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Anabaptism:  Polygenesis

October 1, 2017
Today I will be sharing stories of Mennonites, and the diverse species that we are.  And I begin with myself because I am convinced that I am the oddest of the odd.  While attending the Mennonite Seminary in Elkhart, Indiana I decided to make a field trip to Menno-Hof in Shipshewana.  Menno-Hof claims to teach visitors about the faith and life of Amish and Mennonites.  The centre was impressive, but I also ran into several placards that offended.  They said something to the effect that traditional Mennonite singing is a-capella, that Mennonites are reticent to vote, that Mennonites shy from public service.  Just a moment, I thought.  I was raised in a thoroughly Mennonite household in a thoroughly Mennonite congregation, and we sang to a pipe organ, we voted, we  supported people in civic and political service.  Menno-Hof is a centre dedicated to teaching people about Mennonites, and yet my Mennonite experience was not adequately represented.

One of the texts in my Mennonite history courses was H.S. Bender’s The Anabaptist Vision.  But what if there was no singular vision?  There are political reasons to argue that a single vision existed, and exists.  But what if there were and are multiple Anabaptist visions?  That is the direction revisionist scholarship of Anabaptist studies has taken in the last years.
  And I find it compelling.  I do think there are a few key points that link the various Mennonite movements, but there is also great diversity.  Let me share the story of Balthasar Hubmaier.

We do not often hear about Balthasar Hubmaier, but he is the author behind most of the first writings on adult baptism and catechism—both hot topics in the 16th century.  We hear much about Conrad Grebel, about Felix Manz, about George Blaurock, and these three were certainly a part of the first re-baptisms in Switzerland, but it was Hubmaier who authored most of the early theological reflections which helped shape the movement.  Quoting him:
So all of those who cry:  “Well, what about water baptism?  Why all the fuss about the Lord’s Supper?  They are after all just outward signs!  They’re nothing but water, bread, and wine!  Why fight about that?”  They have not in their whole life learned enough to know why the signs were instituted by Christ, what they seek to achieve or toward what they should finally be directed, namely to gather a church, to commit oneself publicly to live according to the Word of Christ in faith and brotherly love, and because of sin to subject oneself to fraternal admonition...And to do all of this with a sacramental oath before the Christian church and all her members, assembled partly in body and completely in spirit, testifying publicly to the power of God, Father, and Holy Spirit, or in the power of our Lord Jesus Christ (which is all the same power).

This is all solidly Anabaptist stuff, and written pretty well if you ask me.  In fact, I think Hubmaier’s reflections on the significance of public signs are as important for today as in the 16th century.  There are sides to Hubmaier, though, that do not often get mentioned.

Hubmairer was an influential preacher and civic leader in Waldshut when the peasants rose up.  In a likening to contemporary events, the peasants decided to kneel for the national anthem and their Hapsburg lords were not happy about it.  Hubmaier’s religious teachings about “free will” and a more egalitarian faith resonated with the peasant concerns at the socio-economic level. The result was 300 baptisms in one Easter season alone with nearly all the town council counted among them.  In one Easter season Waldshut had become an Anabaptist city.  With supplies and soldiers the town actively supported the Black Forrest peasant brigades who were in open revolt against their Austrian lords.  The Black Forrest brigades, in turn, defended the city against the Austrians.  Contrary to what we read in Bender’s Anabaptist Vision, “This early Anabaptism was no sectarian movement of separation from the world, but rather was closely involved with the movement of social reform represented by the peasants.”
   Interesting stuff, but let us move on.
Hans Denck, also pictured on our bulletin cover, is another intriguing 16th century Mennonite who doesn’t fit a monolithic definition of what it means to be Mennonite.  Hans Denck was a “humanist, a mystic, influenced by Meister Ekhart and the medieval Theologia Deutsch... A brilliant theologian and author with whom few could debate, he was nevertheless gentle, humble, and pious, a man of deep integrity and faith.”
   “Of all early Anabaptist leaders, Hans Denck was the least dogmatic.  He called for religious toleration, since he considered outward ceremonies to be largely secondary.  What truly counted was the inner life.  As Werner Packull has noted, this interior emphasis was egalitarian and anticlerical:  the Spirit could and did speak to all, not just to the literate doctors of theology.”
  Well let us hear Hans Denck in his own words.
I hold the Holy Scriptures above all human treasures but not as high as the Word of God, which is living, powerful, and eternal, which is free and not burdened by worldly things.  Since it is God himself, it is Spirit and not letter, written without pen or paper that it may never be destroyed.  Therefore salvation can also not be tied to the Scriptures, however useful and good they are in it.  Reason:  It is not possible for the Scriptures to improve an evil heart, even though it becomes more learned.  However, a pious heart in which there is a true spark of divine zeal, will be improved through all things.  Thus the Holy Scriptures serve believers for good and salvation, but the unbeliever to damnation, as do all things.
     Therefore a person who has been elected by God, can be saved without preaching or Scripture.  Not that one should therefore not hear preaching or read the Scriptures, but that [if salvation were tied to preaching and Scripture] the unlearned could not be saved because they cannot read; then many cities and lands [would be lost] because they have no preacher sent from God.

Yikes, this almost verges on a Mennonite form of universalism!  I am not sure Hans Denck would have passed the ordination exam or the licensing interview to which I was subjected.  And yet he was powerful presence for good in the lives of academics and peasants, participating the baptisms of many.  He, too, is a part of the great 16th century Mennonite mosaic.
Time keeps me from relating more biographies this morning.  Pilgrim Marpeck, for example, also appears on our cover and I had good intentions of sharing his story.  Marpeck sat on a city council, served as a mayor, and worked as an engineer for several cities.  Even after his conversion to Anabaptism he remained willing to participate in civil service posts, as long as his conscience was not compromised.
  It is intriguing to me that his public service did not entail a shrinking of his faith; he did after all lead the Augsburg Anabaptists until his death in 1556.  Right, but I said I was not going to get into any more biographies.
Embracing the full scope of the 16th century Anabaptist wing of the Reformation means embracing a plurality of Mennonite identities.  Are there normative dimensions that cut through the pluralism?  Possibly.  C.J. Dyck wrote that “All Anabaptists agreed that “faith without works is dead” (James 2:17).  The absence of works or fruits of faith (obedience) was their primary criticism of the larger groups in the Reformation”
  In an essay entitled “The One and the Many” Rodney Sawatzky implies that relative toleration among the Anabaptist fold is a defining feature in those early decades; there is not the mutual excommunications which appears in later generations of Mennonites.
  Back in 1989 Walter Klaassen asserted three themes were held in common until about 1540:  salvation involves both divine and human co-operation, the baptism and ‘priesthood’ of all believers, and a view of Christianity as the gathered congregational community, rather than being a pastor or geographically driven congregation.
  Each of these scholarly opinions has merit and potentially informs the living of our faith.  For example....
1. Like Hans Denck we are invited to hold a mystical piety with a biblical literacy, and to do so with great humble tenaciousness when in theological debate.  Can the terms humble and tenacious sit side by side?  Can we hold conviction and toleration alongside each other?  Well, Hans Denck held them together and hopefully we can as well.  Our world needs it now more than ever.
2. I am intrigued by Hubmaier’s willingness to adapt theology to the socio-economic struggles of his day.  I wouldn’t want that application to come unhinged from the Jesus of the gospels; the cases of Münster or Claas Epp’s Great Trek are, at least for me, examples of unhinged Anabaptism.  Still, what we see in Hubmaier as well as Pilgram Marpeck asks that our lived faith become flexible to the circumstances before us.  Our faith must be relevant to the socio-economic concerns of the day, and we need people in civic leadership helping guide politics and industry towards a serving of the common good.
3. Finally, Walter Klaassen’s observation on the significance of the local congregation seems the important ingredient to discerning healthy flexibility from unhinged flexibility.  The Spirit speaks to and through people like us—those with theology degrees and those with “pious hearts” who hold no theology degree.  Good hearts put together listening for the leading of God will only lead to good places.

That, my friends, are some of my reflections on the glorious diversity we have in the beginnings of the Mennonite movement and what it might mean for us.  I recognize my illustrations have been limited.  Outside of Margaret Hellwart, for example, I did not include female scholarship (past or present); nor did I did include a North European case study.  If this has made you feel marginalized, like I felt at Menno-Hof, I apologize.  I guess we do the best we can and trust, with 1st Corinthians, that God is working growth through a variety of Apostles.  And for that we can give thanks.   Amen.
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