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From the days of Abraham, the ''Chosen People' have had to resist the temptation
of total assimilation with those amongst whom they lived. They have had to stand fire
against seductive religions, théy have had to struggle with powerful world-systems
which sought to control them. Throughout history the community of faith has sought
freedom from the forces which prevent a people from performing the will of God.

The Anabaptists of the 16th century provide an excellent case-study of how a
group of believers came to understand thevconcept of freedom. For them, freedom to
hear and obey the voice éf God meant being free from the political, social, economic
and psy;hological influences which sought to keep them in bondage.l Thé-essence of
the ""Free Church'' then is the awareness of the possiblity that the mind can be darkened
by the most subtle and dangerous temptation of all--that of being unable to see the truth
because of total involvement in the temporary order.

The idea of a Free Church did not originate with Anabaptists; the roots of the
Free Church tradition were already implicit in the Old Testament teaching on the
covenant.2 The New Testament, in this perspective, traces the continuing fulfillment
of the promise of God in the history of the church. The Anabaptists, therefore, were
not attempting to establish something new--they were simply trying to pattern their
church after the biblical model.

The Anabaptists are also indebted to some of the medieval ''sects' who were
seeking to be free from the systems of the world. Tribute must be paid to Donatus
who gave the Free Church the slogan, ''What does the emperor have to do with the church.'l‘3
The Cathari of the eleventh century and the Waldenses of the twelfth were also partici-
pants in the struggle for church freedom. In addition to these were large groups of
individuals who enunciated ideas and developed practices similar to the sixteenth
century Anabaptists--while staying within the magisterial church.

Despite their indebtedness and similarities, there is no lineal continuity between

the Anabaptists and these groups. Scholarship has demonstrated that the Anabaptist



_2-
movement is to a large extent related to the same historical forces that gave birth to
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the Protestant Reformation as a whole. But it is beyond the scope of this study to
review the movement in its entirety. Our primary purpose is to set forth the central
emphases of moderate Anabaptists in their historical Free Church setting--emphases which

guided them in their theological orientation and understanding of mission.

I. THE NATURE OF THE CHURCH

The central theological concern of the Anabaptists was the nature of the church.6
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Cornelius Krahn defined them as '"Ecclesio-centric. The basic lines of Menno Simons'
theology, he writes, can be established in his attempt to make actual '...the apostolic
model in the local church. Almost all other questions‘of Christian life and teaching
are.determined from here.”8 Any discussion of Anabaptist .theology, ecclesiology or’

relation to the outside world must properly begin with the Anabaptist understanding

of the nature and mission of the church.

A. Church is Visible

The practical concern of the Anabaptists was the actualization of a visible
and true body of Christ on earth, based on the New Testament model. Théy were unwilling
to accept the Reformers' distinction between a visible, impure church on earth and
a pure, invisible church in heaven. Consequently, the Anabaptists believed that it
was their responsibility to estgblish a pure church on earth.9

In looking to the New Testament for guidance, they were saying that current
models or patterns--political and religious--were not a reliable guide. By insisting
that the church was visible, they were saying that it must take on a specific visible
expression distinct from contemporary institutions. The visible church must be an
expression of the true nature of the church of Christ, based on the governing principle

of fellowship between those who confessed Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour.]0

Voluntarism
Central to their understanding of the Believer's Church was the requirement of
the Swiss Brethren of membership following confession of faith. This concept stood in

sharp contrast to the Reformers for whom the church was a society of '"the baptized."
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Only after voluntary confession could an individual be baptized and admitted to the
congregation. Baptism of infants was rejected because it was both unscriptural and
violated their understanding of the church.

The radical reformers.also believed there was a distinction between the church
‘and the world.‘] They rejected, outright the ungodly mixture of political, cultural
and religious elements woven into the fabric of sixteenth century Europe. From the
perspective of the Swiss Brethren, the church had fallen captive to this fabric and
could gain its freedom only by following its Lord in simple obedience.

Voluntary membership and visible evidence of a transformed life would ensure
that the Anabaptists would be a minority group within the larger population, free
from institutional domination, religious and political. To.remain within the

establishment constituted unfaithfulness for the Brethren.

B. Brotherhood

The Swiss Brethren, and later, Menno Simons, viewed the Christian life as being
lived in the context of believers.]2 For them the church was a brotherhood of love,
in which the fullness of Christ was to be expressed. They sought to involve every
believer in the life of the church. In contrast, the state supported churches boasted
a professional class of clergy, administrators and theologians. The majority had
little share in the life, service or government of the church.

The Anabaptists, on the other hand, boasted a fellowship of equals. There was
no official clergy, classes or artificial distinctions. They were a family of
"brothers'" and ''sisters'' bound together by mutual concern. Robert Friedman attributes
the dynamics of Anabaptism to this concept of brotherhood:

...the real dynamite of the age of the reformation, as | see it, was this,

that one cannot find salvatiop without caring for his brother, that this

"brother'" actually matters in the personal life. This interdependence of

men gives life and salvation a new meaning. It is not '"faith alone' which

matters (for which faith no church would be needed) but it is brotherhood,

this intimate caring for each other, as it was commanded to the disciples of

Christ as the way to God's kingdom. This was the discovery which made

Anabaptism so forceful and outstanding in all of history.

Calvin Redekop, in The Free Church and Seductive Culture, correlates kinship

among the Anabaptists with their concept of leadership.lh The group counted before
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the leader, in his opinion. The Reformers, he maintains, seldom referred to individual
Anabaptist leadérs by name; they were ﬁsuél]y fefefred to as a group and designated
Wiedertaeufer, Schwaermer or Rottengeister. The early leaders, moreover, were not

men who held important positions in church or government before becoming leaders, but
young preachers or individuals ‘pursuing ordinary occupations. To this sociological
interpretation of brotherhood origins--the non-establishment roles of early leaders

and group nature of the movement--one can add the sense of mission they shared.

Every member was assured of his necessity in a common cause as a contributing member

in the church.l5

The church as brotherhood has implications for worship, mutual aid, church
gévernment and inter-church relations. In worship, the Lord's Supper, like baptism,
contributed to a living fellowship. The bread and wine were regarded as symbols of his
presence--not in themselves--but in the community. Menno Simons attached a strong
ethical significance to communion, requiring members to examine themselves before
partaking. ''Worthiness'' to participate was interpreted largely in ethical terms.l
At the heart of the observance, however, was a sense of fellowship with the suffering
of Christ and a sense of brotherhood.

The concern for community also manifested itself in material areas. In true
Christian brotherhood,all the resources of every member would be enlisted for the
common good. While only some Anabaptists organized their community around a common
purse (Hutterites), all ofrthem adhered in theory and practice to the principle that
property of all members was at the disposal of all in need. C. J. Dyck describes
their relationship to material possessions as follows:

The attitude of believers to earthly possessions was for them a valid test

of faith and one which could be easily identified. They did not consider

themselves to have been deprived of their rights by fate and develop their

theology to compensate for such loss; they knew they had found the pearl of

great price which put all other possessions into true perspective.‘g

Willingness to share was a sign of godly love, without which there could be no true

faith.
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Emphasis upon the corporate life of falth led the Swiss Brethren to differ
from Zwingli--who preferred to leave the matter of church government to the civil
authorities--and from all those for whom church order was a matter of insigﬁi.ficance;l8
Several principles guided the Anabaptists in relating church organization to
brotherhood: (1) Because the church was constituted on the basis of voluntary
covenants among persons, the structure of the church must therefore facilitate meaning-
ful fellowship. (2) All share responsibility for church government. (3) If the
church was mission oriented, the internal structure must be organized to sustain this
enterprise. (4) Church order was necessary to ensure order and discipline in the
church.]9

Special attention was also paid to the dimension of power and voluntarism in the
context of church government. John Y. Yoder has written extensively on this subject,
in one place statfng: "Within the community of the covenant there is a renunciation
of the use of power and the reduction of persons to things.“20 Ross Bender, relating
"power'' to church organization, observed: '"The growth in power, wealth and prestige
that comes with establishment affects not only the external relationships of the
church to government and society at large, but also the inner life and character of
the church itself.”ZI

Anabaptist concern for brotherhood influenced their attitude towards the Reformers.
They never abandoned their interest in greater Christian unity. They were, in fact,
not only supportive of Zwingli in the early days, but part of the inner circle,
breaking with him only when he insisted that civil authorities had jurisdiction in
the affairs of the church. Though believing that the Reformers lacked moral énd
spiritual courage,22 they would not accept division between them as Christians. The
Reformers were invited to join them in reading the Scriptures, for, as one leader
stated, '"If you call yourselves Christians you must be willing to discuss with us what

it is you hold against us, and to read the Scriptures with us.”23



C. Missionary Character of the Church

Littel]l considers the sixteenth century Anabaptists as ''the forerunners of modern
24

mission,' Ross Bender maintains that no other characteristic was more cutstanding
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than their missionary zeal.2 They alone among the major Reformers had the will and
conviction to take seriously the Great Commission. The Reformers believed that the
mandate to evangelize the world had been fulfilled during the time of the apostles,

and that Europe had already been Christianized. The Anabaptists, on the other hand,
gave the Great Commission highest priority. |f church membership depended on voluntary
commitment, then the survival of the church depended on evangelism. The concept of

a Free Church, not sustained by infant baptism, was a great impetus to missionary
activity.

The genius of this missionary vision was that the church was not only missionary
in strategy but in character. C. J. Dyck, in an article, '""Anabaptism and the Social
Order,'" stated:

Most Anabaptists continued in their vocational occupation after joining

the movement, but now it became an opportunity to win others. Tradesmen

talked with their fellow-workers and invited them to the meeting in an

Anabaptist house that night; servants shared their faith with curious

employers. These natural contacts and conversations were often more signi-

ficant than the sermon to which the inquirers would be invited. The
Christian calling became more important than the occupation, not Beruf

but Berufung.26

The missionary character was also reinforced by political realities; according
to Reformation thought, Europe was already Christian, and the nature of belief in
a given territory was determined by the rulers of the area in question.27 From the
Reformers' point of view, therefore, missionary activity was unnecessary and undesirable.
Rejection of this '"'territorial principle' made it necessary for Anabaptists to be
aggressive in missions.

Strategy was not overlooked: On August 20, 1527, a missionary convention--known
as the Martyr Synod--was held in Augsburg, and plans were made to evangelize South
Germany, Switzerland and Moravia.28 Missionaries were commissioned and sent out in

twos to specific areas of responsibility. But evangelism was not limited to the
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formally commissioned; it was expected that all members be active witnesses, as in New
Testament times. The success of the movement was probably due as much to the efforts
of these unofficial missionaries as to those who have left records of their activities.
One final aspect of the missionary vision of the Brethren was the ability to
transcend the boundaries defingd as the ''territorial principle." Identification
only with Christians of a particular state, they thought, was too limited an under-
standing of the universality of the kingdom. Their vision for a true church which
transcended political and cultural boundaries in its outreach qualify them for the
recognition given by Littell that they were indeed ecumenical in their missionary

outlook and in their concern for fellowship with believers everywhere.2

I1. CONFRONATION OF CHURCH AND THE WORLD

The Swiss Brethren drew a sharp line between the church and the world (cultural
environment) and the church and the state. Michael Sattler wrote in the ''Schleitheim
Articles of Fadth'" that "A separation shall be made from the evil and wickedness which
the devil has planted in the world; in this manner, simply that we do not have

130

fellowship with them in the multitude of their abominations. Some years later

Menno Simons wrote: '"All the evangelical scriptures teach us that the church of
Christ was and is, in doctrine, life and worship, a people separated from the world.”3l
This attitude was based on the belief that the church could not be the new
community of faith as long as it was linked to the world. As citizens of the heavenly
kingdom their criteria and norms were to be no longer shaped by the power structures
and values of the world, but by the &riptures. This orientation led them to believe
that the church was called into the new order of the Kingdom of God to represent and
promote the interest of this Kingdom. The state, on the other hand, was called to
govern the kingdom of this world.32 It was responsible for the mainnenaﬁce of law and
order, and social justice. A certain amount of force was justified to accomplish

these ends; the church, however, would never use the instrumemts of the state to

accomplish her purposes. The only force she could exert was the power of suffering

-
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love. The Anabaptists thus sought not only freedom from the influence of the
state, but also’renounced any use of pdwe; in Building the church or winning converts.
Only methods compatible with the inner nature of the church were permissible.

It must be kept in mind that the debates between Zwingli and the early Anabaptists
were not concerned with whethen thé political order was evil or not; it was a question

34

of jurisdiction. The Anabaptists believed that the state had no jurisdiction over

the affairs of the church. By taking this radical stance, they were the first
Europeans to set forth a doctrine of secular government.35

The doctrinebqf two worlds which grew out of the Anabaptist attempt to define
relations between church and state called for an eschatological view of history.36
In this view, the old age--the kingdom of darkness which rules the hearts of men
and determines their decisions in social, political, economic and religious spheres--

37

is passing away. The new kingdom--God's Kingdom-- is the visible church of Christ.

It was this eschatological hope which sustained the Anabaptists during severe
persecution. Frequent references to "even now' but ''not yet'' indicate that the
Brethren were aware of their present condition but had an eschatological outlook which
reflected their assurance of the ultimate triumph of God. This hope was also a powerful
missionary incentive: They believed that the church was the historical instrument
whereby the sovereignty of Christ would, in God's time, be established.38

Their insistence on freedom from the state and the magisterial church was also

related to their belief that growth in power, wealth and prestige--which comes with
establishment--affects not only the external relationships of the church, but also
the inner life and nature of the congregation itself.39. This was in keeping with
their understanding of Brotherhood,church order and missionary mandate.

The Anabaptist vision for society, as C. J. Dyck has pointed out in his article,
”Anabaptism.and the New Social Order,' was a '""bold new socio-religious mode.“l’0 The
church was the new social and cultural option, the only theological reality. It would,

in God's time, become the society of the future. Meanwhile, they would live and

serve in the old society. It is quite clear that their vision of a new society grew
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out of their understanding of the ''two kingdoms' doctrinef” It is also evident that
their social consciousness was heightened by their missionary vision. Dyck, in the
article referred to above, links the missionary vision to the early Anabaptist view
of a new society:

It is clear that the missibnary response was for the Anabaptists the primary

alternative to the methods of the magisterial reformers and the believer's

church an attractive alternative to the Corpus Christianum. Not coercion,

but persuasion, not primary emphasis on reforming society but on establish-

ing a new society, not individualistic salvation but personal experience

and corporate faith were their alternatives....This was in a real sense,

a program for society; not for the creaking social, political and

ecclesiastical machineEZ inherited from the middle ages, but for the people

who were caught in it.
It may be noteworthy that missionary activitiy in this context was political activity--
a revolutionary concept which may well explain the intensity of reaction displayed
by the civil authorities against these sixteenth century radicals.

It would be incorrect to maintain that they translated this vision perfectly
into their social, political and economic lives. In some instances they even failed
to take advantage of the limited options which were open to them. To deny social

relevance of the Anabaptist vision for society, however, is to fail to understand

their view of the church in light of their view of the world.

World View of the Anabaptists

The Anabaptists viewed the Reformation in very different terms from their
contemporaries. They believed that the Reformers were not only half-hearted in their
reform efforts, but were willfully resisting the whole truth of the gospel.l*3 The
Brethren saw Zwingli as one setting aside the ''divine world" and '"adulterating it"
with the human word.hu What they failed to see was that 2Zwingli was viewing the
Reformation within the context of a world view which grew out of intimate relations
between church and state. Calvin Redekop viewed the Reformers as victims of a ''total

ideology.”qs

The Anabaptists promulgated a world-view which was the product of a deep body

of beliefs--recognition of one authority, a willingness to identify with suffering
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humanity and a commitment to use only methods compatible with the inner character

of the church. Although they succeeded in freeing themselves from the '"total ideology'
of the Reformers, they too were victims of a ''total ideology.!" This ideology was
radical, out of line with the world in which they lived. While no less total than

that of the Reformers, it gave qreater freedom to practice biblical Christianity at its
best. This '"total ideology'' of the Anabaptists constitutes the vision of the Free
Church, a vision which earned for them the claim to have been the first Free Church

L6

in modern times.

(11, SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ANABAPTIST VISION FOR MENNONITE BRETHREN

Mennonites in Europe and North America have been subject to many outside

influences throughout the past 400 years and, according to J. H. Yoder, the Mennonites
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have been transformed in their very character. In spite of these influences~-~-some

of them wholespme--the Anabaptist vision has not been altogether lost. A biblical
orientation, voluntary service, believer's baptism, mutual aid and missionary
activities are evidences of the original commitment.

Dr. J. A. Toews, in his recent history of the Mennonite Brethren, refers repeatedly
to the influence of the Anabaptist vision upon the theological and organizational
orientation of the Mennonite Brethren conference. Several quotations reveal his
conviction:

The Mennonite Brethren church throughout its history has emphasized biblical
authority on all matters of faith and practice. The early Brethren recovered
much of the biblicalhgrientation of apostolic Christianity and of the early
Anabaptist movement. '

The search of the early Brethren for biblical patterns and principles for
the fellowship of believers did not occur in a theological vacuum, however,
but in a definite church related and historical context. |In their attempts
to understand biblical revelation the brethren were influenced (perhaps much
more than they realized) by their spiritual heritage as well as by the
literature and ministries of contemporary evangelicals.h9

This emphasis on spiritual identity with the views of the Anabaptists and
especiallg of Menno Simons is found repeatedly in the correspondence of the
brethren.”0

Although there has been a weakening of the church's theological foundations
in recent times, the confessional documents of the Mennonite Brethren church

to the . . . .
Present day strongly maintain this historical connection and orientation 51
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It is also possible to find support for this historic connection in the writings
of P. M. Friesen, J. H. Lohrenz, F. C. éetérs, t. Krahn, R. Kreider, and Ross Bender.
To what extent the Anabaptist vision has been a significant guiding influence, however,
has not yet been established. |

Mennonite Brethren, 1ike other Mennonite groups, have been influenced by a
wide range of theological and ecclesiastical ideas.S2 Furthermore, identity with
Anglo-Saxon culture in North America has exposed them to sécial and cultural influences
not faced in Russian or early American experience. When considering all these
influences, one might be nostalgic for simpler days when life-style, theology
and church order were less encumbered. It may be more helpful, hoWever, to view the
past as an opportunity to rediscover roots, tradition and heritage which could provide
continuing guidance in a search for an authentic church life.

Those of us who have found renewal in the rediscovery of our heritage are
haunted by a belief that there is a distinct understanding of the nature of the
church and its ministry which should shape the pattern of theological education, church
life and ministry for our time. This inclination is supported by research which
demonstrates that rediscovery of the Anabaptist vision was a contributing factor
towards church renewal. Robert Kreider, in the article, '""The Anabaptist Conception
of the Church in the Russian Mennonite Environment' sees the influence of the Anabaptist
vision in the developments which led to the establishment of the '""Brueder Gemeinde'

no3

and the''Kleine Gemeinde. In his article, '"Anabaptist Vision and Mennonite Reality,"

John H. Yoder refers to the recovery of the Anabaptist vision as an agency working
for renewal within the 01d Mennonite Conference.sh
The rich spiritual heritage of the Anabaptist-Mennonites indicates clearly
that there were points at which the Anabaptists differed from their religious contem-

poraries. Examples include: nature of authority, nature of the church, meaning of

baptism, the mission of the church, state-church relations and the pattern of

ministry. The shape of these concerns was determined by the way they read the
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Scriptures and applied them in their particular historical situation. Questions of
theology, ethics, church polity, missioﬁs énd rélatipns to the cultural environment
were, moreover, determined by their understanding of the church. Their theology was,
to use C. Krahn's term, ''ecclesio-centric."

The crucial question is: HWow shall we make a judgment about the contemporary
significance of our heritage? To put the question another way: In what ways does that
heritage provide guidance in the development of church life, conference planning and
mission activities?

. Recent developments indicate that tﬁe Free Church concept is more fully under-
stood today than it was in the past. The list of scholars who have contributed to
this cause is long, including North Americans and Europeans--many of whom represent
other Christian traditions. It is also my view that Anabaptist-Mennonite history is
being more systematically taught in M.B. schools than it was in the past. Both
developments will prove helpful as we face the question of heritage and tradition.

Another factor which will influence the future of the Mennonite Brethren Church

55

is that Mennonitism is breaking out of its ethnic and cultural isolationism. Mennonite
tendencies toward isolation were strengthened during their early stay in Russia by

an aversion to the Slavic culture--which they considered inferior to their own.

This tendency was reinforced by close association and identification of German cul ture
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with Mennonite faith. Other factors contributing to their isolation were: non-
conformity, lack of interest in missions, rural environment and ethnic character.

Mennonite Brethren are no longer bound by these cultural and ethnic factors as
they have been in the past, at leastnot to the same extent. Most have abandoned the
relationship between separate ethnic identity and religious life. Nevertheless, there
continues a prevalent notion that Mennonitism provides something distinct to the
religious life of the church.

J. A. Toews rather fittingly describes the changes which have been and are at

work among Mennonite Brethren in the following statement:
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During the relatively short period of a little more than one hundred years,

the Mennonite Brethren have experienced the repeated impacts of tremendous

cultural change. They have come from Europe to America; they have changed

their language of communication from German to English; they have moved

from country to city in large numbers; they have largely left agricultural

pursuits and entered the various professions; and they have risen economi-

cally from lower classes to middle class in society.57

In recent decades .many traditional practices have been abandoned or challenged.
Many old cultural barriers have fallen away in face of social contacts and educational
and professional activities. Today, as never before, the M.B. Conference is being
challenged to examine its hermeneutical procedures and its practical application to
determine the constants and variables in its doctrine and practice. Extensive
borrowings from a wide range of sources are affecting church government, teaching and
mission strategy. There is also evidence that some feel at home in the world and share
the ideals which undergird the Canadian-American way of life.

J. A. Toews, speaking of the dangers and opportunities that confront Mennonite
Brethren as they seek adaptation to the Anglo-Saxon way of life, states:

A sense of nonconformity and separation from the world, which was formerly

reinforced by a linguistic barrier, can now be obtained only by a greater

effort in systematic teaching of biblical principles and by cultivating a

deeper spiritual life. Not all congregations have vision for the challenge

of new opportunities on the one hand, and new dangers on the gther, provided

by the assimilation and the larger ''outside language group.“5

Despite these changes, | believe that the historical memory of being a pilgrim
and alien people has not been eradicated. But this awareness of being a called-out
people--a free people--needs to be nurtured. Increasing numbers of Mennonite Brethren
long for a return to the emphasis of the Free Church. The opportunity to once again
become a prophetic church has been provided by the complex interplay of changes at
work in the Mennonite Brethren Conference.

While it is evident that Mennonites have ''piggybacked'" on the intellectual
traditions of the great churches, in Christendom at large there is a new openness to
the Anabaptist understanding of the Free Church vision. Mennonites are continuing to
borrow--bringing in many elements incompatible with Anabaptism59--but they are also

beginning to exert an influence on both Catholic and mainline Protestant churches.

John Howard Yoder comments:
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There are still those who do not really believe that the church-state

separation is universally ideal and normative, but the number of those
advocating renewal of the classical partnership of throne and altar is
diminishing rapidly.

With the Roman Catholic communion now committed explicitly to religious
liberty, with most major bodies having made the same move in the course
of the nineteenth century, and with the orthodox who historically had
been most committed to thi's model, largely under the control of Marxists
and Muslim governments, the case for religious liberty, on the level of
theoretical proclamations, no longer needs to be made. What in Michael
Sattler was heresy and Roger Williams still a civil offence is now
normative Christian political theology.60

In the same article Yoder speaks more forcefully of the relevance of the Free
Church vision:

The Believer's Church vision is not only biblically mandated, it is of

increasingly visible contemporary relevance around the world, and our

only regret should be our feebleness in finding for it in every age a
new worthy incarnation.
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