Preface

This mamuscript is the product of tape-~recorded interviews conducted
by C. Arthur Bradley for the Oral History Office on August 6, 1988.
Margaret Reeder transcribed the tapes and Linda Jett edited the
transcript. Sheldon Rahn reviewed the transcript.

Sheldon Rahn was one of the original twenty that signed the statement
at Union, but then cne of the twelve that did not carry through on
refusing to register on Octcber 16, 1940. He was one of the four that
was persuaded by Clarence Pickett of the American Friends Service
Comittee to set up a year-round model of the AFSC work camps by going
to a new canmp location at Cooperstown, New York.

Sheldon was born in upstate Illinois, took a B.A. at Cornell College
in Towa. While there he absorbed much of the pacifist teaching and
went to Union. He was always interested in social settlement work and
graduated from Union Seminary after the war in 1947. Wwhile in New
York City he began studies for a Masters Degree in Social Work
(M.S.W.) at the Columbia University School of Social Work, completing
this degree at the Wayne State University School of Social Work in
Detroit in 1955. His first full-time job out of seminary was as
director of the Social Welfare Department of the Detroit Council of
Churches. From that position he moved in 1959 to become the associate
director of the Federation of Protestant-Welfare Agencies of NYC.
Then, from 1961 to 1966 he served as executive director of the Social
Welfare Department of the National Council of Churches in NYC.

Mr. Rahn's major life work began when he became organizing dean of the
Faculty of Social Work of Wilfrid lLaurier University and then, after

a Doctor of Social Work (D.S.W.) Degree from the University of
Toronto Faculty of Social Work in 1975, continued as associate
professor of Social Work in Administration, Policy amd Research until
1984. He became professor emeritus in that year. He has continued to
reside in Waterloo, Ontario where Wilfrid Laurier provides both a
graduate (M.S.W.) and post-graduate degree (D.S.W.) in social work; for
this golden triangle of high tech industry of Canada. He has becope a
citizen of Canada and is married to Barbara. The couple has three
children. He is a member of mmercus social work organizations and
set up in the mid-eighties both the Waterloo-Wellington Branch of the
United Nations Association of Canada, and the World Community Council
of the Regional Waterloo Area.

C. Arthur Bradley has been an Associate Conference Minister for the
Illinois Conference of the United Church of Christ, deployed in the
Central Association in Peoria, Illinois, from 1980 to the present.
Dr. Bradley grew up in Shaker Heights and Cberlin, Ohio. Since 1952
he has been an ordained clergyman, first in the Congregaticnal-
Cchristian churches and then after the merger in the United Church of
Christ. He has served churches in New Hampshire and Connecticut. He
holds a Bachelors degree from Harvard College, a Masters of Divinity
Degree from Union Theological Seminary, a Masters of Sacred Theology
from Yale Divinity School, and a Doctor of Philosophy in American
Studies from New York University. Dr. Bradley is married to Jean and
they have four adult children.
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Sheldon Rahn, Augqust 6, 1988, Waterloo, Ontario, Canada.
C. Arthur Bradley, Interviewer.

Q: You've had a chance to look at that document. How did you came to
that position? I quess that is where I would like to start cur
conversation. What were the influences that brought you there?

A: I think there were two major reasons why these men got into this
discussion in 1940. One was that in the previous year about fifteen
of us participated every week in a Socialist Party Study Club in the
ILabor Party tradition of democratic socialism. We usually met early
in the morning before classes and had an hour or so at it. So David
Dellinger and all of these men who were on that sheet, I think all of
them participated in that study club. Many of them were pacifists at
that time, but not all.

Q: Bgcause there was that split in that socialist front, wasn't
there

A: That's true. So out of that I guess came a traditional democratic
socialist analysis of international relations and the great
cordemation of capitalism as a source of--asg a breeder of
international tension. So that was the first source. The second
source was theological; even though scme of us had only been

one year, it was a very exciting year at Union Theological Seminary.
Incidently I chose Union because of its tradition of unremitting
historicity in its approach to church history and literature of the
gospels, etc. and I was not disappointed in my three years there in
that regard. So in one of the first year courses, the systematic
theology course as a matter of fact, from Henry Pitt Van Dusen, who
was then professor of theology there, drew out the distinction between
special revelation and general revelation or special revelation and
historical revelation. That was new to me but it fitted very well
with some of my preliminary assumptions and approach to the life of
the church and its impact on human history. So I felt very
comfortable with the historical revelation school which affirmed that
the creator works entirely through historical categories. That means \

in the family that's where the creator in a sense achieves qualities
of persconality and affection, etc., which is so vital to ocur cohesion
as a community and that through political and economic institutions,
as they involve these also, in a sense facilitating among those who
are responsive and reflective about themselves and their place in
at the moment, that the creator facilitates a kind of an
evolution which really rests entirely upon the intelligence, the
learning, the acquisition and transmission of accumilated knowledge,
education which goes right back to the beginnings of human history. '
So that idea opened, in a sense provided the underly assumption, I ,
suspect for most of the other men also, as to how we might best
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understand what was happening at the moment in history and be
responsive to it. So the special revelation school with respect to
the integrity of the resurrection story or the virgin birth story,
etc,, was very influential for all of us. We all took a very
historical approach to the life of Jesus, to the economic and
political and international situation in which he functicned, and
really to all aspects of church history. So with that kind of
historical revelation prospective we were entirely comfortable with
trying to link curselves in some reaschably useful way to the
historical moment.

Q: But were there not people who linked themselves to the historical
mement without the idealism of thinking that war could be abolished?
The Reinhold Nieluhr realism began.

A: Yes, that's true. There was friendly but genuine tension between
this group of students and those who were stout disciples of Reinhold
Niebuhr, whom we all respected greatly but with whom we differed at
that time. You may be surprised what has happened over the decade
since in my case and I don't know about my other colleagues. I was
fascinated with neo-orthodoxy but I didn't embrace it at that time.

Q: Do you think some of that had to do maybe--you said you were
brought wp in the Brethern church which is a peace charch.

A: Yes, it is.
Q: Would that have had same influence upon that?

A: It would have for me. I don't know about the others. Oh, for me
it definitely did because we were brought up in this farm commmity in
northern Illinois, just cutside Ianark, Illinois about fifteen miles
from the Mississippi River. On cur farm ard in our Church of the
Brethern congregation the great expectation was that we should behave
and respond as Jesus might have done in that given situation.

Q: That's right.

A: And ego with that strong pacifist motif in the New Testament
materials, the Gospel, the synoptic gospels in particular which record
what Jesus did say and how he did look upon scme of these things
meant, yes, that I had a very strong, underlying pacifist conviction.

Q: At the time you went to seminary did you plan to go into the
Brethern ministry or you didn't know what you were?

A: No, you are right, I did not know. I think it was intellectual
curiosity that toock me to the seminary. I had a few summer pastorates
under the Methodist church while I was still in college. I had
enjoyed the congregations with which I had been working. So it was,
yes, a real career option for me at that time.

Q: At least you were tending that way? But it wouldn't have been
“wéllthindiﬂ;em'ethemdmdeifymwemtrahaedatUnimSmy' ,
t
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A: Well, not really, I was turned to Union by a faculty member at
OomellmllegewhereItookmyBachelorofArtsDegree. She was &
teacher of religious education. she, I guess, knew Union Theological
Seminary very well. Shenmthavesansadsaneofnywnos:.tyaxmﬂ
some issues and she mentioned it to me. I wrote to Union, to Harrison
Elliott, who was also the relig:.ws education professor, the senior
professor at that time who was in an active dialogue with the Columbia
University school of pragmatism in philosophy and a very stimilating
man. He had written me back a cordial three page letter telling me a
lot about the seminary, etc. We had never met. That, of course,
meant a great deal to me to have that kind of response. So I guess
it was a combination of those factors.

Q: So when you went to seminary, was Harrison Elliott some influence?

A: Yes, he was. Particularly because his embracing of much of Jchn
Dewey's pragmatism from across the street at Columbia University, but
not all. An aside on this, just two weeks ago I read a little volume
of John Dewey's which I happened to have in my home lib: called A
Common Faith in which John Dewey discusses some of the relggicms
issues in the philosophy of pragmatism. Very pertinent to the sort of
writing that Harrison Elliott was doing with respect to religion and
can religious education be Christian education and issues of that
kind? So you can see and you know well it was a stimulating time.

Q: Oh, T guess it was.

A: This same group which studied democratic socialism and Marxism as
an historical approach to the interpretation of history as adapted by
democratic socialists, there was a period when this same group studied
nonviolent direct action, Gandhi's nonviolent direct action philosocphy
with some care and attention. It was a period of time when we read a
lot about it amd discussed it a lot and nonviolent direct action is
very much an underlying viewpoint which lies behind this decision not
to register or not to cooperate with the conscription act.

Q: In other words it's a symbolic action saying to the state that
they should change its ways related to war?

A: Very well put. That's exactly what it was. It grew cut of same
of that discussion of Gandhi and his thinking.

Q: Wwhat of that was appealing to you?

A: Well, it fit my pacifist background of the Church of the Brethern.
At the same time it would permit one to take an aggressive stance
towards social problems. So I guess that's what made it very
attractive. In a sense I think that group of fifteen or so was
rethinking the history of pacifism, earlier pacifist approaches to
secular society. They were rethinking it. I think that both the
socialist interest and the Gandhian interest reflected an effort to
give pacifism more historical relevance than it tended to have in a
1ort of pacifist movements. Instead of just being an mteﬁarsonal

ic for living, as a lot of the early pacifism was, "I will became
fre:ﬁswithmy@ermanfrierxisandwewilltogeﬂwrsignapledge
never to take up arms," that's entirely an interpersonal level




Sheldon Rahn _ 4

approach to the problems of international relations. I think this
grap sensed the inadequacies of that and was trying to search ocut

a political dimension through socialism and a larger religiocus
orientation through Gandhi's nonviolent direct action. The

action was always very important but it was not a passive approach to
the society but a gemuine intervention kind of an approach but with
those nonviolent perspectives.

Q: Soame in that group went on when there was not an opportunity once
the war had really gotten on and pecple began changing their minds
about whether they ocught to participate or not, scme of them went on
to apply that nonviolent direct action into other areas of life. Like
race relations and like labor disputes and like the cooperative
movements and civil rights.

A: Quite so. When George Houser organized the Congress on Racial
Equality (he was one of the twenty men), this was a fundamental
assumption. I remember one time being at a conference with George
Houser down in one of the southern States and we had a black colleague
with us. After dinner one evening we said, "Well, let's just test it
a little bit." The three of us would go to this restaurant and see
what we can do. So those were very early little tentative
explorations into the application of that.

Q: But probably when you were in the study group those weren't . . .
A: No, we weren't . . .

Q: You were just thinking of international fields because that was
the problem that was going to face all of you?

A: That's true.

Q: It was cbvious, you know, war was in the air, war had started in
in 1939. That was the year you were doing the studving was
1939 to 1940,

A: That is true.

Q: Can you put yourself back into that time enough to think of how
the various parts of the news affected that study group in terms of,
well for example, the Jewish problem?

A: I don't think we were aware except we knew that in Germany there
was a discrimination against Jews, in employment, in social exchange.
But I don't believe, and I've tried to recall occasionally before, I
don't believe we had any knowledge of the severity of that. And that
is a very scber issue for me and has been one of the factors in
leading me to quite a different point of view.

Q: I think that's true of many, many people. But looking back it
didn'tseemtobeanissuaforizm?

A: Not at that point, not in October of 1940,
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Q: Then that study group kind of formed the base. Do you remember

there were a lot of discussions, leading up to that spring about the

peacetime draft and the kinds of actions that Roosevelt was taking and
those were discussed there also? Can you think when you first thought
of not signing up for the draft? That spring sometime probably.

A: No, I can't really recall the circumstances which lead to that
discussion.

Q: Did you at all during that time know anything about the group of
students that had moved down on 125th Street?

A: No, were they students from scmewhere else?

Q: Well, Dave Dellinger and Don Benedict. They all moved down there
out of the seminary.

A: ©Oh, at their Ashram over on 125th Street.
Q: No, they bhuilt it over in Newark.

A: And then they built one in Newark. But they had a center over in
Harlem also.

Q: But you never went there or knew anything about them?

A: ©Oh yes, we knew about it. As a matter of fact one of the first
things some of the others of us did, like Walter Jackson, and
Brautigan who was on the list and several others, we developed a
similar commme, I guess they would call them nowadays, in Brooklyn,
in the Red Hook section of Brooklyn, which was a high delinquency
area, as both an economical living base for us all. We all had
employment of different kinds but we shared costs in this home which
we rented and then we made double decker bunks and we developed it as
a cammnity center as well. It was close to a Methodist settlement
house and we collaborated as volunteer staff people at this settlement
house,

Q: So this was an idea that was kind of around?

A: It was aramd. It came from our Ganddhian discussion of the
Ghandian Ashram movement.

Q: It did? And pecple thought, "Well, let's to set one up." Did
this mean a common discipline, a worship discipline?

A: Yes, usually only at mealtime we would have some reading of
scripture. It was a light discipline but there was an organization to
the day. A bit of prayer, not too much.

Q: That's interesting. ‘The one that you were participating in was
with Walter Jackson and Herb Brautigan.

A: were both in it for a while and I'm sorry I can't quickly
recall just who else was involved.
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Q: Now that would be 1941 that you lived over there?
A: It was about September of 1941 that we set that up.

Q: What had you done the previocus summer, the summer between the
study group and setting up the Ashram?

A: Well, T might just lead that story through. When we decided to
leave the seminary, some of the men of course were going to refuse to
register and send a letter to the federal goverrment telling the
goverrment where they could be found knowing that the federal
penitentiary offense was irvolved. The rest of us who were in the
group said, "We will register but we will drop our automatic seminary
deferment from the draft and go out and face whatever the music calls
forintermsofdmftpressuresupmus,whertherwe'mapglymgtobe
a 0 or whether we're not." So I forget exactly, about six or eight
of us I think left and did register for the draft.

Q: You registered there at Union?

A: In New York, yes,

Q: In New York on that October 15th date.
A: I guess vhatever that date was, yes.
Q: You registered but then left?

A: Yes, then we packed our bags and as these dialogue meetings came
to a close and the decision was made, there was usually two or three
seminary faculty members present cbserving when we met. Harrison
Elliott was very often there but others too. I don't know that
Reinhold Niebuhr was ever with us but it's quite possible. So there
was general interest within the seminary. Well, after the decision
was made within a day or two we had a call from Philadelphia and
Clarence Pickett, the executive director of the American Friends
Service Comittee, said to us on the phone, "I've just heard by the
grapevine what you've decided to do. If you don't know exactly what
your next move is I'd like to see you tomorrow morning at Grand
Central Station. I'm going up to New England and I have a
suggestion.”" So several of us went down to Grand Central Station and
met him the following morning, sat in the station. He =said, "We've
just opened a new year-round work camp, Quaker work camp in
Cooperstown, New York. Year-raurd. First cne. There's plenty of
room for you men if you'd like to go there for one month, six months
while you think through your next step. We would be happy to have you
do so." So four or five or six of us did accept that invitation.  We
were up there from November 1lst through April, I guess of 1942.

Q: No, that was 19417

A: We went in 1940 and =0 yes, the most of us left by the spring of
1941. We had branched cut. Quite right. So that was an excellent
setting in which--because we would be up at six in the morning and
from six-thirty to seven we had a half hour of silent meeting before
an open fire and an excellent library nearby in this old house and
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working all day in the Farmers' Cooperative there. Assisting the
farmers to develop an Economic Cooperative around their wood lots.
They had their own sawmill which they owned in their Producer Co-op.
So this was a little temporary effort to get a little grip on societal
problems through the Producer Cooperative movement.

Q: Now was this a real CPS camp?
A: No, it wasn't. It was separate.

Q: Tt was a separate thing? It was a separate thing that Clarence
Pickett set up for you pecple?

A: Well it was for anybody.

Q: Anybody who wanted to be there?

A: Right and there were others there who were not from the seminary.
Q: But there were four of you from the seminary?

A: Well I forget exactly, at least four, maybe six. So in the spring
of the following year we had an invitation from the New York City
Council of Churches to come down and for a very modest salary between
us to staff a United Christian Youth Movement Conference on Staten
Island. We took it up. We moved down to Manhattan in an inexpenaive
apartment in mid-Manhattan and again we shared our resources, etc.

And we staffed out this confererce for the New York City Council af
Churches.

Q: Wwhat was that, an overnight or weekend conference?
A: ©Oh, it was a three or faur day event.

2;! S;cymwexesett:l:gthatuparﬂstaffedit. Was it held sometime
May?

A: Sometime in May and June somewhere in there. Following that I
tookajobwithaconstmercocperativeFoodstomjustdownﬂxehill
from Union Theological Seminary.

Q: But you weren't in classes at all?

A: No, they had and I think still have a substantial consumer
cooperative foodstore there. So I was a clerk, I cut cheese and . . .

Q: You've had different kinds of jcbs that year, didn't yau?

A: Well, I tell you we were glad to find something to do to get back
into the stream of things. I took groceries to several faculty
members at Union Theological Seminary by pushing the pushcart up the
hill, ringing the bell by the old Riverside Church. An elevator would
come up from deep in the bowels of the basement and thrust two big
iron doors which opened right in the sidewalk there. I would get
aboard the lift with my groceries and go down and down below. They























































































































































