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Amish Spirituality: Hope, Faith, and Practice
(Part Two of Two Essays)by Donald B. Kraybill, Steven M. Nolt, and David L. Weaver-Zercher

Brimming with many children, most 
Amish homes produce eight or more 
sets of dirty dishes three times a day. 

That means at least twenty-four glasses, 
dozens of plates, and countless pieces of 
silverware, not to mention pots, pans, mixing 
bowls, platters, and serving utensils. Just the 
perfect place for an automatic dishwasher, 
right?
Perhaps, but you will not fi nd a dishwasher 
in an Amish home. “We don’t believe in dirty 
dishes,” writes Elmo Stoll, explaining why 
these labor-saving devices are missing from 
Amish kitchens. “We just work a little harder 
to get the task done.”
The Amish forgo dishwashers and other 
standard appliances for three reasons, 
according to Stoll in his essay, “Strangers and 
Pilgrims: Why We Live Simply.” First, he 
says, Amish people see themselves as travelers 
on a journey, headed toward eternity. “If we 
meant to stay here, it would make sense to 
accumulate and enjoy all the earthly comforts. 
If there were no eternity, then yes, the more 
fi ne food we can eat, the more expensive 
clothing we can wear, the more leisure we can 
enjoy, the more wealth we can pile up.” But, 

writes Stoll, “This is vanity. We came into this 
world with nothing, and we are going to leave 
it the same way.”
Love for neighbor provides a second reason 
for living a simple life. “How can I eat cake, 
when my neighbor does not have bread?” Stoll 
continues. “How can I discard serviceable 
clothing because it is not in style, when my 
neighbor is shivering from cold? In short, how 
can I live in luxury when my neighbor lacks 
the necessities?”
Stoll turns to Jesus for the fi nal reason for 
simple living. “When Jesus was here, he left 
us an outstanding example of simple living…. 
Not only did Jesus set a personal example to 
inspire us and guide us, he also gave us many 
teachings … [about] the danger of material 
possessions and the importance of trusting 
God on a daily basis for our food and clothing.”
Many religious traditions make connections 
between spirituality and material possessions. 
Few, however, make these connections as 
clearly or as frequently as the Amish. Would 
any of us consider dishwasher ownership a 
religious issue, or consult our spiritual leader 
before buying a BlackBerry or a fl at-screen TV? 

In our new book, The Amish Way: Patient 
Faith in a Perilous World, we show how 
Amish spirituality bumps up against 
the material world at every turn—from 
dishwashers to clothing, from televisions 
to tractors. An Amish leader sums it up this 
way: “Our everyday life cannot be separated 
from our religion.” Amish religion is not only 
broader in its reach, but also more collective in 
its application. Amish do not hold property in 
common, but the community does hold sway 
over what individuals may and may not own.
Jesus did not give advice on dishwashers, 
iPods, or DVDs, of course. As new technologies 
appear, Amish people observe their impact on 
people and communities in the larger society. 
Those that seem harmless—chain saws, gas 
barbecue grills, trampolines, for example—are 
accepted with little concern. Those that directly 
threaten religious values and family life, 
however, are discouraged, if not completely 
banned. “It is not that the plain people oppose 
all new ideas and practices,” says one Amish 
person. “There is a need to choose only those 
that will be of genuine benefi t, and to reject 
those that break down the values we uphold.”
The Ordnung (rules and regulations) of the 
Amish church provide moral guidance on 
issues the Bible doesn’t directly address. These 
understandings—whether to play musical 
instruments, wear neckties, install wall-to-wall 
carpeting, and so on—are Amish applications 
of biblical principles for daily living. (Because 
the Amish believe that the Bible speaks directly 
to issues such as fraud, murder, divorce, and 
fornication, the Ordnung is not needed for 
them. Nor does it address things the Amish 
consider obviously wrong, such as gambling.) 

******
Overall, the Amish are surely less possessed by 
earthly possessions than most Americans. Their 
rejection of fashionable dress, motor vehicles, 
public-grid electricity, and electronic media is 
rare in an all-consuming world that often equates 
happiness with the purchase of material things. 
As pilgrims on a path to heaven that meanders 
through a world of things, Amish people 
struggle with temptations as they try to keep 
their eyes on the heavenly prize. But those 
temptations hold less sway in a community 
that continually reminds its members that 
this world is not their home. Simplicity is 
“not the key to eternal life,” writes Sadie, a 
young Amish mother. “Yet we feel plainness 
is necessary evidence that we have set our 
affection on things eternal.” 
Adapted from The Amish Way: Patient Faith 
in a Perilous World (Jossey-Bass, 2010).
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