weekly 

fellowship meetings in Saigon. 

MCC administrators and personnel were not unaware of the political implications of their Vietnam 

ministries. However, there is no indication that the central office in Akron, Pennsylvania, anticipated the 

major warfare that would break out in Vietnam a few years after MCC began its ministries there. MCC 

executives had been told by their Washington contacts that they were “needed” in Vietnam to help the new 

government care for displaced persons.6 Delbert Wiens, the leader of the first MCC team in Vietnam, was 

told by Vietnamese government personnel of the importance of their presence in the country. James 

Stauffer, before going as the first Mennonite missionary, observed that southeast Asia was a “battleground” 

between the various forces of nationalism, communism, and Christianity.7 When asked to describe the 

contributions of the Protestant Christian church to Vietnam in 1958, MCC representative Willard Krabill 

noted that the church was “one of the major bulwarks against the spread of totalitarian communism” in the 

country.8 In spite of all this, neither MCC nor VMM personnel viewed their work in Vietnam in political 

terms.  

Just prior to this, the United States had fought an ideological war against communism in Korea that had 

ended in 1953 with an uneasy truce. American political sentiments were not well-disposed toward an 

atheistic communist ideology of the Soviet Union or the recent People’s Republic of China. Yet the 

Mennonite church’s peace stance did not view Vietnamese communists as enemies. The spirit in which 

MCC administrators, field personnel, and the tens of thousands of its supporting constituency were 

responding to physical needs followed MCC’s motto—“In the name of Christ.”  

The United States had provided most of the war materiel during the latter part of the French Indochina 

War and continued providing military and political support to the new government in the South. President 

Ngô Đình Diệm’s refusal to permit general elections led to guerilla military activity against his government 

in 1957 by a communist-led coalition of forces, pejoratively called Việt Cộng. This led to the establishment 

of the National Liberation Front (NLF) in 1960. When the US Military Assistance Command, Vietnam 
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(MACV) was formed in 1962 to direct the war, there were already 3,200 US military advisors there.9 

Increased military activity and internal turmoil precipitated a coup d’état against the president of the 

Republic of Vietnam (RVN) in November 1963 and the installation of a military government. Following 

the Tonkin Gulf incident10 in August 1964, the US Congress adopted the Southeast Asia Resolution and 

US forces began bombing North Vietnam.11 

During the late fifties and early sixties, Mennonite personnel in Vietnam, through interacting with 

Vietnamese colleagues and reading local newspapers, had been quite aware of the growing guerrilla 

activity, the military responses of the American and South Vietnamese governments, and the implications 

of this for their ministries. Letters home and reports were filled with descriptions of the expanding war. Yet 

both MCC and VMM personnel believed that it was inappropriate to comment publicly about American-

Vietnamese political issues from Vietnam. In giving MCC permission to begin a program in 1957, President 

Diệm had stipulated that the organization not “incite or make propaganda for anything against the 

Vietnamese laws.”12 And in 1964, the Mennonite Mission was authorized to be “active only in purely 

religious activities.”13 

The Vietnam War Commences: How Should American Mennonites Respond? 

In 1965 the war in Vietnam expanded rapidly. After NLF attacks on US military advisors’ barracks in 

February, the United States responded with sustained bombings over North Vietnam and, in March, 

introduced combat-ready Marines into central Vietnam. By mid-year, B-52 saturation bombings had begun 

on suspected insurgent areas in the South.  

When General William Westmoreland took command of US military forces in 1964, he adopted a 

strategy of attrition against the Viet Cong, and “body count” became the measure of the conflict. Villages 

in the countryside were bombed and napalmed; noncombatant men, women, and children were dying.14  

We missionaries did not subscribe to a “just war” doctrine articulated by philosophers and embraced by 

many religious bodies, spelling out when and how political entities may engage in military activities. 

However, as the brutal, inhumane American weaponry continued raining down death on Vietnam’s 

countryside, affecting noncombatants, including families and friends of our staff, we missionaries decided 

in August 1965 that we needed to issue a public statement concerning the war. We asked James Metzler to 

prepare a draft.15  

J. Metzler had written several essays published in the EMBMC journal, Missionary Messenger, that 

were critical of the American involvement in Vietnam, explaining how our country’s actions complicated 

our sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ. In the May 1965 issue, Metzler declared that the Mennonite position 

of conscientious objection to war was untenable unless we resisted the atrocity the United States was 

perpetrating on the Vietnamese people. “Silence can only mean consent—where there is opportunity to 
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speak,” he wrote.  

We still had questions. For example, to whom should we address the statement? We missionaries had 

been schooled in a two-kingdom theology—the kingdom of Jesus Christ and the kingdom of the world. 

Most Mennonites understood this to mean that the church should stay out of the political arena; it certainly 

should not attempt to speak to government, which had a God-given duty to maintain order in an imperfect 

world. While we affirmed the more recent Mennonite statements stating that the church might speak to the 

government on moral issues,16 we knew that not everyone in our supporting constituency embraced those 

views. It did not seem appropriate for us, as aliens, to speak publicly against the Vietnamese government. 

But we could speak to what the United States was doing. Our Christian faith obligated us to speak out 

against the immorality of the war. Jesus’s story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10) clearly taught us to care 

for victims of tragedy; certainly it was incumbent on us to try to prevent others from being harmed.  

Reviewing James Metzler’s draft statement, Mission Council members decided that our statement would 

be addressed to the church in the United States.17 VMM secretary Everett Metzler corresponded with Paul 

N. Kraybill, EMBMC Secretary, about our decision to issue a statement. While Kraybill was sympathetic, 

he counseled: “To make a statement is a rather precarious proposal unless . . . you are in a position of being 

publicly misunderstood. . . . One has the feeling that when you begin to make statements, you are almost 

forced to continue that pattern or your silence will be construed to mean something that you had not 

intended.”18  

We continued working on a statement. When Kraybill learned that the Peace Problems Committees of 

the Mennonite Church and the General Conference Mennonite Church were planning a special joint issue 

on Vietnam in both Gospel Herald and The Mennonite papers, he asked us to send the statement, noting 

that it “could have a very meaningful contribution.”19 

The “Statement of Concern” released in early December 1965 was quite mild. Addressed to “Christians 

everywhere and especially with the Mennonite fellowship,” it described the suffering of the Vietnamese, 

who had no voice in choosing their fate, and it questioned the legitimacy of the American military 

intervention. It expressed concern that “the communication of the Gospel [was] made more difficult” 

because Asians identified Christianity with Western nations.20 The statement asked for prayer that the 

church in Vietnam would “be faithful in suffering.” It was clear that we did not support American military 

policies—even if many missionaries of other agencies did.21 

The most opportune time for making statements, however, had likely already passed. What is now 

known is that “by the early spring of 1965 the last chance to prevent another full-scale war in [Vietnam] 

had passed.”22 Positions on both sides had hardened. President Johnson had conducted a thorough review 

of the conflict and decided to send more combat troops in an effort to defeat the NLF forces.23 

With the expansion of the war and the increased violence against the civilian population, Church World 

Service (CWS), the service agency of the National Council of Churches—the largest ecumenical body in 
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Church (August 25–27, 1965) adopted statements on Vietnam at their summer conventions.  
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the United States—proposed working with MCC, which already had a decade of experience in Vietnam. 

This led to the formation of Vietnam Christian Service (VNCS) in January 1966, a joint agency of CWS, 

MCC, and Lutheran World Relief, with MCC as the administrative leader. By year’s end, MCC had 

assigned forty of the sixty-four VNCS international volunteers in South Vietnam—doctors, nurses, social 

workers, agriculturalists, and other personnel—working alongside Vietnamese staff in refugee camps and 

other areas of need.24 

The decision to form VNCS was not easily made. MCC Vietnam director Paul Longacre had attended 

meetings with US officials in Saigon who emphasized that assistance to refugees is part of psychological 

warfare—popularly called “winning the hearts and minds” of the people.25 Paul feared that a large joint 

service program would rally American Protestants to support US goals in Vietnam and do little to stop the 

cause of human suffering. In helping the refugees, he said, “we will be making it more palatable for the US 

and South Vietnam to create more of the same.”26 While Robert W. Miller, MCC’s Asia director, shared 

Longacre’s concerns, he also noted the view of Stephen Cary—with American Friends Service 

Committee—who said it was important to place civilian service personnel to show that there are Americans 

other than military forces.27 

Just two weeks before signing the Memorandum of Understanding with the two other bodies, Snyder 

expressed reservations about MCC leading Vietnam Christian Service:  

Frankly, I am somewhat apprehensive whether we can, as an historic peace church, lead the Protestant forces as 

we have been asked to do in Vietnam. If we pull out all the stops in our criticism of US government foreign policy 

by asking withdrawal of United States from Vietnam, I think we will likely pull apart from the larger body of 

Protestants who presently want to work through us. On the other hand, if we are somewhat moderate in tone, I 

believe that we may have an opportunity to influence these denominations on a scale that we have not hitherto had 

opportunity to do. It is clear to me that our words and our deeds in Vietnam must go together and that the acid test 

of what we say . . . must be what we do in Vietnam and in our own communities.28 

MCC related closely to the Evangelical Church of Vietnam (ECVN) from the beginning of its Vietnam 

ministry. Consultations with Tin Lành29 Church leaders and CMA officials had indicated a strong 

preference for having MCC administer a joint program rather than having the US National Council of 

Churches initiate a separate program through Church World Service.30 

A few of us missionaries with good language skills gave part-time assistance to VNCS. Everett Metzler 

set up a program for new personnel to receive two months of introductory language study. Atlee Beechy, 

college professor and MCC board member who had extensive relief experience in Europe after World 

War II, became the first director of Vietnam Christian Service. Longacre served as his associate. Beechy 

widely voiced his concerns about the war. In a memo to the head of USAID Vietnam, Beechy said that 

VNCS had “a responsibility to work toward peace.”31 He wrote regularly to the congressional representative 

from his home district, calling attention to the many civilian casualties, expressing concern that the US 

Administration was following a hard line against North Vietnam while saying it was prepared to negotiate.32 
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chair. Later, Miller and his father, Orie Miller, met with CMA leaders in New York. (R. Miller to Longacre, June 8, 1965.) 
31 Beechy memo to Charles Mann, March 28, 1966. 
32 From March 26, 1966, letter to John Brademas, representative from Indiana’s Third Congressional District. 



In a conversation with an up-country veteran missionary who thanked God for good weather to help “our 

boys blast those Viet Cong,” Beechy asked, “How will the Viet Cong who are killed in the raids hear the 

Good News?”33 

We missionaries had opportunities to interact with hundreds of students every year—high school and 

university students as well as civil servants. Though aware that teaching English could be seen as cultural 

imperialism, missionaries were able to help those eager for language skills to seek employment or pursue 

higher education.34 Students were invited to Bible classes—taught in English or Vietnamese—where 

teachers focused on the life and teachings of Jesus, sharing their faith in a gospel of love and peace. Among 

advanced students, teachers often discussed current affairs, including the ever-present war. While not 

criticizing the Vietnamese government, we discussed the implications of military service with those who 

committed to following the way of Jesus.  

By the end of 1966, the United States had stationed 280,000 US military troops in Vietnam with 95,000 

additional soldiers on ships or stationed in Thailand.35 When the news came out that evangelist Billy 

Graham was planning a Christmas visit to the US soldiers, Paul Leatherman, the VNCS executive director 

who had replaced Beechy, arranged with the head chaplain at Saigon’s “Pentagon East”—the Military 

Assistance Command, Vietnam—for a meeting with Dr. Graham.  

Graham met with the VNCS group on December 21.36 At that meeting, Leatherman described VNCS’s 

philosophy of service. Longacre then expressed our concern at what the overpowering military and 

economic might of America was doing to the moral fiber of the people, what it was doing to the conscience 

of Americans, and how it was hindering the work of world evangelism insofar as American Christians were 

supporting this policy. Neil Brendon gave several illustrations of what was happening in Vietnam and how 

Vietnamese felt about what the United States was doing there.  

Dr. Graham said it was clear that America “is not a Christian nation,” implying that no one should 

confuse American policy with Christianity. He said that during his student days he was “nearly a pacifist.” 

After seeing how Nazi Germany treated Jewish people, he now agreed with those who were saying that 

Communism must be stopped in Vietnam or it would spread to the whole of Southeast Asia. The 

responsibility of the church, he said, is to evangelize, then instruct the believers in Christian living and in 

serving the needs of others. Graham claimed that he had never made a public statement on American 

Vietnam policy. He also said that he had come to Vietnam to minister to GIs in the same way that he was 

conducting his evangelistic campaigns.37 While we were disappointed that Graham was not sympathetic to 

our perspective, we had presented a concern that he would not hear from US military officers—the plight 

of an innocent suffering people.  

The year 1967 was intense for VNCS. Amid increased fighting and VNCS personnel gaining experience 

in assisting the tens of thousands of displaced people, many personnel were raising serious questions. MCC 

Executive Secretary Snyder and William Keeney (MCC Peace Section) visited Vietnam in May of that 

year. Six months earlier the United States had consolidated all the field operations of USAID, CIA, and the 

Joint US Public Affairs Office into the Office of Civil Operations (OCO) to facilitate their “pacification 

program.” Now at the time of their visit, President Johnson further militarized American operations by 

ordering that OCO be placed under the military command of General Westmoreland as Civil Operations 
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and Revolutionary Development.38  

To work closely with USAID under military control was fraught with moral challenges. Snyder and 

Keeney met with OCO deputy director, L. Wade Lathrum, who told them that he was “unhappy” with the 

Mennonite position on the war but felt that VNCS was “doing a service the government cannot do and so 

tolerates the dissent.”39 He declared that this new structure would not negatively affect voluntary agencies 

like VNCS. His argument was not very convincing, however. 

VNCS work in Quảng Ngãi Province included a feeding program for thousands of displaced persons, 

using supplies provided by USAID. Team members, led by Canadian David Neufeld, met regularly with 

local provincial officials to brainstorm possible developmental programs. In a May report to the Saigon 

office, Earl Martin wrote: “Identities continue to trouble us. Who are we as a Christian presence here? Who 

are we in relation to other governmental agencies working in Vietnam?” With USAID intent on 

coordinating all refugee programs, he suggested that VNCS might focus on medical, educational, and 

agricultural programs rather than on feeding programs.40 Aware that USAID was pleased with the VNCS 

feeding program and had proposed that VNCS develop a countrywide program, most team members signed 

a letter to Paul Leatherman expressing “misgivings” about “a contract with CORDS which would identify 

VNCS with the total military effort.”41 

MCC’s Executive Committee did reject USAID’s proposal in order to “maintain a VNCS identity and 

integrity to the greatest degree possible in the face of strong military control of South Vietnam by the United 

States forces.”42 Yet two of the Quảng Ngãi team held another view. One wrote: “To me it is a sad day 

when our primary concern is our ‘identity’ rather than meeting the needs of the people. As long as people 

are in need and there is someone to help, I don’t care who gets the credit for the job. My primary concern 

is not to further the political position of VNCS or to spend a great deal of time establishing our ‘image’ if 

it detracts from the job of meeting and helping those in need.”43 

James MacCracken, the executive director of CWS, the largest VNCS partner, would have agreed. 

Although the National Council of Churches, CWS’s parent body, opposed American military intervention 

in Vietnam, McCracken said it was not appropriate for CWS to associate with either a hawk or dove stance. 

He said that CWS endeavored to minister to acute human need without regard to “the accident of geography, 

race, or religion.” When VNCS was formed, he noted, they already recognized that they would have to rely 

heavily on the American government for logistical support.44 

Doug Hostetter, MCC’s volunteer in Tam Kỳ, just a bit north of Quảng Ngãi, was also making waves. 

Doug had developed an educational program using high school students to teach village children who were 

unable to go to school. His friendships within the local community and visits to villages under partial NLF 

control attracted the attention of the local CORDS colonel, who asked US Deputy Ambassador Henry 

Koran to remove Hostetter from Tam Kỳ. Leatherman met with Ambassador Koran, who charged that 

Hostetter was criticizing US policies in contacts with local USAID personnel and subversively working 

against US policy and objectives in his relationships with area Vietnamese.45 Leatherman asked Hostetter 
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42 MCC Executive Board Minute 12f, May 26, 1967. 
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44 Quoted by Longacre in a letter to Sam Hope, September 6, 1967. 
45 Leatherman confidential report, August 10, 1967. 
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to come to Saigon for consultation and possible reassignment. However, in an unpredictable turn of events 

due to the illness of a team member, Hostetter returned to Tam Kỳ.  

The nonsectarian International Voluntary Service (IVS) was facing similar pressures. Fully funded by 

USAID, their staff were now working under the umbrella of the US military command. VNCS Director 

Leatherman, IVS Chief of Party Don Luce, and the head of another agency met with US Ambassador 

Ellsworth Bunker at the embassy on September 14, 1967, to protest the pressure to become part of the 

American “team.” They insisted on freedom to determine their own programs in consultation with 

Vietnamese authorities. Mr. Bunker told them that voluntary agency personnel did not have the right to 

oppose US or Vietnamese government policies, and said that no aid could be given to the Viet Cong. 

Leatherman made it clear to the ambassador that the Christian church did not have enemies.46  

Within a week of this meeting with the ambassador, Don Luce—together with many other IVS staff 

members—wrote to President Johnson, calling the war “an overwhelming atrocity.” He stated that they 

were “finding it increasingly difficult to pursue quietly [their] main objective: helping the people in 

Vietnam. . . . Thus, to stay in Vietnam and remain silent is to fail to respond to the first need of the 

Vietnamese people—peace.”47 They presented their letter to the embassy and sent it to the New York Times. 

Four top IVS personnel resigned, including Luce and two Mennonite volunteers—area team leaders Gene 

Stoltzfus and Willy Meyers.48 

MCC’s Executive Secretary Snyder also told the Southeast Asia USAID administrator in Washington 

that transferring USAID’s program to CORDS put “subtle and indirect pressure for voluntary agencies to 

gear their programs toward military goals.”49 Clarification came with a CORDS response in early 

November, saying that US policy is “to respect the sovereignty and independence of operation of all 

voluntary agencies. . . Although CORDS personnel are responsible for assisting the [government of 

Vietnam], . . . such coordination should be carried out in such a way as to preclude charges of interference 

in and control of Volag activities.”50 

During our year’s home leave from mid-1967, Mary and I were invited to speak in congregations that 

supported EMBMC ministries. We were generally given a receptive hearing as we described the human 

suffering and death and the physical destruction caused by superior American firepower. Although 

sympathetic to the time-tested commitment to nonresistance and non-involvement in governmental politics 

as generally practiced within the Mennonite Church, we were compelled by our Vietnam experience to 

more actively oppose US military policies. The gospel stories of Jesus required an interpretation adequate 

to the situation in which we had been living. The story Jesus told his inquirer who asked, “Who is my 

neighbor?” not only meant binding up the wounds of the injured man but also asking, “What must be done 

to prevent the robbers from beating up and killing others who come down the road?” We were more 

concerned with orthopraxis than orthodoxy (terminology we did not use at the time).  

That year I traveled to Washington, DC, to join tens of thousands demonstrating against the war. Initially 

disturbed to see a contingent of marching anarchists, I asked myself why I was in such company. I quickly 

resolved this concern, however; I did not need to agree with all the views of others. Had Jesus not 

reprimanded John who found fault that someone driving out demons was not following them? Jesus 
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declared: “Whoever is not against us is for us!” (Mark 9:40). I was more than willing to join with persons 

of other political views or faiths in trying to stop the American reign of terror in Vietnam.  

When James and Rachel Metzler had been on home leave the previous year, James had accompanied 

two Eastern Mennonite Seminary professors in January 1967 to a Washington, DC, gathering of the Clergy 

and Laymen Concerned about Vietnam (CALC) protesting the war.51 His was among the thirty-some 

signatures to a February 2 full-page advertisement in the area newspaper printing the CALC statement, 

drawing criticism from some local Mennonite church leaders.  

Troubled by the unrelenting violence of the American war of attrition, the Mennonite missionary team 

in Saigon in October 1967 prepared a statement for our local Vietnamese community that read, in part: “We 

are deeply moved by the tremendous suffering and grief being endured by many Vietnamese people. We 

believe that the military force causing most of this hardship is not in their interest and cannot solve their 

problems.”52 

After this Vietnamese language statement was posted in the Mission’s student center, some Vietnamese 

staff members feared they might be questioned by authorities for involvement in political activities and 

asked that it be taken down. The statement was then given only to persons who asked why we missionaries 

had come to Vietnam.  

Some who related closely to MCC, the Mission, or the developing Mennonite church did not share our 

perspective regarding the American military power. Nguyễn Vân Ninh, MCC’s interpreter and 

administrative assistant for many years—who moved from the North to Saigon in 1955—surprised persons 

on a 1969 visit to MCC’s home office in Akron, Pennsylvania, when he gave “a strong statement of support 

for the Saigon government.”53 As part of Vietnam’s growing middle class, his family was not unusual in 

being concerned should the revolutionaries come to power.54 

A Letter from Mennonites in Vietnam to American Christians 

In December 1967 the missionary team released a Letter from Vietnam to American Christians, which 

expressed concern for the suffering of the Vietnamese people caused by the US military forces. We said 

that while we did not condone “the atrocities and terror of the other side,” “the US and Allied forces are 

causing most of the devastation.” We expressed concern about American church leaders supporting the war 

and that “our president” had prayed for God to “bless ‘our pilots’ on their missions of destruction.”55 

Paul Kraybill affirmed the positive tone of the VMM draft statement. However, he questioned the 

frequent use of “our” in referring to the United States as our country, our nation, our leaders, or our 

president.56 Everett responded that while we may disavow personal guilt, as Americans we cannot fully 

disassociate ourselves from American policy “until we no longer call the US ‘our’ country.”57 

During the lunar New Year on January 30, 1968 (Tết Mậu Thân), South Vietnam and the American 

military establishment were stunned when the NLF forces and People’s Army from the North attacked 

Saigon and more than one hundred cities and towns throughout the South in a coordinated general 
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offensive. William Snyder and Atlee Beechy had arrived in Vietnam a few days earlier to attend a planned 

VNCS conference. It was soon learned that several CMA missionaries were killed in the mountain city of 

Ban-Mê-Thuột and six MCC personnel were trapped in Huế. Though vehicles with the VNCS logo were 

parked outside their house, they were not harmed by People’s Army troops. Only after nine days were they 

able to report that they were safe.58 While the Tet Offensive led to massive casualties for the Viet Cong 

forces, it unmasked the false claim that the “enemy” was being defeated. It also led to President Johnson’s 

announcement two months later to stop bombing and begin negotiations with the other side.  

Virginia pastor Eugene Sauder printed twenty thousand copies of the Letter released by the missionaries. 

Five thousand copies were distributed at a second mobilization meeting of Clergy and Laymen Concerned 

in Washington, DC, on February 5 and 6, 1968, only days after the start of the Tet Offensive. Souder 

received permission from the Sergeant at Arms at the US Capitol to distribute the letter to all the 

congressional offices. Some legislators expressed appreciation for it.59 Published in the January 15 Gospel 

Herald and the March Missionary Messenger, the Letter was also endorsed by EMBMC President H. 

Raymond Charles as he called for a “Day of Prayer” for Vietnam.60 

In May the continuing Tet Offensive saw additional attacks that devastated a blighted area adjacent to 

the Mennonite community center, resulting in hundreds of houses bombed to dislodge the insurgents. 

VNCS worked with the Mennonite Mission to assist a hundred families to rebuild. Many months later we 

found in an unused mailbox two undated letters, both carrying the seal of the local sector of the Liberation 

Front. The first letter encouraged a center staff person to treat the poor fairly. The other letter, addressed to 

the directors, was quite warm with praise, expressing gratitude “for the charitable work” in helping families 

rebuild.61 In a letter to Kraybill, Everett Metzler wrote: “At least we are known to the other side in a way 

that we wish to be known.”62 We received no further NLF communication. 

James Metzler, a member of our missionary team, felt that the Letter expressing opposition to American 

policy was hardly an adequate response to the American war. In a letter to Kraybill, he wrote:  

I believe the time is fast approaching, if not already here, when we must disassociate ourselves from this evil 

campaign—for our personal consciences’ sake as well as a witness to true Christianity. . . . I already feel as though 

I do not belong here: the entire spirit and atmosphere which envelops us all is totally foreign to our own spirit. . . . 

We simply have not been able to stand apart from it. . . . Our very presence in the midst of this military-political-

social struggle implicates us directly with what our nation is doing.63 

As this conviction grew, Metzler began conversations with Kraybill about transferring to a new 

assignment outside Vietnam. Kraybill offered understanding to Metzler, yet encouraged him “not to take 

steps that [would] jeopardize the witness and conviction of others” who had not come to the same position.64 

Following the Tet Offensive, which devastated areas of Saigon, Metzler and the other missionaries joined 

VNCS staff in offering significant assistance to victims of the conflict. Then, in 1970 with little publicity, 

the Metzler family transferred to the Philippines.  

In an article written after the war, titled “Vietnam: I Wouldn’t Do It Again,” Metzler discusses the 

problems associated with an American-based mission seeking to evangelize in an area dominated by US 

military forces. He says that we might have made a significant witness for the integrity of the gospel if our 
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entire missionary team had publicly left Vietnam in protest of the war because of our American identity.65  

Although we could identify with Metzler in his decision to resign and leave, team members believed that 

staying in Vietnam enabled us to continue a Christian witness and to speak against the war’s evils with 

greater clarity—to our friends in Vietnam, to our American church constituency, and to the American 

public.  

This Letter eventually got the attention of the wider evangelical community in the United States. Several 

prominent leaders asked CMA for their position on US Vietnam policy. In response to one such inquiry, 

Franklin Irwin, CMA field director expressed support for American policies: “The Vietnamese asked us to 

come and help them drive back an invader who was trying by murder, force, and war to subjugate all the 

peoples of South Vietnam,” he wrote. For America to desert this “gallant, little nation [that was] fighting 

for its life and freedom” would be both immoral and unChristian.66 

Grady Mangham, CMA Asia Director, in his response to an inquiry from Donald McGavran, Professor 

of Mission at Fuller Theological Seminary (Pasadena, CA), supported continuing America’s war policies. 

Although aware of the atrocities and horrors of the war, he was convinced that the alternative—a communist 

rule—was “frightening, almost unthinkable.”67 Earlier Mangham had written to Louis L. King, CMA 

Chairman, that the United States “must support the South Vietnamese people in their resistance against a 

Communist takeover.”68 

The Mennonite missionary team in Saigon also received responses from four other missionaries, ranging 

“from mild disagreement to rather violent disagreement.” Some expressed appreciation while not fully 

agreeing. Others felt that such statements only encouraged the “enemy” and shortened the time “for Western 

missionaries to preach the Gospel in Vietnam.”69 

Would it have been a most faithful Christian witness for Metzler to publicly denounce the US policies 

and leave Vietnam in 1967? Or for the whole missionary group to do this together? Who in Vietnam, the 

United States, or the world community might have taken notice? How would it have been understood? How 

would this have affected the witness of the Mennonite missionary team? Is the gospel preached by Western 

missionaries a compromised gospel? Perhaps rather than voluntarily leave we might have spoken more 

forcefully about the murderous strategy and tactics of the American military forces; this could have resulted 

in being denied visas by the Saigon government.  

We cannot ignore the issue James Metzler raised in 1957 about the appropriateness of an all-American 

Vietnam Mennonite Mission team in a country dominated by the American empire. We did attempt to 

internationalize our personnel.70 In previous eras much mission work was done throughout Africa and Asia 

in lands by missionaries from those colonial nations. We may rightly question the role of French missionary 

Mngr. Pigneau de Behaine in securing French political and military help to save the Nguyễn Dynasty in 

Vietnam in 1787, yet this assisted a persecuted Catholic Church in regaining its strength.71 Our American 

citizenship gave us both advantages as well as disadvantages.72 We could and did speak to Vietnamese 

friends and students about the devastation caused by the American military forces; if they publicly 

expressed those views they would have been suspected as NLF sympathizers and arrested. 
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When President Johnson on March 31, 1968, announced a unilateral halt on bombing North Vietnam, 

with preparations to “move immediately toward peace through negotiations,” MCC Executive Secretary 

Snyder telegrammed the president, saying: “Your decision to move toward the conference table by ordering 

the cessation of bombing in most of North Vietnam is a step that we strongly endorse.”73 

The Paris Peace Talks did not convene until January 18, 1969, two days before Richard Nixon’s 

inauguration. In his inaugural address, Nixon referred to possible “years of patient and prolonged 

diplomacy” before attaining peace.74 There would be 27,000 additional GIs killed—along with hundreds of 

thousands of conscripted soldiers from both North and South Vietnam and large numbers of civilians—in 

the four years before the peace agreement would take effect on January 27, 1973. After building up and 

supplying the Republic of Vietnam military forces, the United States withdrew its combat troops. Amid 

ongoing warfare, Mennonite missionaries and MCC personnel continued to write letters to the White House 

and to congressional persons, and engaged in conversations with the embassy in Saigon in an effort to end 

the conflict.75 

Four missionaries—Donald Sensenig, James Stauffer, James Metzler, and Luke Martin—were among 

nearly fifty persons who signed A Letter from Vietnam76 prior to the October 15, 1969, Moratorium Day in 

the United States, calling on the US government to end the war. Portions of this letter were printed in an 

independent Vietnamese language newspaper with names of the signers. A prominent Tin Lành lay leader 

told Stauffer that more American missionaries should have signed this letter. He claimed that the majority 

of persons in the Tin Lành Church were behind our efforts to stop the war.77 

In May 1972, Donald Sensenig drafted a letter to President Nixon, signed by all the missionaries in 

Saigon as well as several MCC volunteers, calling on the president to cease “hostile action by all US 

military forces,” which might become “the catalyst that begins the long, painful way toward change and 

compromise.”78 In his cover letter to the EMBMC office, Sensenig wrote that this “is only one small attempt 

to allow justice, mercy, and faith to contend with violence in our national life.” 

“The whole gospel for the whole man” expresses the goal of our witness as Christians, as well as the desire of our 

hearts for our own lives. . . . The [attached] letter might not contain “the whole gospel”; but we believe the gospel 

underlies its appeal . . . to government leaders, and to the public at large, to recognize sin and unrighteousness and 

judgment at work in our government’s actions.79 

This letter was published in Gospel Herald, the Mennonite Church periodical. Delton Franz, the director 

of MCC’s Washington office (established in 1968), commented on “the wide circulation” of the letter. “I 

think our Mennonite constituency has received considerable insight from the perspective of EMBMC 

mission personnel on the scene. We were able to share copies of the letter with government officials.”80 

Yet there were Mennonite critics, like the editor of a small paper who said it was unfair to criticize the 

United States without speaking to the other side, and who implied that the South would live under a 
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communist government were America’s policies to fail.81 

One must ask what our statements of protest against the American war accomplished. Though we did 

not end the war our voices joined with a myriad of other voices calling for an end to the conflict. We cannot 

claim to have stopped the fighting, but we know we would have been unfaithful to God’s call in our lives 

had we not spoken.  

When MCC withdrew from the VNCS coalition on January 1, 1973, and set up their office in the 

Vietnam Mission office, our two North American Mennonite teams interacted much more with one 

another. This encouraged planning for a joint fellowship conference of MCC personnel, Mennonite 

missionaries, and Vietnam Mennonite church leaders in early February 1974 for mutual encouragement. 

Our Bible studies and discussions were based on John Howard Yoder’s recently published The Politics of 

Jesus.82  

A couple of months later, in April when MCC board member Robert Kreider and his wife, Lois, came 

to Vietnam for two weeks, the MCC team was defining “peace and reconciliation” as its primary objective. 

Kreider understood what team members were saying—MCC would “need to be flexible, Spirit-led, with an 

accent on being a friendly presence, listening, talking, and judicious reporting.” MCC would “continue a 

diversified program sensitive to the changing political climate” of Vietnam and would include “advocacy 

for those who suffer in silence—the political prisoners.” MCC would continue some of our medical services 

and attempt new programs such as removal of unexploded ordnance. We would gather stories from the 

people—and of war suffering. Through literature and dialogue, we would “continue to seek ways of sharing 

the gospel of peace and reconciliation.”83 

In late 1973, through a VNCS contact, Pat Hostetter Martin visited a paralyzed woman chained to a 

hospital bed. Đặng Thị Hiền had been arrested and tortured after meeting an alleged NLF agent. When 

Hostetter Martin later accompanied a New York Times reporter to meet Hiền, secret police took them to the 

police station for questioning. This incident inspired a series of Times articles on political prisoners.84 Mary 

Martin accompanied Hiền’s mother to visit Hiền after she was taken back to prison. 

Robert W. Miller, now at MCC Akron’s Asia desk, visited Vietnam in November of that same year. 

Two of us accompanied him to the US Embassy to speak to Ambassador Graham Martin about the large 

number of political prisoners being held in Vietnam’s prisons. The ambassador denied that Vietnam’s 

government held any political prisoners.85 We submitted the detailed story of Hiền’s case together with a 

file Max Ediger had obtained that listed 264 political prisoners who were being held in Saigon’s Chi Hòa 

Prison—just several blocks from our office. This government document clearly labeled them as political 

prisoners. The ambassador never acknowledged receiving our materials.86 

Max Ediger in 1973 began working with Buddhist and Catholic clergy in a small, low-key MCC 

program assisting political prisoners. Although missionaries had Catholic and Buddhist friends, we did 
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not have significant relationships with leaders of their communities.87 However, on the occasion of a visit 

by Goshen College professor of religion Norman Kraus in December 1974, we invited the Venerable 

Thích Quảng Độ, Secretary General of the Institute for the Dissemination of the Dharma, to meet with us. 

He emphasized the foundational need to “think peace,” which would find expression in positive actions.88  

A few months later, in March and April of 1975, as the Republic of Vietnam was on the verge of 

collapsing, nearly all missionaries and representatives of dozens of American voluntary agencies prepared 

to leave the country. When the war ended on April 30 with the surrender of the South Vietnam forces, 

four MCC personnel remained, delivering a loud, silent protest that they were not part of the American 

establishment that had sought to control Vietnam for two decades.89 James Klassen gave significant 

support to the young Mennonite Church during the following year.90   

Reflecting on North American Mennonite Service in Vietnam  

How do we missionaries reflect personally on the years spent in Vietnam? Certainly we tried to be faithful 

to our Christian calling. We taught, preached, and tried to live out the Good News of love, peace, and 

freedom in Jesus Christ. We did not hesitate to teach Jesus’s command to love in all relationships. To young 

men subject to military service, we taught the imperative of love and encouraged them to embrace the way 

of peace, even amid suffering. Some found ways to avoid going into the armed forces. To those who were 

pressed into military service, we continued to give pastoral care.  

Our Vietnam Mennonite Mission approach to evangelism was definitely different than the approach of 

the Christian and Missionary Alliance, the Southern Baptist Convention, and other mission agencies. Given 

the overwhelming American political and military presence in Vietnam, we practiced friendship evangelism 

rather than an a more aggressive stance.91 We developed a student center and a social service center that 

provided much-appreciated services to many people. We tried to live out the work of Christ as that which 

dissolves hostility between people and establishes a community of peace such as described in Ephesians 

2:11–22. After a congregation formed in Saigon’s twin city of Gia Định, we established a congregation-

based Bible school focused on biblical literacy, church history, and leadership training.  

In spite of their different orientation, Mennonite missionaries had close relationships with many Tin 
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Lành pastors and church members. VMM wanted to work closely with the Tin Lành Church. Members of 

the Tin Lành Executive Committee clarified in 1959 for EMBMC Secretary Paul Kraybill that this meant 

working separately yet in close fellowship.92 Mennonite missionaries often attended Tin Lành Church 

services, even their conferences. Tin Lành pastors and lay leaders were invited to preach in our meetings, 

often giving invitations for people to confess faith in Jesus. The Tin Lành president preached at the 1963 

dedication of the Mennonite student center and office, which was attended by many Tin Lành pastors. The 

following year, in 1964, Edgar Metzler (MCC Peace Section) gave a presentation on “The Christian and 

the State,” which many Tin Lành pastors attended; several younger pastors at the event expressed agreement 

with the biblical interpretation that Christians could not participate in military service. We also arranged for 

several visiting Mennonite theologians and Bible teachers to give addresses to students at the Tin Lành 

Theological Training Center in Nha Trang.93     

From the beginning of its ministries in Vietnam in 1954, MCC carried out relief programs with the Tin 

Lành Church and in 1960 began a joint medical program with the church at Nha Trang in central Vietnam. 

MCC staff members generally had deep respect for the commitment of Tin Lành Christians. The Church 

claimed to adhere to a strict non-involvement in political issues. In a 1971 newspaper interview, the Church 

president, Rev. Đoàn Văn Miêng, expressed a hope that the two sides would soon come to a peaceful 

agreement.94 However, many urban Tin Lành pastors supported the American military policies, fearing that 

an American defeat would mean a communist government with restricted religious freedom. After 

becoming independent from VNCS in 1973, MCC worked less closely with the Tin Lành Church.95 A small 

number of Tin Lành pastors fled Vietnam in April 1975. When several of these pastors were interviewed in 

the United States a year later, they indicated little understanding of Christian pacifism as expressed by 

Mennonites. Most expressed strong disapproval when told that Mennonite missionaries and MCC staff 

opposed US political and military policies in Vietnam; they equated this perspective with a pro-communist 

stance.96 

An additional layer impacting American responses to the Vietnam War was the sea change of American 

culture that rolled into the United States in the sixties and seventies. Some Mennonites remained committed 

to a way of living anchored in the traditions that had shaped them in past generations. Others became allied 

more with an American Evangelicalism. For many Mennonites, an evangelical Christian faith meant living 

as disciples of Jesus, calling others to faith and good works. This included finding a public voice to speak 

against the violence of the militarism, racism, and materialism.  

Mennonite missionaries and MCC personnel came to realize that being Americans in Vietnam during 

this era held political implications that compelled us to speak out for peace and justice. We recognized that 

as committed citizens of God’s eternal kingdom we had both an opportunity and responsibility to address 

societal issues when people were being harmed. We viewed Jesus responding to the critical needs of the 

people he met and saw that his call to love was paramount. Persons emerged out of the Vietnam-era crucible 

giving leadership to various ministries nationally and internationally: they networked and lobbied in 

Washington, D. C., and at the United Nations; worked with Christian Peacemaker Teams; joined restorative 
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justice programs; cleared landmines; and served in pastoral ministries.  

A church faithful in missions will want to adequately prepare messengers who have a clear 

understanding of and commitment to the gospel of Jesus Christ—and who take that commitment into 

whatever social and political environment they go.  In an era of American dominance throughout the world, 

the American Mennonite church does not need to declare a moratorium on missions. There are many 

examples today of multiethnic international teams proclaiming the Good News of Jesus. This frequently 

involves partnering with Christians in their local communities. Their mission could well include speaking 

to “the principalities and powers” that oppose the gospel’s call to love, justice, and peace.97 
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