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1

What Amish MeansAmish MeansAmish

W hat does the word W hat does the word W Amish mean? Here’s what Amish mean? Here’s what Amish
Webster’s New World College Dictionary WWebster’s New World College Dictionary W says:

Am·ish (äm´is/h, am -́, ām -́)Am·ish (äm´is/h, am -́, ām -́)Am·ish

plural noun
the members of a Christian sect that separated 
from the Mennonites in the 17th cent.: in the U.S. 
since the 18th cent., the Amish favor plain dress 
and plain living, with little reliance on modern 
conveniences, in a chiefl y agrarian society

Etymology: after Jacob Ammann (or Amen), the 
founder

adjective
designating or of this sect

Of course, this defi nition doesn’t even hint at the 
challenge of classifying this particular people group. 
Th anks to several centuries of church growth, expan-
sion, and division, more than 25 diff erent Amish affi  li-
ations exist in North America. Th ese affi  liations are 
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further divided into approximately 1700 church dis-
tricts. Amish settlements are located in 27 states and 
in Canada.

With no central religious authority, each Amish 
district must make decisions about what is and isn’t 
allowed for its members on matters both large and small. 
Consequently, what may be perfectly permissible in 
one Amish district can be utterly forbidden in another. 
Outsiders might consider all Amish to be conservative, 
but that conservativism covers a wide range.

In Their Own WordsIn Their Own Words
“For the Amish, culture and religion are intertwined “For the Amish, culture and religion are intertwined 

to the point where it is hard to separate the two. to the point where it is hard to separate the two. 

Indeed, it is a faith culture.”

Sweeping generalizations about the Amish are usu-
ally not helpful because of the myriad of diff erences 
between the various groups and subgroups. Every defi ni-
tive statement seems to have an exception. We can begin 
to make sense of all of these variations by looking at 
the most obvious similarities and diff erences between 
the many groups who call themselves Amish.

Most Amish groups share these similarities:

Th ey adhere to a statement of faith known •	
as the Eighteen Articles.
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They wear some form of distinctive “plain” •	
clothing.

They worship in each others’ homes rather •	
than in church buildings.

They do not connect their houses with pub-•	
lic utilities.

They use horses and buggies as their primary •	
means of transportation.

They limit formal education to the eighth •	
grade.

They live in rural areas.•	

They emphasize an agrarian lifestyle.•	

They are pacifists.•	

They choose their religious leaders through •	
divine appointment by drawing lots.

They speak a German dialect as their pri-•	
mary language.

They value the history of their people and •	
their martyrs’ heritage.

On the other hand, Amish groups interpret and 
practice some of these distinctives in various ways. They 
also differ on many other items, including these:
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technology
clothing
carriage styles
church discipline
plumbing
government assistance
facial hair
lawnmowers
transportation
assurance of salvation

The Focus of This Pocket Guide
To keep this book a manageable size, I have cho-

sen to focus primarily on the largest and most well-
known affiliation, the Old Order Amish. To avoid 
definitive statements that do not hold true for all 
Amish affiliations, or even for all Old Order districts, 
I use words like usually and usually and usually most and most and most many whenmany whenmany -
ever describing Amish life and regulations. If you 
are seeking more extensive information, particularly 
on one of the less conservative groups, such as the 
Beachy Amish, or more conservative groups, such 
as the Swartzentruber, be sure to visit www.more 
frommindy.com, which provides helpful resources 
for further study.
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Finally, though the Amish have terms to describe 
those who are not Amish—such as English or English or English fancy—
I will most often use non-Amish and non-Amish and non-Amish outsider. Th ese outsider. Th ese outsider
seem appropriate because this guide is looking in on 
Amish life from the outside.

Fascinating FactFascinating Fact
The Amish call the non-Amish The Amish call the non-Amish English because we 

speak English as our primary language instead of speak English as our primary language instead of 

the German dialect they use.the German dialect they use.

Th e Word Amish
Th e word Amish originally referred to a group of Amish originally referred to a group of Amish

conservative Christians who followed the teachings of a 
man named Jakob Ammann. Over the years, of course, 
Amish has grown to mean much more—including a Amish has grown to mean much more—including a Amish
faith culture, a way of life, a set of values, a style of cloth-
ing, and a collection of technological adaptations—
becoming both a proper noun and an adjective.

Th ese days, Amish is also a marketing buzzword Amish is also a marketing buzzword Amish
and can be seen on everything from jars of jam to 
space heaters to backyard sheds and swing sets. Some 
outsiders use the Amish moniker to cash in on a repu-
tation for quality, value, and integrity. Exploitative or 
not, those implications provide high praise to the ones 
who bear its title and live out its principles day after 
hardworking day.
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