Anabaptism—ecclesiology

Being Church
Our series on Anabaptism continues this Sunday with a sermon on church; in official arenas of study called ecclesiology (from Greek “ekklesia”).  I begin with the story of Adelheit Schwartz.  Adelheit also went by her maiden name of Spilmann.  Maybe that is where my beloved wife Patty got the sense to retain her maiden name, but I digress.  Back to Adelheit...
Adelheit Schwartz was attracted to Anabaptism; also, as a rule, she was in the company of other women who shared her religious interests; and finally, the women with whom she kept company were women who were not afraid to speak their minds or to act boldly on their convictions…

[I]n late April of 1529 a court record notes that on one previous occasion Adelheit Spilmann had been in prison on account of the “Anabaptist business”.  Another witness testified around this same time that Adelheit was not attending the official state church very regularly (which she was obliged to do by law), and that he had never seen her at the celebration of the Lord’s Supper in the local church.  Adelheit was changing religious allegiances.

The Zurich authorities were anxious to suppress Anabaptism, and it was especially vexing to have Anabaptists meeting just a few Kilometers from the city some four years after the official outlawing of the movement.  [I]n December of 1529, the Zurich authorities made a concerted effort to stop the movement.  They arrested at least twenty-eight people from the area...Almost half of those arrested-twelve, in fact—were women, and we find Adelheit Schwarz among them, arrested now for the second time.

The initial questioning and testimony of these women is particularly interesting because of the creative (and disruptive) strategy of passive resistance that they carried out.  Adelheit’s questioning comes first in the document, and the scribe noted that she simply wouldn’t give a straight answer to the questions.  “And no matter how long or often one asks...and one wishes to know her opinion about which baptism she holds to be the true one, she says that she holds that baptism to be correct which God has commanded.  But which one God commanded or to which one she holds, no one can make out.”  Appollonia Schnider gave essentially this same answer.  Margaret Wiener of Bülach admitted that she had been baptized about one year previously... Her mother, Annli Wiener...,was next on the list, and the scribe simply noted that “one can get less out of her than out of a stone,” since she answers now with a “no”, then with a “yes,” and half-swallows her words.  In similar fashion Annli Sidler confessed that she held to the baptism that God commanded, namely that those who believe and are baptized are saved...

It is obvious that these women had planned their joint strategy with some care, and although they were powerless in the conventional sense, they had devised a clever way of throwing sand into the gears of the official machinery.

This brief vignette of Adelheit and her gang exemplify several Mennonite practices of “church” which were unique to the Christianity of the day.

· Women studying and reflecting on and applying the bible together, isn’t that great!  We take it for granted these days in this place that women can and should study / teach / preach, but such is not case in every Canadian congregation and certainly not the case throughout the world.  Anabaptism, the Mennonite wing of the Reformation, affirmed that the Spirit of God speaks through both men and women.   This fall I attended the Festival of Light hosted by the Bahá'í community of Saskatoon.  They went to great pains to underscore their principals of “equal opportunity, rights, and privileges for both sexes”.
   When I heard them emphasize this point I thought to myself, “we do that too!”  It has been, and is, part of our understanding of church that God speaks and ministers to the world regardless of gender or sexual orientation.  Since the Spirit can and does speak through all of us, we believe, we must necessarily listen to each other.  This takes me to a second point emerging from Adelheit’s story.
· Women studying and reflecting on and applying the bible together.  We are in this church business together.  Anabaptists, Mennonites, have a history of studying the Bible together.  The various streams of the “Anabaptist movement all critiqued Luther’s scriptural approach in a very similar way, appealing to the necessity of reading the letter of Scripture in the power of the Holy Spirit.  This spiritualistic critique had important social and ecclesiological consequences because of the egalitarian nature of the claim:  if biblical truth is known by letter and spirit together, anyone graced with the Holy Spirit will be able to interpret Scripture correctly”
.  And it was the community, for better or worse, which validated the wisdom within the message being offered through men or women, learned scholars of scripture and lay people alike.   
Discerning God’s will within the local congregation is a gift of our wing of the Reformation, but it also has a dark side.  We must acknowledge that community life has been difficult for those whose theological perspective, or life experiences, have differed significantly from the norm.  Through the centuries many good people have had to sublimate valid ideas about faith and life, and that has been painful for them as well as a loss for the community.   And then there is the history of charismatic personalities having been able to lead whole Mennonite congregations down questionable paths.  Things like wandering into Siberia for the awaiting of Christ’s return (Claas Epp’s great trek; things like the wild behaviour of the Anabaptists in Münster; thing like taking congregations out of the Conference.  Our life together has upsides and limitations.  A third observation from the opening illustration..
· Women studying and reflecting on and applying the bible together.  The story of Adelheit Schwartz confirms that the first Mennonites were quite serious about living the words of Jesus.  Those women had studied scriptural passages on baptism and were trying to live them.   It is not enough to study the Word.  It is not enough to be together studying the Word.  No, the Word of Jesus must be lived regardless of the implications.   When done together, though, living Jesus is made easier.  Collective action of the people, not individualistic impulse, is a significant aspect of 16th century Anabaptism.  Those women in the Zurich court had talked about the ways in which they would respond when questioned.  They were acting on their faith together.  Their application of Jesus was rooted in a supportive community.
There are additional marks of the church and church life which emerged in16th century Anabaptism which go beyond the scope of Adelheit’s story.  For example in response to underperforming clergy the Protestant movement returned oversight of pastors to congregations; hence we have things like pastoral reviews (a reminder that the current pastoral review is in your mail slot).  Or we find within Mennonite congregations through the centuries a striving to be people and churches “without spot or wrinkle” (Eph 5:27).  While this has produced a rich ethical tradition it has also nurtured a judgementalism causing numerous church splits, crushing shame, and a general inability for us to own the failures or the weaknesses which are a part of us all, and also a part of our institutions.  We have viewed the church as a gathering of the righteousness rather than a hospital where wounded persons receive ministry from the Great Physician.  This perfectionist tendency within our understanding of church is, I believe, one of the greatest shadows of our ecclesiology.  This takes me to a few reflections on habits of church life which build upon our historic strengths and possibly tend to our weak areas.
Mennonites learn together.  This congregation does a remarkable job nurturing groups in which some form of theological and biblical reflection happens.  After I got home from the men’s study group this past Wednesday Patty asked me how things went.  I find it nearly impossible to evaluate group gatherings in which I play a role facilitating.  I love engaging provocative questions like just policing, non-violent resistance, what it means to identify with the oppressed.  I considered Patty’s question and then said, “Well, people talked”.  She responded, “good.  People need a place to speak and be heard.”  It is true for our homes, our places of employment, and our church.  We benefit from the speaking and listening which happens in group settings.  We learn together.  The challenge in our frenetic and fragmented world is prioritizing the time which group study requires.
Mennonites learn by doing.  A gift of our tradition is the insistence that Jesus be lived.  A significant corollary of this hallmark of church life is that we often learn as we do.  I have been impressed with RJC’s alternative learning service opportunity.  It gets young people in an environment where they are learning as they serve.   They learn about themselves, about other world views, they learn from the people they go to serve.  It is a very Anabaptist thing they are doing up there at RJC.  And this makes me wonder how we, Nutana Park Mennonite Church, might strengthen this aspect of congregational life.  I would find it invigorating to participate in an intergenerational group that served together and then reflected on the experience.  We could share with each other our learnings, our questions, our feelings.   Is a yearly Mennonite Disaster Service trip something we would consider?  How about helping at Friendship Inn once a quarter?  How about preparing and dispensing food on the weekends when Friendship Inn doesn’t serve meals?  I am being descriptive here, not prescriptive, of the many possibilities before us.  The upshot is that teenagers are not the only ones in need of learning and we Mennonites often learn best while doing. 
Multi-voiced worship is a part of our tradition, and I hope it continues.  If we had read a bit further in Ephesians this morning we would have found that “preaching and teaching” are classified as a spiritual gifts (Eph 4:11ff).  It is equally true that we benefit from hearing a variety of voices in our worship. 
     I confess to like preaching, but sometimes I wonder if Susanne and I don’t take up to much air time in our pulpit.  Some of the most powerful messages I have heard in this congregation have come from lay people sharing a piece of their story and how they make sense of life theologically.  During Susann’s maternity leave next year we may have a chance to expand the preacher pool.  
I ended the last section highlighting the burdens of perfectionism and judgementalism.  One church practice which might minister to this tendency would be a more frequent celebration of communion.  Early on the Anabaptists celebrated the Lord’s Supper quite often, almost every time they had a gathering.  As communion became linked with a reconciled community the frequency declined; it is hard to make peace.  And certainly there is a place for a church ritual to call us into reflection on the status of our relationships--  with God and others.  There is also, though, a place to understand the Lord’s Supper as a means toward reconciliation.  In his reflections on the ceremonies of the church Pilgrim Marpeck maintained that they “are physical means of growth into divine love and the mature spiritual life”.  The ceremonies of Christ have been given to us as “a medicine and as a means to our salvation in order that we strengthen our human weakness”.  Sometimes the ordnances in which we engage, in this case the gifts of bread and cup, can be conduits to the divine which permit healing waters to flow.
  For the highly ethical, for the perfectionist, these moments of grace help us.
I conclude my reflections with the affirmation of Psalm 106, that God has been faithful to the people of God, even we churches that bear the name Mennonite.  The early Anabaptists came to view the church and church life as a sacrament.
  And this sacrament known as church has sometimes mediated the grace of God.  At other times, we must honestly confess, it has gotten in the way of God’s grace.  Still, God loves the church, the people of our congregations, and the people beyond any congregation.  I trust that as we take seriously the insights about church entrusted and nurtured within our tradition, and take seriously our blind spots and shadow sides, God will continue to guide us into a good and promised place.  The “goodness of God” and God’s enduring “steadfast love” (Ps 106:1) is where we ultimately place our hope.  Any serious reflection on “Being Church” really must begin and end with that affirmation.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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