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The MHEP Staff and Board are thankful that the first Apple Butter Frolic on October 1 at the 

Mennonite Heritage Center campus was such a great day.  The rain broke for the day and the 

campus was filled with people from the early breakfast that began at 7:30 am to the last farming 

demonstration in the afternoon. We heard many positive reviews and visitors enjoyed all the 

wonderful homemade food, interesting programs, farming demonstrations and traditional crafts.  

We are grateful to the many volunteers who made the event possible, including the hard work-

ing clean up crew pictured at the left.  Photo by Joel Alderfer     
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Remembering Friends of the Mennonite Heritage Center 

 
As we carry out our mission to preserve and share the stories of Mennonite life in southeastern  

Pennsylvania, we have had the good fortune to meet many interesting people, some notable and accomplished, 

some quietly living out lives shaped by their upbringing.  The recent passing of two benefactors  of the Men-

nonite Heritage Center, Nelson Souder and Paul Nyce, has made us grateful for their generosity to MHEP and 

leads us to remember how their lives were lived out on the farms where they were born, raised and spent their 

days.  

 

Paul Nyce was a farmer with a deep attachment to the land and whose personality was shaped by his experi-

ences and observations of the natural world. A number of people have spoken to me about their sense of step-

ping into another time and place, removed from the surrounding suburbia, when they traveled down the lane to 

his farmhouse. Richard Lichty has kindly given us permission to print observations that he wrote in his diary 

about Paul. Dan Lapp, whose memorial remarks at Paulôs funeral service are also in this newsletter, remembers 

Paul for his quiet, tranquil farm and his love of the land and family. I was moved to learn of the tribute that his 

family had at the front of the church at his funeral service. Not a large floral tribute, but two buckets of soil 

from the farm, with the words:  ñThe Earth is the Lordôsò printed on the buckets. The soil was added to Paulôs 

gravesite that day. Truly a fitting memorial.  

 

I visited Nelson Souderôs farm with collections manager Joel Alderfer when Nelson wanted to give some fam-

ily artifacts to the Heritage Center. Nelson was bent with age and spoke with difficulty at times, but he enjoyed 

showing us different objects and talking about his farm. His relationship with members of the Mennonite 

church is gently portrayed in Hubert Schwartzentruberôs memorial given at Nelsonôs funeral. Nelson experi-

enced both rejection as a young misfit and great kindness and care later in life. We need to learn from his story 

and be receptive to caring for all of Godôs children. 

 

The memorial service tributes for both Paul and Nelson are, I think, moving even if one didnôt know them. We 

have chosen to print them as stories for our members to reflect upon. 

   

Both men provided generous estate gifts to the Mennonite Heritage Center that will assist in caring for the mu-

seum and historical library. We feel grateful for these gifts and the individuals who support the Mennonite 

Heritage Center. As this year draws to a close, we invite you to send a contribution to the Mennonite Heritage 

Center. You can mail your contribution to Mennonite Heritage Center, 565 Yoder Rd, Harleysville, PA 19438 

or go to our website: www.mhep.org and click on ñDonate nowò. 

 

Sincerely, 

Sarah Heffner 

Director 

 

         

.        
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Memorial Service for Nelson Souder, May 13, 2011 
By Hubert Schwartzentruber 

 

Our gathering here today is to reflect on the life of our 

friend Nelson Souder and to give thanks to God for Nel-

son. And also to reflect on God's mercy and forgiveness. 

Not only for Nelson but for all of us. In Psalm 106, the 

writer talks about Israel's sins and Godôs forgiveness. All 

of us here today are sinners and need God's forgiveness. 

The one among us who has not sinned has the right to 

cast the first stone. The rest of us need to remain silent. 

The Psalm writer begins Psalm 106 with a praise to God. 

He said:  

  

"Praise the Lord! 

O give thanks to the Lord for he is good; 

For his steadfast love endures forever. 

Who can utter the mighty doings of the Lord  

Or declare all his praise? 

Happy are those who observe justice, 

who do righteousness at all times." Psalm 106:1-3 

 

I learned to know Nelson when I was pastor at Spring 

Mount Mennoinite Church more than 20 years ago. On 

occasions he came to church with encouragement from 

Nelson and Mary and Ruth and Carl Reinford. From that 

time on I had many occasions to visit with Nelson; I re-

member the time Ruth Reinford and I made a visit to 

Abington Hospital where Nelson had heart surgery. I was 

told that Nelson took $35,000 cash along to pay for the 

surgery.  

 

My wife Mary and I went to Nelsonôs house the evening 

before he went to the hospital. Whenever I visited Nelson 

before, he always came out and we would go to the barn or some other place to visit. He had never invited me into 

the house before. That evening he invited us in. Those of you who were in the house know that there were some 

housekeeping problems.  

 

Our gathering here today is not to remember Nelsonôs lifestyle but to remember Nelson. To remember that he 

cared about justice and had deep concern for people who were discriminated against. He himself experienced dis-

crimination. Discrimination for his lifestyle and likely for his parentôs lifestyle. Even though he did not live the 

kind of life style that is expected by our society, in his own way he expressed concern for those who were discrimi-

nated against. He expressed concern over way the Native Americans were treated.  

 

We are here not to be judges but to remember. If we would take on the role of a judge, we could likely find some 

things to lay at Nelsonôs feet. If we were being judged, there would be things that could be laid at our feet. Who-

ever is without sin is free to condemn another whose life style was counter to American mainstream. The rest of us 

need to seek forgiveness, because we also do not always live as a shining example of being a follower of Jesus.  

 

When Nelson invited Mary and I into his house that evening before his heart surgery, I felt as though he also in-

vited us into his life. Nelson was in Abington hospital for a short time, perhaps six days and was then transferred to 

a nursing home for recovery. But after a day in the nursing home Nelson decided that was not a place for him so he 

went back home. The very day he came home he went outside and worked at his salvage collecting.  

 

 

Nelson Souder at the 2008 Apple Butter Frolic. 

Photo by Phil Ruth 
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Nelson had an old John Deere tractor. I recall that some visits seemed like making pastoral calls to the old John 

Deere. Nelson would take me out to the bam to see the John Deere. He knew that I was a John Deere fan.  

 

After Nelson invited me "in" I heard many of Nelsonôs stories. The stories of his travels -some were good experi-

ences; some had unwanted endings. Nelson was a collector. Some of the things he collected had more value than 

others. He gave me a bull nose ring one time that he collected when he worked at Moyer Packing.  

 

I served as chaplain here at Souderton Mennonite Homes for a number of years and in the spring I would bring 

daffodils for the Sunday morning worship, enough to give each person a flower. Those flowers came from Nel-

son's farm. I don't know that Nelson ever came to Sunday morning worship service here at SMH. But I do recall 

seeing Nelson sitting by the window in the room above looking down into the chapel.  

 

There may be reasons why Nelson did not attend church. He told me once that when he was a boy growing up he 

went to church. Nelson had a stuttering problem and he said his peers made fun of him. They would also play 

mean tricks on him.  

 

The more I visited Nelson the more I became aware of the compassionate side of him. He was deeply concerned 

about the Native People that at one time lived here on this land but were violently removed. In one of those con-

versations I told him that I was part of a committee that was planning for starting a high school for inner city 

youth in Philadelphia. The African Americans were also being discriminated against. Again Nelson responded 

with concern for them.  

 

Nelson had never fine-tuned his social graces, but in spite of that, his compassion was much greater than the 

compassion of those who mocked him in the church.  

 

His obituary in the paper said, "He is survived by his neighbor and his closest friend Mahlon Cassel." Mahlon 

and Elizabeth unselfishly cared for Nelson for many, many years. It probably was not always an easy task for 

Mahlon and Elizabeth. Jesus said one time, "Truly I tell you, just as you have done to the least of these, ... you 

did it unto me." Matt. 25:40 Again Jesus said, "...whoever gives a cup of cold water...it will not lose its reward." 

Matt. 10:42  Mahlon, you not only gave Nelson cups of cold water, you also gave him sweet tea. You not only 

gave him sweet tea, you also offered many prayers in his behalf. Your and Elizabeth's prayers and your caring 

concern will surely not go unanswered or unrewarded. 

 

Nelson will be remembered at the Mennonite Heritage Center by the donation of historic items that he gave from 

his home. He will be remembered for the donation of some of his valuable land to MCC Material Resource Cen-

ter. Psalm 106 may give us a little insight as to how God looks upon sinners, people like all of us here. The Psalm 

is a confession Israel is making for their sins:  

 

"Both we and our ancestors have sinned; we have  

committed iniquity, and have done wickedly.  

Our ancestors, when they were in Egypt, did not  

consider your wonderful works; they did not  

remember the abundance of your steadfast love,  

but rebelled against the Most High at the red sea.  

Yet he saved them for his nameôs sake so that he  

might make known his mighty power." Psalm 106:6-8  

 

The last time I saw Nelson, a little over a week ago at Quakertown Hospital Center, he seemed to try so hard to 

say something but I could not understand what he was saying. When I prayed with him, it seemed that he reached 

out in touch with the prayer. My prayer included a petition for forgiveness for his sins, a prayer that we must 

often pray for ourselves.  

 

Nelson had his own beliefs. The Psalm writer in Psalm 106 said of Israel when they were in Egypt that they did 

not remember Gods steadfast love but rebelled against God. The Psalm writer said,  

"Yet he saved them for his nameôs sake so that he might make known his mighty power" v8  
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Sometimes I wonder what more a pastor or his caregivers could have said to Nelson.  I don't think words are what 

Nelson needed. He needed someone who would listen to his stories and model caring and love. About eight years 

ago Nelson gave me the Bible that is on the table here as a gift to SMH. I don't know how much he read it himself, 

but I know he was a reader.  

 

I don't know why he wanted his Bible here. Sometimes the living words that another can read best are acts of 

friendship and caring by a trusted friend. At least to my knowledge I never heard him complain about the care he 

received here at Souderton Mennonite Homes. I think that if he would not have liked it here he would have said so. 

Unlike the nursing home, he didn't gather his few belongings and go home. I think Nelson felt cared for here. He 

may not have known how to say thank you the way we would expect one to say thank you.  

 

The story of Israel is a story that repeats itself, according to Psalm 106. Israel turns away from God but God re-

turns their rebellion with love.  

 

"Many times he delivered them but they were rebellious in their purpose and were brought low through their iniq-

uity. Nevertheless he regarded their distress when he heard their cry. For their sake he remembered his covenant, 

and showed compassion according to the abundance of his steadfast love."  

v 43-45  

 

Nelson, like all of us here, was loved by God even as parents love their children. In reading the Gospel stories 

about Jesus, he always had compassion for those whom society rejected; he was accused for eating with sinners, he 

had time for the Samaritan woman.  He treated lepers with respect and the outcasts became his friends. Little chil-

dren were as important as educated adults.  

 

I want to remember Nelson as a friend, and as a friend who was loved by God.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The parlor lamp on the table in the Comforts of 

Home exhibit was donated by Nelson Souder. 

The lamp was a wedding gift to his parents. 

Photo by Joel Alderfer  
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Paul Nyce 
By Richard Lichty 

 
I didn't know him before his sister Leonora's illness. He was a single man, a loner, who drove alone in his pickup 

to church and left immediately after the benediction. Socially, on casual acquaintance he may be perceived as 

something of a misfit. It would be more politically correct to say that he is a nonconformist. 

 

But there are nonconformists and then there are nonconformists. Some must rebel or react against the mainstream 

for the sake of dissent. Out of anger, or the sheer adventure of resistance. Others are nonconformist because of 

what they are drawn to. They are not in reaction, but respondents to some deeper streams flowing within the soul. 

So deep they may not even be aware of their nonconformist status. They care little which way the fashion winds 

are blowing. They mystify the outsider. 

 

Paul is one of the latter nonconformists. A simple man. Simple in that he is an uncomplicated man. He is what he 

appears to be. 

 

Therein lies the mystery. Being unconventional isn't the result of some studied and complex process. It is, however, 

a willingness to be grateful for what has been given to you, to accept life in all its blessing and in all its burden. It 

is the ability to know who you are, as an extension of your roots; to accept your heritage as a bequest to be nur-

tured by and to nurture. 

 

The truly unconventional do not need to go upon the highway in order to find oneself. Intuitively they know that 

discovery to be made from within. The heart has great treasures when it is allowed to be at home. 

 

Ha! My attempt now, to use words, to capture or define nonconformity, is getting in the way of appreciating Paul 

Nyce. 

 

I think what first intrigued me about Paul was the manner in which he approached the anointing service for "Sis," 

his sister, Leonora, only a few weeks before her death from cancer of the liver. He wanted to know, as we stood on 

the ground floor waiting for the elevator, what was expected of him at the anointing. "I've never been to one of 

these," I remember him saying quietly, "Will I need to do anything?" The innocent ease in which he asked touched 

me deeply. So often, in the pursuit of wanting to appear poised and confident, acceptable to one's peers, or politi-

cally correct. People pretend to know more than they know, claim an experience which is not theirs, or use posi-

tion, education as a facade to mask the deeper insecurity. 

 

Paul Nyce is without guile. 

 

 

Paul Nyce with his dog. Photo courtesy of Plains Mennonite Church  
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There's something calming about driving in the long gravel lane to this modest home and farmstead. Today as I 

parked the car (actually, you just sort of leave it in the driveway), he came out from the bamnand greeted me 

warmly. "You said you'd be stopping by some afternoon", a gentle reminder of my promise several weeks ago. 

 

We walked inside where he was doing some repairs to the barn's foundation. "Do you mix your own concrete?" I 

asked. I saw evidences of a home-mixed concrete, probably curing from being poured the day before. He explained 

about how the additional support at the base of the manger will prevent the heifers from "pooping" into their feed. 

The new foundation at the base of two pillars gave some needed security to a barn that seems to be succumbing to 

the slow assault of time. "The ground underneath the floor has always been soft," he explained 

as I tested and felt the spongy clay beneath my feet. 

 

ñA neighbor was here yesterday and thought it foolish not to buy ready-mix," he continued. "But I asked him, 

'Then what would I do the next day?ò he smiled contentedly. ñI don't need to use all the technology." What he 

meant was that if he used ready-mix, then he'd have extra time on his hands. It's a little like the Amish philosophy 

behind their labor-intensive farming. Life at a slower pace clearly is good for Paul Nyce. The many other chores 

awaiting his attention would be done in due time. No compulsive spirit in this man. It tells a bit about his measure 

of time. 

 

Some quiet reflection as we enjoyed a bit of a breeze coming across the porch. "You don't see any geese today," 

Paul broke the silence. A group of hunters had been poaching the Canadian geese, which were rather domesticated; 

flying into the little pond behind the dam Paul had built on the Indian Creek. "I told them I didn't want them shoot-

ing from over there (beyond the pond, up the hill), and to respect the sheltered area behind the blue signs prohibit-

ing hunting." They promised him to abide by hunting regulations and his restrictions on respecting his land and the 

flock of geese. 

 

But they did not. Shots right after the other. "So rapid, it seemed as if they had machine guns, and geese were dead 

all over the place. Blood, the geese wounded, geese flopping about as they died. "I was sick, they broke their prom-

ise to me, and I confronted them and asked them to leave my property. They tried to apologize."  

 

But it was too late, the damage done, the trust betrayed. Paul's sorrow went deeper. "I was sick, sick to the stom-

ach, it made me feel so bad about the geese being killed like that. I couldn't sleep that night thinking about that." 

 

The meadow was for Paul a place of refuge. 

 

I said I'd like to walk through his meadow some time. He got up saying, "Now is a good timeò.  Paul told me about 

the Indian Creek that runs the length of his meadow, of how the little dam was built by him. Mixing his own con-

crete of course. How the dam utilized a bit of mill race, the gully along the southern side of the creek. Partly on the 

hillside above the creek, noticeable here, hardly discernable there. 

 

"A mill race," I quizzed. "Where did the mill stand?" "A half mile downstream: Paul explained, and I discovered he 

meant the one I've known as the Allersbescht Art Gallery, across the road from the Halteman Farm. Paul continued 

talking of the time when horses and wagons traversed this meadow, taking a short cut along the race to the mill. 

 

It is apparent he loves this land, land that has been his home for nearly all his 72 years. "Some fellow came in here 

one time a few years back, saying he came to buy this farm. He came in here fully expecting Sis and me to sell it to 

him. While he was here another car came in the lane, a young fellow, I suppose it was his son. But he soon left." 

Paul was showing almost as much emotion now as I'd seen from his concern for geese. It seemed Paul felt some-

one was trying to steal the land from him. 

 

"The man said we could have living rights to the place for as long as I needed it. But I knew that wouldn't last. He 

told how he would build a beautiful fence all around the property.ò Paul was not impressed. 

 

And a descendant of the previous owner had also wanted to buy the place. ñBut why would I do 

that?" he asked, but not waiting for an answer. The question of course, needed no answer. "At one time I was 

needed, needed to stay on the farm, and now I need to stay here.ò 

 

Later, as we turned back toward the house, I asked what he meant by being needed to stay on the farm.  "Did you 

ever wish to be away from the farm? Were you stuck here?" I asked. 
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ñIt was during the war (World War II), I was going to be drafted and be sent down to have my examination and 

physical and all that. But I learned that I wouldn't need to be drafted, as I could apply for an agricultural deferment. 

My brothers wanted to work off the farm and dad needed me on the farm. We had cattle, milking cows, chickens 

and the field work, and it was too much for my father. Then a few years later, would that be the Korean War? I was 

still going to be drafted, and so I got a second agricultural deferment. Soon after, though, the farm was too much 

for dad so we got rid of the cows and the chickens and I went to work for Kellers' Creamery. I worked 18 years at 

the creamery." 

 

We walked back across the creek, with conversation about deeds and neighbors, and the lack of rain. We settled 

down again on the porch and watched about two dozen ducks (in two different flocks) make their way across the 

meadow and up the bank between the house and the barn. "They come every morning at dawn, and about this time 

in the evening. They like the corn that falls onto the ground," he explained, corn that is dislodged by the mice that 

seem to have first dibs on the ears of con in the corn crib. "I'm glad to let them have it,ò was his simply stated phi-

losophy. 

 

I prepared to leave, walking up to the car. "You come againò he said. 

 

"I'd like to come just anytime and walk in the meadow if I couldò I responded. "You don't need to stop what you're 

doing; I'd just enjoy the meadow myself. I haven' t been feeling too good the last couple of days, and I think com-

ing out here helps me a lot.ò I tried to justify my motives. 

 

''The last time you were here," he smiled, "You didnôt look too good. You looked a lot better when you left." He 

smiled again. Pleased.  

 

That pleased me.  

September 6, 1995 

 

 

 

Detail from a fraktur by Roma Ruth 


