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INTRODUCTION

The Amish are one of the most recognizable cultural and religious groups in North America, largely
due to their plain dress, horse-and-buggy transportation, and intentional avoidance of modern
technology. Yet beneath these visible markers lies a profound and deeply rooted faith system that
shapes every aspect of Amish life. To understand the Amish is to understand Amish religious
beliefs and practices - a framework that emphasizes humility, community, separation from the
world, and obedience to God. This article explores the core tenets of their faith, the daily practices
that flow from those beliefs, and the variations that exist among different Amish communities. By
examining these elements, we gain insight into how the Amish sustain a centuries-old tradition while
navigating the pressures of the modern world.

CORE THEOLOGICAL BELIEFS

At the heart of Amish religious beliefs and practices is a commitment to Anabaptist theology,
which emerged during the Radical Reformation of the 16th century. The Amish trace their roots to a
group led by Jakob Ammann, who broke from the Swiss Anabaptists in the late 1600s. Key beliefs
include:

e The Bible as the sole authority: The Amish view the Bible as the inspired and infallible
Word of God. They interpret Scripture literally, especially the teachings of Jesus in the New
Testament.

e Adult baptism: Unlike many Christian traditions, the Amish practice believer's baptism.
Baptism is reserved for adults who freely choose to commit their lives to Christ and to the
Amish church community.

e Nonresistance and pacifism: Following Jesus’ command to "love your enemies," the Amish
practice nonresistance. They refuse military service, lawsuits, and the use of force, even in
self-defense.

e Separation from the world: The Amish interpret passages like Romans 12:2 ("Do not be
conformed to this world") as a call to live apart from secular influences. This separation is both
social and spiritual.

e Salvation through faith and grace: The Amish believe that salvation is a gift from God,
received through faith in Jesus Christ. However, good works and obedient living are seen as
evidence of genuine faith.

These theological pillars provide the foundation for all Amish practices, from worship to daily
routines.

THE ORDNUNG AND CHURCH AUTHORITY

One cannot discuss Amish religious beliefs and practices without understanding the Ordnung -
the unwritten set of rules that governs Amish life. The term Ordnung means "order" or "ordinance"
and encompasses both written and orally transmitted guidelines. Each Amish district (a local
congregation) has its own version of the Ordnung, which is decided by church leaders and affirmed
by the congregation.

The Ordnung covers nearly every aspect of daily existence: dress, technology, transportation,
farming practices, and even the style of hair and beard. It is not seen as a legalistic burden but as a
framework for maintaining humility, unity, and separation from the world. Violations of the Ordnung
are addressed through the church discipline process, which may include confession, temporary
avoidance, or excommunication. The practice of Meidung (shunning) is used for serious or
unrepentant sins, reflecting the biblical teaching of church discipline (Matthew 18:15-17).

Church authority rests with the lay ministers and bishops, who are chosen by lot from among the
congregation. These leaders are not formally trained in seminaries but are considered called by the
Holy Spirit. Their role is to interpret the Ordnung and guide the community in spiritual matters.

PRACTICES OF WORSHIP AND CHURCH LIFE

Worship Services

Amish worship is simple, reverent, and focused on the Word of God. Services are held in members'
homes or in farm buildings, rotating among families every two weeks. The typical service lasts about
three hours and includes:

e Singing of hymns from the Aussbund, a traditional hymnal, without musical instruments. The
melodies are slow and rhythmic, often sung in German.

» A sermon delivered by a minister, which may be followed by a second sermon from another
minister. The preaching is expository, drawing directly from Scripture.

* Prayers, including the Lord's Prayer recited in unison.

e Occasional testimonies or readings from devotional books such as Der Christenweg (The
Christian Way).

After the service, the congregation shares a fellowship meal, reinforcing community bonds. Women
sit on one side of the room, men on the other, reflecting traditional gender roles in Amish religious
beliefs and practices.

Communion and Foot Washing

Communion is observed twice a year, usually in the spring and fall. The service includes bread and
wine (or grape juice) and is preceded by a period of self-examination and reconciliation. A distinctive
practice within the Amish tradition is foot washing, based on John 13:1-17. Men wash the feet of
men, and women wash the feet of women, symbolizing humility and service.

DAILY LIFE AND RELIGIOUS EXPRESSION

For the Amish, faith is not confined to Sunday services; it permeates every moment of daily life.
Several visible expressions of Amish religious beliefs and practices stand out:

Plain Dress

Amish clothing is simple, modest, and uniform. Men wear dark suits, solid-colored shirts, and wide-
brimmed hats. Women wear long dresses in muted colors, aprons, and white prayer coverings
(kapps). The dress code is a constant reminder of humility and separation from worldly fashion.

Technology and Modern Conveniences

The Amish relationship with technology is often misunderstood. Most Amish groups permit some
modern tools (e.g., tractors for field work, but with steel wheels instead of rubber tires) while
prohibiting others (e.g., owning automobiles, using electricity from the public grid). The goal is to
use technology selectively, ensuring it does not erode community life or lead to pride. The
telephone, for instance, is often allowed in a community phone shack but not in the home.

Education and Children

Amish children attend their own one-room schoolhouses through the eighth grade, after which they
begin vocational training in farming, carpentry, or other trades. Formal education beyond this age is
discouraged because it can foster worldly ambitions. Instead, children learn by working alongside
parents and elders, absorbing the values of Amish religious beliefs and practices through daily
example.

Work and Economy

Most Amish are engaged in farming, woodworking, construction, or small family businesses. Self-
employment is preferred because it allows families to work together and maintain control over their
schedules, including time for worship and rest. The Amish reject the consumerism of modern
society, emphasizing sustainability and contentment.

BAPTISM, COMMUNION, AND CHURCH MEMBERSHIP

A person becomes a full member of the Amish church through baptism, which typically occurs
between the ages of 16 and 25. This decision is not taken lightly; young people undergo a period of
instruction (often called "instruction classes") where they learn the doctrines and commitments of
the church. Baptism is by pouring or sprinkling water, administered by a minister.

Once baptized, members are expected to live according to the Ordnung. Those who sin or violate
church rules are subject to discipline. The ultimate penalty is excommunication, which may be
accompanied by Meidung (shunning). While outsiders sometimes view shunning as harsh, the
Amish consider it an act of love intended to bring the sinner to repentance and restore fellowship.

THE ROLE OF FAMILY AND COMMUNITY

The family is the core unit of Amish society, and religious life is deeply intertwined with familial
responsibilities. Daily family devotions, including Bible reading and prayer, are common. Parents are
responsible for the spiritual upbringing of their children, teaching them the catechism and modeling
Christian virtues.

Community support extends beyond the nuclear family. Neighbors gather for barn raisings, quilting
bees, and other cooperative activities that reflect the principle of mutual aid. These events also
serve as social gatherings where faith is reinforced through shared work and fellowship.

VARIATIONS AMONG AMISH GROUPS

Not all Amish practice their faith identically. Different affiliated orders include the Old Order Amish
(the most conservative), the New Order Amish, and the Swartzentruber Amish (among the most
strict). Some groups permit bicycles, while others do not. Some use limited electricity for specific
purposes; others ban it entirely. These differences arise from how each community interprets the
Ordnung in light of changing circumstances. Despite variations, all groups share the core Amish
religious beliefs and practices that set them apart from mainstream society.

CONCLUSION

The Amish offer a compelling model of how religious conviction can shape an entire way of life. From
the foundational belief in adult baptism and nonresistance to the everyday practices of plain dress
and selective technology use, Amish religious beliefs and practices are consistently applied to
create a community that prioritizes humility, family, and obedience to God. While the Amish may
appear to be a relic of the past, they continue to navigate the modern world on their own terms,
preserving a faith that has remained remarkably stable for centuries. For those outside the tradition,
understanding these beliefs offers a window into a world where faith is not merely a Sunday activity
but the very fabric of daily existence.
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