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Contemporary
Anabaptists
Historiography and
Theology and the
Broadening of Baptist

Identity

An Introduction
DR. RADY ROLDAN-FIGUEROA

Why study Anabaptist theology
and historiography in a Texas
Baptist seminary? Why dedicate
an issue of the TRUETT JOURNAL OF
CHURCH AND MissioN to articles on
Anabaptist theology?

[ CAN THINK OF SEVERAL REASONS WHY. For instance, a good reason is the
relevance of the historical Anabaptist pacifist position for a time in
which as a nation we are engaged not in one, but in at least three dif-
ferent war fronts. A thorough examination of the Anabaptist peace
witness ought to shake churches out of their complacency with the
use and abuse of fear in order to mold and shape public opinion and
sentiment. Another reason is the historical Anabaptist position re-
garding the separation of church and state. In a time when churches,
even Baptist churches, have turned toward the state for the resolution
of the great moral conundrums that have befallen us as a nation, the
Anabaptist witness ought to remind us of the inherent dynamism that
stems from the most important resource within our reach, namely the
gospel itself.

Nevertheless, I want to dedicate the following paragraphs to an
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Contemporary Anabaptists Historiography and Theology: An Introduction

outline of yet another important reason why the study of Anabaptist
theology and historiography is pertinent in a Texas Baptist seminary.
Contemporary Anabaptist theology stands upon the solid foundation
of a generation’s robust
engagement with the

The Anabqpﬁsf witnhess sources of its tradition.
Contemporary Anabap-

ough‘l‘ to remind us of tist theology has been
. . able to establish an open-

the inherent dynamlsm ended dialogue between
the biblical witness to

that stems from the most God's revelation in Je-

R o e sus Christ and its own
important resource within distinctive tradition, the
latter informed by the
lives and writings of men
and women who fed the
ranks of Continental and
North American Ana-
baptism. In this sense,
contemporary Anabaptist theology represents the most consistent and
confident theological expression of the Free Church tradition, far more
consistent and self-confident than Baptist theology.

Accordingly, T would like to humbly suggest that Anabaptist
theology and historiography provide an example that ought to be
emulated by Baptists. I am not suggesting that we reduce the impor-
tance of our Baptist heritage and appropriate wholesale Anabaptist
theology. To the contrary, I am suggesting that as Baptists we ought
to emulate Anabaptists in their turn back to the sources. The spirit
of Renaissance humanism was informed by this very idea, namely
the idea of the return to the sources, or ad fontes. And it was this same
spirit that informed the Reformation, perhaps one of the greatest peri-
ods of renewal in the history of Christianity. Just as for contemporary
Anabaptists these sources can be traced in their origin to sixteenth-
century Continental Anabaptism, the sources that ought to be initially
tapped by Baptists today are the lives and writings of seventeenth-
century English Baptists, and even the sixteenth-century Separatists
before them. This is not to say that there are no historical connections
between Baptists and Anabaptists, nor to deny that there is much that
we as Baptists can learn about sixteenth-century Continental Anabap-
tists. It is just to affirm the historical and theological significance of
the earliest formative period in Baptist history.

A return to the sources can only inject new dynamism into Baptist

our reach, namely the

gospel itself.
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theology, a dynamism that, with few exceptions, has been lost in the
midst of denominational strife and the resulting sad state of Baptist
life in the United States. Indeed, serious engagement with historical
Baptist sources can potentially move Baptist theological reflection be-
yond denominational strife. In fact, what we stand to discover is the
historical complexity, the plurality of voices, and the significant di-
versity of views that informed early English Baptists. This discovery
would allow us to think of Baptists in new ways, ways that would al-
low for a broadening of Baptist identity. But before I continue, I will
provide a brief outline of the contours of Anabaptist historiography
that will allow the reader to better understand the present proposal.
Anabaptist historiography has significantly evolved in the last
half century. A view that dominated Anabaptist historiography well
into the 1970s was best represented by Harold S. Bender (1897-1962),
founder of the Mennonite Quarterly Review (1927).! Tt affirmed the cen-
tral role played by Swiss Anabaptism in the origins of the movement.
From this perspective, Anabaptism was represented as essentially a
monolithic tradition that can be traced to a circle of Zurich human-
ists who initially gathered
around the figure of Ul-
rich Zwingli (1484-1531) A return to the sources
in the first half of the . .
1520s. Deviations from €€ Only inject new

central tenets of the R . .
movement as articulated dY“C'mlsm info BGPTISf

by representatives as- .

sgmble}i) at Schleitheim in theOIOQY' a dynamlsm fhﬂf,
1527 have been considered
from this standpoint as
not real manifestations of
the essential Anabaptist

character.? Indeed, oth-  denominational strife and
er forms of Anabaptism

that emerged around the  the resulting sad state of
time of the Peasants’ War

(1525) are quickly dis- Baptist life in the United
qualified from this rather
confessional  perspective States.
and not seriously consid-
ered in historical terms.
This view is better known today as the “monogenesis” thesis.

In the 1970s, the face of Anabaptist historiography was sig-
nificantly changed. The historical complexity of the origins of the

with few exceptions, has

been lost in the midst of
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Anabaptists (des Taufertums) was increasingly acknowledged as well as
the plurality of dissident religious expressions emerging in the 1520s
throughout the lands of the Holy Roman Empire and elsewhere in
Western and Central Europe. A major impetus in the revision of Ana-
baptist historiography came from the work of George W. Williams.
His The Radical Reformation stands as an important milestone not only in
Anabaptist historiogra-

phy, but in Reformation

Anabaptist theologians studies in  general”

have demonstrated
remarkable adeptness

in the integration of
historiographical findings

and conclusions into their

Williams managed to
integrate in a sweep-
ing narrative, beginning
with Juan de Valdés in
the Iberian Peninsula
and extending to Eastern
Europe, a conglomerate
of otherwise dissimilar
figures and religious im-
pulses under the label of
the Radical Reformation.

doctrinal formulations. While scholars reacted

in different ways to the

overarching  narrative
provided by Williams, his notion of the Radical Reformation turned
out to be highly appealing as it captured the complexity and plurality
of forms of religious dissidence throughout Germany in the 1520s.

Certainly Williams did not accomplish this turnaround in Ref-
ormation scholarship single-handedly. Other scholars joined in an
unyielding critique of the confessional historiography that had pre-
vailed until then in Reformation studies.* Other historiographical
approaches, notably Marxist as well as French-inspired social history,
contributed to the emergence of what today is better known as the
“polygenesis” thesis.> The polygenesis view asserts that Anabaptism
emerged in different centers and that Anabaptists in their origin were
far from monolithic. This view was far better prepared to address the
plurality of impulses within sixteenth-century Continental Anabap-
tism.

The move away from confessional historiography contributed in a
significant way to the broadening of contemporary Anabaptist iden-
tity. This is again well reflected in Anabaptist historiography of the
last quarter of last century. The best example is the series Classics of the
Radical Reformation, inaugurated in 1973 under the auspices of the In-
stitute of Mennonite Studies in Elkhart, Indiana.® In its ten volumes,
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the series has brought together the contrasting theological works of
figures like Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt (1486-1541), Balthasar
Hubmaier (1485-1528), Pilgram Marpeck (1492-1556), Michael Sattler
(c. 1500-1527), David Joris (1501/02-1556), Dirk Philips (1504-1568),
and Peter Riedemann (1506-1556). The theological contrast among
these figures is highly significant, as in the case of the pacifism of Sat-
tler and the more traditional and less radical outlook of Hubmaier; or,
the Scripture-centered spirituality of Karlstadt and the more mystical
orientation of Joris.

Another expression of the contribution of Anabaptist histori-
ography to the broadening of contemporary Anabaptist identity is
the work of C. Arnold Snyder. Contemporary Anabaptist historiog-
raphy in North America is dominated by his historical synthesis. In
his Anabaptist History and Theology, Snyder provides a historical narra-
tive that captures the historically intricate character of Anabaptism.”
Snyder manages to integrate the insights of contemporary critical
historiography with due attention to the properly religious character
of Anabaptist theological discourse. While theological ideas receive
a fair hearing, Snyder does not abdicate his integrity as an historian
to confessional pressures. The result is a coherent narrative that in-
corporates the historical diversity of sixteenth-century Continental
Anabaptism.

Anabaptist theologians have demonstrated remarkable adept-
ness in the integration of historiographical findings and conclusions
into their doctrinal formulations. Perhaps the best recent example
is the work of Thomas N. Finger, A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology.®
Finger’s appropriation of Anabaptist historiography was significantly
enhanced by his adoption of the broader theological framework pro-
vided by narrative theology. The language of “narrative” is one that
enabled him to see the theological significance of the story of Anabap-
tism as a movement defined by its radical imitation of Jesus Christ.
Again, in Finger we find the vigorous engagement of the sources of
Anabaptism that has become the landmark of vibrant contemporary
Anabaptist theology.

Therefore, I think we Baptists have much to gain in emulating de-
velopments in contemporary Anabaptist historiography and theology.
There are two main impulses that we can appropriate for the regen-
eration of a more consistent and self-confident Baptist theology. The
first, for historians of theology, is an intentional return to the writ-
ten sources that we have inherited from seventeenth-century English
Baptists and sixteenth-century English Separatists. The second im-
pulse is a conscious effort among theologians to seriously engage the
sources and to integrate their distinctive insights into their doctri-
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nal formulations alongside or in dialogue with the biblical witness to
God’s revelation in Jesus Christ.

Here I want to provide one example, and it relates to women in
the Baptist tradition. Today the recovery and retrieval of the writings
of Baptist women bears significant promise. The retrieval of these far-
too-long-ignored sources will provide a solid foundation for further
theological reflection on and about the ministry of women. Moreover,
they will also provide a solid foundation to a more holistic understand-
ing of the historical Baptist insight, informed by the biblical witness,
on human nature.

The writings of Katherine Sutton (1630-1663) are an outstanding
example of the kind of early English Baptist sources that ought to be
retrieved and valued for their theological insights. Her hymns, spiritu-
al journey, and the record of her prophetic words have survived in her
A Christian Woman’s Experiences of the Glorious Working of God’s Free Grace
(Rotterdam, 1663).° The memorable English Baptist minister Hanserd
Knollys (d. 1691), in his preface to Sutton’s A Christian Woman’s Experi-
ence, called her words an “effectual means of the conversion of many.”°
Sutton’s spirituality is only one example of the complexity, plurality,
and diversity that we are bound to rediscover among the early English
Baptists. This rediscovery can reinvigorate our Baptist witness today
in many ways. Certainly it can reinvigorate our witness by allowing us
to broaden our Baptist identity, a timely corrective to the pathological
narrowing of our identity in years past.

Finally, the articles included in this issue illustrate some ways
in which Baptist theologians can critically appropriate the Ana-
baptist tradition. In her article, Julie Merritt addresses the pastoral
implications of the Bruderhof's characteristic stress on the feeling of
melancholy. Merritt recognizes the pastoral significance of the feeling
of melancholy while also calling our attention to its possible manipu-
lation as a means of psychological control. The pastoral implications of
contemporary Anabaptist theology are also revisited by Ed Hett in his
piece. His is an examination of the treatment of suffering in contem-
porary Anabaptist literature. In his essay, Derek Hatch examines the
conversion narrative of the Dutch Anabaptist leader, Menno Simons.
Hatch’s exploration of the epistemological import of narratives of con-
version, or of “new birth,” highlights their constructive potential for
Baptist theology. Lastly, Damon Martin provides an interesting analy-
sis of Anabaptist responses to the problems posed by postmodernism.
His analysis leads Martin to conclude that the Anabaptist accent on
praxis provides a valuable answer to the challenges of postmodernism
and outlines how Baptists can harness the constructive value of de-
votional practices for theology. Together, the essays contained in this

10
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issue provide a valuable resource for the continuation of a dialogue
that remains as much obscured as enlightened by history.

DR. RADY ROLDAN-FIGUEROA

joined the faculty of Truett in 2004 and taught the course Theologians

of Anabaptism, for which the papers in this issue were written. He re-
ceived his Th.D. degree from Boston University and his M.Div. from New
Brunswick Theological Seminary. He and his wife Kretcha are originally
from Puerto Rico, and they have two children, Benjamin and Gabriela. In
addition to teaching at Truett, Dr. Roldan is church-planting pastor of
Hispanic-American Baptist Church of Hewitt. He may be contacted at
Rady_Roldan-Figueroa@baylor.edu.
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The Other Side of

Communit
Religious Melancholy and the Bruderhof

JULIE MERRITT

Many religious communities
have tried to adhere to Christ’s
commandments and subversive

teachings that emphasize self-
denial. One community in
particular, the Bruderhof, founded
in Germany at the turn of the
twentieth century, consists of
devoted followers who have
chosen to give up private
property, share living spaces, and
commit to upholding the teachings
of the Sermon on the Mount.

EVEN TODAY, THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT provides the basis for Bruderhof
theology and communal life with specific emphasis on brotherly love,
love of enemies, nonviolence, purity, and fidelity within marriage and
family. They continue to follow the example of Christians in the early
church in Acts who shared everything in common. To do this, Bruder-
hof members pool their monies and possessions together in order to
provide for everyone. Meals are shared, and there are multiple times
set for meetings of fellowship, worship, prayer, and decision making.!
The effects of these Bruderhof practices, examined from a socio-histor-
ical and theological perspective, provide insight into the ethos of this
community with regard to joy and religious melancholy.

Several noteworthy features characterize the Bruderhof. First, they
unify all of their lives in pursuit of the ultimate values that Christ up-
held. Second, they practice a form of asceticism or simplicity in their
daily routines. Third, the social ethic of brotherhood is central to their

12
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identity. Living in community separate from the world, they believe
they are to be a vessel to capture the Holy Spirit. This tenet is repeated
in much of the Bruderhof literature. Fourth and finally, the belief that
to be reborn and live through Christ requires the death of self is up-
held to the utmost. The Bruderhof ethic emphasizes inwardness with no
concern for reward. Further, like their Anabaptist predecessors, they
continued to pursue Gelassen as a supreme virtue. Gelassenheit, complete
yieldedness and submission, was a way of living in all areas of spiritual
and practical life.? The Bruderhof maintain the importance of living
detached from the self, submerging one’s own will, in order to seck
and honor the will of God.

The Bruderhof are rooted in the Radical Reformation of the early
sixteenth century, when many Anabaptists decided to flee the insti-
tutional church, desiring a simpler life grounded in nonviolence and
brotherhood. A branch of this movement known as the Hutterites
formed separate villages, or Bruderhofs (“places of brothers”), where
these ideals could become a reality. They decided to settle in Moravia.?
In recent years, the Bruderhof have stood together in unity with the
Hutterite Brothers, who are viewed by the Bruderhof as their western
North American counterparts.*

The beginnings of the Bruderhof community itself go back prior
to World War 1, when Eberhard Arnold experienced first-hand the
political upheaval and unrest in Germany. Because of this, he began
exploring ways in which to be a follower of Christ and live by the
principles set forth in the Sermon on the Mount. Deciding to leave
his prestigious job in Berlin, he set off for a rural area and settled in
Sannerz, Germany. Determined to live out the ways of the apostolic
church, Eberhard began the first “hof,” creating an intentional com-
munity that desired to establish the kingdom of heaven on earth.
With the persecution experienced under the Nazi regime, the com-
munity was forced to relocate twice. In 1937, they were forced to leave
(at which time some Bruderhof communities developed in England),
and they were expelled again with the outbreak of World War II.
They migrated to Paraguay because it was the only country opening
its borders to such a multinational group. It was not until the middle
of the twentieth century that Bruderhof communities were formed in
the United States. Unfortunately, later in the 1960s, the South Ameri-
can communities were disbanded. Currently there are six Bruderhofs
in New England, two in England, and one in Australia, composed of
around 2,500 members altogether.>

Julius Rubin, in The Other Side of Joy, states his conviction that the
Bruderhof “embraced a variant of Anabaptist, Pietist, and Funda-
mentalist religion that rejected modernity, Mammonism, and mass
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society.”™ He asserts that the Bruderhof wanted to recreate the primi-
tive church, a “New Jerusalem” to save people from the dying age, a
tragic history full of sin. In response to the Fourth Great Awakening
(mid- to late twentieth century), its revivals, and other populist re-
ligions, Rubin states that the Bruderhof were under attack and even
criticized for their deep

piety and inclination

“"QOur goql is not ‘to be towards the neo-ortho-
doxy of Karl Barth and

free’ for the sake of Dietrich Bonhoeffer.”
. Despite attacks, the
freedom, but like the countercultural kingdom
ethics that Eberhard
apostle Paul, to be bound Arnold set forth in the

and committed to a life

active in love.”

beginning are still fol-
lowed today. Concepts
such as usefulness, free-
dom, and individualism

are challenged. All Bru-
derhof faithful are united
in the paramount vision of Eberhard Arnold, which affirms, “Our goal
is not ‘to be free’ for the sake of freedom, but like the apostle Paul, to
be bound and committed to a life active in love.” In addition, at the
end of many of the Bruderhof publications, disseminated through their
own press, Plough Publishing House, the central vision states the core
of the Bruderhof identity:

This planet, the earth, must be conquered for a new king-
dom, a new social order, a new unity, a new joy. Joy comes
to us from God, who is the God of love, who is the spirit
of peace, unity, and community. This is the message Jesus
brings. And we must have the faith and the certainty that his
message is valid still today.”

Literature Review

The bulk of the research within this article will be drawn from the
two major sociological pieces of scholarship that have been written
about the Bruderhof community. The first one, a sociological critique
of the Bruderhof called The Joyful Community, was written by Benjamin
Zablocki in 1971. Zablocki visited over 100 communes and enjoyed sev-
eral visits to the first North American Bruderhof, Woodcrest, located
in Rifton, New York. Zablocki evaluated the Bruderhof in its third
generation. His sociological analysis did not hinder him from seeing

14
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what he terms “a joyful community.” Though not backing down from
stating the harsh realities that exist within the community, in general
he portrays the Bruderhof positively.

A generation later, Julius Rubin provided another sociological
analysis of the Bruderhof with a particular emphasis on religious mel-
ancholy and other spiritual problems that several Bruderhof members
reported after leaving the community. In The Other Side of Joy, Rubin
builds on Zablocki’s material in some ways, but he also reveals a dif-
ferent face behind the “joyful community” than that presented by
Zablocki.l® Rubin, however, focuses his discussion on those who, un-
der the dynamic leadership of Heini Arnold, were expelled from the
Bruderhof community in the United States between 1951 and 1982.
Rubin reveals in his preface the limitations of his study (though he
never mentions this as a possible weakness to his research). He states
that his study only surveyed a limited amount of people. He makes
this admission:

With limited empirical and medical evidence, we do not
know whether these cases are representative or typical of the
experiences of the Bruderhof faithful. We cannot attempt a
quantitative presentation of rates of depressive illness among
the Bruderhof in past times or today.!"

Rubin had in fact already written a work on religious melancholy
and Protestantism and was looking for a contemporary Pietist group
that could be suffering from this problem when he happened upon an
ex-Bruderhof member, which fueled his research in its current direc-
tion.”? This is problematic in that certain presuppositions were made
by having a predetermined mold into which to fit a certain religious
sect. Also, Rubin declined invitations to visit the Bruderhof commu-
nity; thus, all of his research comes from the testimonies of Bruderhof
apostates and books that the Bruderhof have published.”

Further, several works will be cited from members of the Bruder-
hof community, namely Johann Christoph Arnold (senior elder and
grandson of the founder, Eberhard Arnold) in his book I Tell You a Mys-
tery, and those published in The Plough and Plough Reader, the Bruderhof
quarterly periodical from 1983-2002. In order to provide historical
breadth and cultural context, books written by founder Eberhard Ar-
nold will also be used as resources, primarily Innerland and Why We Live
in Community.

Report Findings
Emmy Arnold illuminates the ethos behind the Bruderhof and spe-
cifically their view of suffering:
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Simplicity-poverty for the sake of Christ was like an article
of faith with us. How could we, who wanted to share the
suffering of the masses in those post-war years, keep any-
thing for ourselves? That is why we shared everything in
common, giving away all we had to those who wanted to
serve the same spirit of love with us.'#

In the Bruderhof community, suffering was not avoided but was
embraced as the great teacher of self-discipline, self-denial, and ulti-
mate conformity to the likeness of Christ. This suffering, however, that
would characterize the experience of many Bruderhof faithful for years
to come was considered less benign by sociologist Julius Rubin. He
believed that this willingness to suffer, experience humiliation for the
kingdom, and renounce the self contributed to “religious melancholy.”
He defines religious melancholy as including psychomachia (or war
against the self), a crisis of conversion, and multiple trials of faith.">
Max Weber terms this disposition “spiritual sickness” or “nervous ex-
haustion,” which was a category for depression in the early twentieth
century. In periods before Arnold this experience of spiritual sickness
was named “religious melancholy” by Protestants, according to Rob-
ert Burton.!® Burton provides the following characteristics of religious
melancholy: extreme levels of guilt and anxiety over salvation, fears of
eternal punishment, and fixation with sin.”” By this definition it seems
that religious melancholy exists within the Bruderhof community. To
be a good-standing member and faithful disciple, one is encouraged to
annihilate the self and all forms of self-love.’® Many times this produc-
es symptoms of religious melancholy.

To understand all of this, though, one must grasp the pervasive
influence that Eberhard Arnold had on Bruderhof life and practice.
His most significant work, Innerland, is a practical theology that is still
foundational for Bruderhof today. In addition to describing the ideas
of joyful surrender, love, and united brotherhood, Arnold establishes
the concept of self-emptying as necessary for experiencing the Holy
Spirit:

We must first become quite empty before God in Christ can
enter into us through the Holy Spirit. Stripped of all comfort
and pride, we must lie prostrate at God’s feet before God
can come to lead us, the dead and the slain, to resurrection.
An utter agony of despair must knock at the doors of our
heart—only then are we allowed to hear about faith.”

As demonstrated here, Arnold espouses self-denial and an imi-
tation of Christ, whose ultimate display of love was in self-sacrifice.
He also builds on Luther’s theology of the cross, adding his own flair
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for mysticism and the experience of deep joy. Luther suffered from
an overwhelming sense of Anfechtung, “feelings of sinful alienation
from God,” landing him in places of spiritual desolation. Luther’s
answer was to imitate the suffering of Christ. Arnold adopts the pre-
eminence of suffering in his theology as well as Luther’s emphasis on
inner mutual surrender. Busskampf, “intense, emotionally wrenching
inner struggle,” was a part of the Innerland spiritual journey that Ar-
nold describes.”® Arnold encouraged followers to welcome periods of
suffering which would bring about spiritual transformation. For those
surrendering to a religious vocation, Arnold stated that Busskampf was
a necessity. Anfechtung and Busskampf were said to bring about joy, and
maybe even sudden rapture.?! Thus from the very beginning, the inter-
connection between extreme suffering and joy was made.

Unlike Julius Rubin, Benjamin Zablocki actually visited the Bru-
derhof at Woodcrest, two hours outside of New York City. Upon his
arrival in the winter of 1965, he likened his first impression to walk-
ing into a medieval village.

What stood out most to

him, however, was the  Collective behavior occurs
amazing sense of love

that people showed to  as a result of personal

one another. He said he .

felt like he was breath- ego-loss and the merging
ing in brotherly love like . . . . ..

he had never before expe- of individual identities to

rienced.”?  When asking . .

a Servant of the word form a communal identity.

(a male executive leader
at the Bruderhof) o de- He€ sees ego-loss not as a
scribe the experience of
joy found in the Bruderhof
community, the Servant
was surprised. He believed

this was the natural expe- - navy and greater affiliation
rience and expression that

is found when connected with a group.
with the Holy Spirit. Za-

disintegration of selves

but as a way of creating a

blocki observed that for

most Bruderhof members, it is this very experience of joy which is the
payoff for community living. This payoff is twofold: a direct, person-
al, emotional gratification and an experience of the community under
God’s grace. Some members describe the joy they feel as being con-
nected to a historical lineage of great saints and the apostles. Others
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say they feel joy because they do not have to experience life in lonely
isolation as individuals. Reflecting on his observations and experience,
Zablocki believes the joy of the Bruderhof people to be genuine and
central to Bruderhof life.> Rubin also asserts that the Bruderhof ideal
is to have this joyous breakthrough or ecstatic experience enabled by
the Holy Spirit, but he notes that this is caused by Busskampf.2* Thus,
Rubin states that “those who fashioned a religiously grounded per-
sonality from Innerland piety experienced both joy and the other side of
joy—religious melancholy.”

Mediating between the spiritual and psychological costs and ben-
efits of the Bruderhof experience is difficult. An aid to that process is
an understanding of what

Zablocki terms “collec-

The community is the tive behavior.” Collective
behavior occurs as a re-
crucible for purifying self- sult of personal ego-loss
and the merging of indi-
interests, burning away vidual identities to form

a communal identity.

indiVidUGIify and sinful He sees ego-loss not as a

disintegration of selves

humanil‘y. but as a way of creat-

ing a new and greater

affiliation with a group.
Zablocki believes that collective behavior is the key that unites and
sustains the Bruderhof.?® Exercising collective behavior releases in-
tense emotion and energy. One of these outcomes is the experience of
joy, but it must be properly harnessed to fulfill the communal tasks.
This joy process is explained by Zablocki with emphasis given to the
euphoria/crisis cycle.?”

Zablocki states that joy is the product of a triggering experience:
crisis. When unity cannot be achieved, crisis sets in. However, even in
this crisis time or “spirit of the fight,” members also experience an in-
vigorating joy.?® It seems that there is this paradoxical nature at work:
joy can only occur through suffering. Rubin believes that the Bruder-
hof are caught between this dialectic of joy and religious melancholy,
of freedom and surrender of self to the community.? This submission
to community is where the Bruderhof believe they find true freedom
and joy. The community is the crucible for purifying self-interests,
burning away individuality and sinful humanity. The joy/crisis dia-
lectic seems to be created from the very origins of the Bruderhof. In
a pamphlet entitled Why We Live In Community, Eberhard Arnold states
from the beginning that their form of community life is extremely dan-
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gerous and a cause for deep suffering, yet also one for joy. He declares,
“It is a way that leads straight into the struggle for existence and the
reality of a life of work, into all the difficulties created by the human
character. And yet, just this is our deepest joy: to see clearly the eternal
struggle.”°

Rubin’s concern is that religious melancholy is heightened through
the methods of exclusion and social control. He believes that these
methods of discipline utilized by the Bruderhof leadership result in
trauma of ostracism, family disruption, and extreme guilt.> Rubin tells
the story of Miriam Holmes, the granddaughter of Eberhard Arnold,
who experienced great torment as a result of discipline. Raised in the
Bruderhof community, Miriam struggled with expressing her own au-
tonomy. When she was seventeen, she went to a public high school
and then attended West Virginia University as a freshman, pursuing a
music major. Once outside the confines of the Oak Lake Bruderhof, she
experienced the freedoms of the outside world and reveled in them. Af-
ter completing her first year, she returned to the community only to be
accused of being selfish for asking to borrow a record. She was asked
to give an explanation of herself at the brotherhood meeting. “Her of-
fense pertained to the unfettered exercise of will, the capacity to act
and make requests to satisfy her personal needs, and her uncontrolled
passion for music.”? Though she confessed these sins at the meeting,
she received the punishment of small exclusion for over a year, which
included living in isolation from most of the community. In this time,
Miriam experienced depression and stigmatization as many people
refused to speak to her. She was denied working with children or
teaching music but appointed to clean toilets. After almost two years
of exclusion, Miriam was told of impending expulsion and submitted
to the brotherhood’s discernment. She worked in a nearby town but
did not feel accepted in either world. She became more depressed, an-
orexic, and suicidal.** Many other members and novitiates have shared
similar experiences, suffering great torment under Bruderhof leader-
ship. Some ex-members recount traumas of battling depression but
express it in terms of possessing an evil spirit.>*

Zablocki reports that in these particular brotherhood meetings
it is common that members often do not speak up because if they say
something contrary to the consensus of the rest of the group, they
could be accused of not being aligned with the Holy Spirit. Therefore,
they doubt their opinions, attributing them to their own personal
problems. Many would fear stating what seemed to be obvious only to
find out later that many people held those convictions. Some call this
problem the “Phenomenon of the Emperor's New Clothes.” Zablocki
states that this process of brotherhood socialization works because
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it is easy to play on one’s feelings of selfishness, worthlessness, and
inadequacies. This system is viable because the good is found in the
collective entity and in not being controlled by the individual self.?>
Rubin attributes this great sense of fear resulting in religious mel-
ancholy to a Bruderhof shift from more democratic principles to a more

authoritarian style of
governance built on hier-

Rubin attributes this great  ichy. Especially during

the Great Crisis time

of Heini Arnold (1959-

religious melancholy to a 1963), it scemed that

Bruderhof shift from more

democratic principles to a

arbitrary exclusion and
church discipline were
used to punish “way-
ward” members and

more authoritarian style purge them of their sins.
Heini also revitalized the
of governance built on concept of Gelassenheit,
which Rubin believes
hierarc hy is another contribut-

ing factor to Bruderhof

religious  melancholy.
Disrupting families was even a method used to ensure Gelassenheit and
submission to the community more than to one’s spouse or family.*

Further, Rubin believes that, under Heini Arnold’s rulership, the
Servants of the Word used humiliation and chastisement of Bruderhof
unfaithful as opportunities for spiritual growth. They would call these
expressions of love, intending to bring about unity. Bruderhof lead-
ership had the authority even to judge whether Bruderhof members
were exhibiting authentic spirituality. Those who were not displaying
these qualities would be subject to discipline and exclusion.’” Howev-
er, Janet Liebman Jacobs considers this type of evangelical humiliation
a form of psychological abuse.?

Yaacov Oved, in his historical account of the Bruderhof, provides
a window for seeing those living outside of the Bruderhof community
and their feelings regarding it. Oved reports that in 1990, ex-members
who needed a sounding board for their complaints and many times
hostile attacks formed a network and produced a newsletter entitled
K.LT. (Keeping in Touch). Some of the grievances that ex-members
voiced over time included the difficulty for children to leave the
community, that they were uninformed about their history, that un-
alienable rights were forsaken, and that financial stability was hard to
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attain after leaving.* Julius Rubin also states that apostates have little
recourse legally upon leaving the community. They can not claim any
property or take any wages with them from the community.*

Probably most striking, however, in contributing to the poten-
tial for religious melancholy is the resocialization process that many
novices experience while awaiting Bruderhof membership. Zablocki,
though assenting that there is no set time period that novitiates must
go through this process, speaks of the specific steps in detail. First is
the stripping process. Once one enters the Bruderhof community, one’s
symbols of identity are exchanged for new ones, and one begins to be-
come isolated from one’s past because roles from the outside world
have changed. A woman with training in psychology was told once
she joined the Bruderhof community that this training would be some-
thing she would have to overcome.*!

After the stripping process, one is asked to scrutinize one’s inter-
nal state frequently, alerted to a change that should soon begin within
him or her. After self-betrayal occurs, which leads to a breaking point,
one enters the second major stage: identification with the Bruderhof
ideals. From there one begins a series of confessions and is called to
leave behind the old or bad self. Finally, after the good self emerges,
progress and healing can occur. This process of death and rebirth is
not uncommonly accom-

anied by great anxiety.*?
e Rubin terms this Once one enters the
culturally-embedded  de-
pressive  disorder  that
many Bruderhof have ex-
perienced the Bruderhof
Syndrome. The symptoms
of this syndrome are both

physical and spiritual and  gnes. and one begins to
are similar to depression.

They include “chronic become isolated from
fatigue, listlessness, mal-

aise, sleep and appetite  one’s past because roles
disorders . . . abiding hope- .
lessness,” as well as an from the outside world

obsession with spiritual
perfection and purity.® have chan g ed.

Bruderhof community,
one’s symbols of identity

are exchanged for new

The Bruderhof, however,
deny the existence of de-
pression or melancholy stemming from religious issues, even though
Heini Arnold finally admitted to these realities.**

TJCM  Vol. 4, No. 1 Spring 2006 21



The Other Side of Community: Religious Melancholy and the Bruderhof

Though Rubin continues to admonish the Bruderhof’s sacrifice
of autonomy and self-distinction for community, Zablocki challeng-
es this assumption with essentially this question: “What is better,
freedom or community?” Beyond that, he asks a philosophical ques-
tion: “What is freedom?” In one sense, a person is truly free in his or
her ability to choose to live and act under community restraints. If
one sets this voluntarily as one’s ultimate goal and achieves it, then
he or she is free. Bruderhof members, however, do not seem to be free

in the sense that they
are free to change their

It seems that in minds. Though member-
. .pe . . ship is voluntary, once
identification with the one becomes a member,

he or she makes seri-

community, even thUgh ous lifelong vows to the

it involves giving up

autonomy, one’s individual

Bruderhof community.
And knowing the con-
stitution that goes into
one who willingly em-

braces self-renunciation,
needs are truly met, and « change of mind by himm
thus a sense of spiritual or her is unlikely.* The

Bruderhof life seems to

freedom is felt. breed a type of personal-

ity that chronically feels

guilty, especially in re-
gards to turning against one’s vows. In fact, Rubin recounts many
pain-filled stories of ex-Bruderhof members who struggled for many
years with the guilt they had from leaving.

Hermon Schmolenbach believes it is technically impossible to
have the best of freedom and of community. And yet Zablocki re-
sponds most profoundly: “The problem might be left at this impasse,
except for one curious fact: alienated Western man does not feel that
he really possesses community, but the members of the Bruderhof feel
that they really possess freedom.” It seems that in identification with
the community, even though it involves giving up autonomy, one’s in-
dividual needs are truly met, and thus a sense of spiritual freedom is
felt. The ironic connection of freedom and self-sacrifice is given voice
in the “Editor’s Note” in one edition of The Plough. It states that the
kingdom of God “creates freec people united in the cause of peace and
brotherhood. Only complete sacrifice of self-will and self-interest will
overcome the needs of isolation and hostility.”#

The benefits of community over the cost of individual freedoms
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are expressed by the current senior elder, Johann Christoph Arnold.
His message and vision are tied to the Bruderhof tradition of the past.
All things are viewed through the lens of community, even death and
suffering. “In community, life and death can be carried together,” he
claims.*® Later he makes the bold assertion that “the truly commu-
nal person, no matter how despairing, can find peace.” Healing and
finding hope, according to Arnold, are not found in one’s own efforts.
They come through the role of community. It is self-centeredness, he
believes, that is often at the core of despair.”® For Arnold, freedom and
joy are found within the community as members talk their issues out
and confess sins to one another. Further, Arnold believes that guilt and
unconfessed sin are at the root of depression, though he does concede
that at other times the reasons for religious malaise are unexplainable.
He also asserts that some members have a predisposition to suffer from
mental illness and affirms the helpfulness of medication.® Though
Rubin states that people with a clinical pathology may use religious
language to describe their illness,>> Arnold seems well acquainted with
the real possibility of mental illness as separate from the experiences
of doubt and fear that are tied to spiritual issues, and he sees the use
of medicine, doctors, and hospitals as viable means of intervention. Ar-
nold is very clear, however, that a cosmic battle exists in this world
where evil is real and present. More complex, though, is his belief that
Satan uses mental illness to break people down. Arnold states that
Satan “throws people into deep despair and depression, into a dark
heaviness that may not lift for years.”>

From the psychiatric perspective of Culture and Mental Disorders,
Eaton and Weil state that mental health is a concept not of science
but more of a value judgment. If having few antisocial behaviors is
the mark of mental health, the Hutterites would exhibit good mental
health. But as the authors note, viewed by their own standards, this
is not the case, as is seen by the numerous members that leave the
colony.’* Thus, the issue of reference is a methodological key when un-
locking the reality of the experience of religious melancholy.

Speaking to this issue, Zablocki responds to those who view the
Bruderhof as masochistic:

It is important to remember that the rhythm of the Bruder-
hofer’s life differs from that of most people. It is based not on
tranquility or equilibrium (or the search for these), but on
the continual oscillation of struggle and joy, of tension and
release. The Bruderhof member’s lot cannot then reasonably
be judged according to the criteria of a different culture.”

Thus, Zablocki believes that the Bruderhof community has to be
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judged on its own terms. In his own estimation, Zablocki feels that the
Bruderhof life is rich. Ego-loss does not flatten out personalities. Nor
does he believe that they are one homogenous, bland people. Rather,
he sees the Bruderhof as a diverse people.5®

Evaluations

In some ways, Rubin’s assessments are subjective in regards to
those who have suffered as a result of living in the Bruderhof commu-
nity. At times, he seems

appalled that members

“Community life is like are called to renounce
self and even experience

martyrdom by fire: it periods of forsaken-
. v ness by God. But from

means the daily sacrifice a Christian worldview,
these experiences have

of all our strength and all been realities affirmed
. . and witnessed by the

our I"Ighl‘S, all the claims church fathers of the past
and the church today.

we commonly make on Though Rubin believes

life and assume to be

freedom of conscience
and liberties for the indi-

iUS tified.” vidual have been denied

and other psychological

costs have been paid,”
this is the very point of
the Bruderhof community—that their calling is not to live as free in-
dividuals but that, as Eberhard Arnold states, “Community life is like
martyrdom by fire: it means the daily sacrifice of all our strength and
all our rights, all the claims we commonly make on life and assume to
be justified. In the symbol of the fire, the individual logs burn away
so that, united, its glowing flames send out warmth and light . . . ™8
Thus, the greater question should be asked: From whose or what per-
spective is mental health defined? So many of the Bruderhof members
find “mental health” in giving up all individual rights, even the right to
property, for a new identity within community.

Nevertheless, Rubin’s assertions that the Bruderhof became more
authoritarian in order to create ways to control human behaviors that
were acceptable should be noted. The issue then becomes making a
value judgment on the use of authoritarian means and methods. Ru-
bin states that Bruderhof leaders impose unity and conformity, and
repression is required even to maintain certain behaviors. Rubin be-

24

TRUETT JOURNAL OF CHURCH AND MissION



Julie Merritt

lieves the leadership structure moved beyond moral absolutism to an
authoritarianism that created major burdens for those living within
the community. He finds this paradox at work: such an obsession with
unity causes schisms and member expulsions.>

What is more subtle, however, is that beneath all of the Arnolds’
theologies, stoicism seems to be pervasive. Sayings such as “God has
given life, he can take it away,” “It should be a privilege to suffer,” and
“Even when facing death, acceptance of God’s will is all that matters”
seem hard to swallow and to be a perfect breeding ground for de-
pressive disorders.®® In addition, the idea of Gelassenheit, taken to the
extreme, contributes to an overall belief that one is not valued before
God and is unworthy to receive love. Many testimonies of the Bruder-
hof speak of people who feel overwhelmed and spiritually plagued.
Some leaders even tried to engineer a religious preoccupation with
spiritual sickness to foster spiritual growth. This, coupled with an
overemphasis on the attacks of evil forces, can create an unhealthy
sense of fear.

Also, by creating a centralized leadership under the Servants of the
Word and the Housemothers, the potential to form unhealthy spiri-
tual dependency exists. In addition, the leaders can take (and have
taken, so it seems) advantage of their position of power, giving spiri-
tual direction and guidance when they are uninformed. Some leaders
have overextended their spiritual authority and arbitrarily demonized
and shunned some faithful Bruderhof members. The inequality be-
tween the gender roles is also bothersome. The Bruderhof colonies are
still designed as a patriarchal system with many women in subservient
roles performing kitchen tasks, cleaning, and cooking,

The question of whether or not holding to Gelassenheit completely
necessitates  depression

is difficult to answer. It

does seem, though, that In the end, many
with this spirit of Gelasse-

nheit, the Bruderhof value Bruderhof members

a childlike spirit in which .
dignity is given o smple  €Xperience themselves as
things. This simple lifestyle
would seem to uncompli-
cate one’s life, frecing him 16y e gnd not recipients of
or her to imitate the way of

Christ through surrender.  §¢.

All of the given research

mere channels of God’s

indicates, however, that
spiritual burdens lay heavy on the hearts of the Bruderhof. Though
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they experience times of deep joy bordering on the euphoric, the cost
of such experiences is living in the shadow-side of joy, religious mel-
ancholy, waiting for God to return to purify them again. This cycle can
be very mentally and spiritually exhausting, and it is no wonder that
members have left the community or in some cases attempted suicide.
Further, from an ontological perspective, just because one does
not feel oppressed does not mean that one truly is not. Some Bruder-
hof members may willingly accept religious melancholy as normative
and therefore not consider it as oppressive. But extreme forms of so-
cial exclusion and ideologies that perpetuate feelings of worthlessness
are indeed oppressive. In the end, many Bruderhof members experi-
ence themselves as mere channels of God’s love and not recipients of
it. They feel compelled to give but never to receive. And though they
yield their spirit, their self-sacrifice is exchanged for religious melan-

choly.
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“The Other Side of Community”
... So What?

Questions for Consideration:

1. Are genuine freedom and authentic community mutually
exclusive realities? Does voluntary submission to the
governance and discipline of a group effectively stifle the
promptings of individual consciences?

2. How can Christian communities practice church
discipline without having authoritarian leadership?

3. Isthere any way to maintain stringent requirements
for participation in an interierrllerational Christian
community without subordinating the majority,
including children raised within the community who
could only leave it with considerable difficulty, to the will
of a governing minority?

4. How are struggle and suffering connected with joy in
the Christian life? What is the connection between
identification with Christ’s crucifixion and identification
with Christ’s resurrection? Is lack of the experience
of suffering a signal of self-absorption? Is community
possible apart from suffering? Is voluntary submission,
to Christ and to other Christians, a form of self-imposed
suffering without which one cannot be a Christian?

5. Can “religious melancholy” be a helpful part of spiritual
development or is it symptomatic oga disorder in the
way one and/or one’s society views spiritual growth and
relates to God?

Prepared by Josh Burden
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Has the Bruderhof Been
Framed?

A Response to Julie Merritt
HOWARD WHEELER

A member of a Central Texas
intentional Christian community
that traces is roots to Anabaptism
points out interpretive frames that
may cloud our judgement of the
Bruderhof.

“FRAMES,” “PERSPECTIVES,” “VIEWPOINTS”—these concepts so surround
us in postmodern culture that one cannot help but at least bump into
an awareness of their controlling effects, at least an awareness of the
principle involved. But it remains harder for any of us to consistently
identify these effects as they actually operate. One influential cognitive
scientist from the University of California, Berkeley, puts it this way:
“Frames,” he writes, are the often unrecognized “mental structures
that shape the way we see the world. As a result, they shape the goals we
seek . ..” and shape “the way we act, and what counts as... good or bad.™
The idea of unexamined presuppositions controlling and shaping how
people evaluate behavior, attitudes and beliefs—whether they deem
them good or bad—is, of course, hardly unique to postmodernism. In
fact, the Apostle John speaks of the determinative effect of frames or
viewpoints when he rather straightforwardly (perhaps too much so
for modern ears) states, “They are from the world and therefore speak
from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. We
are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us . ..” (1 John 4:5-6,
NIV). To someone shaped by “the world,” the world’s viewpoint will
make sense. To someone centered in the realities of God, a different
view of good or bad will make sense and therefore be “listened to.”
In fact, the controlling aspect of frames or viewpoints, it could be ar-
gued, is central to the biblical explanation of conflict: will judgments
concerning good or evil arise from the archetypal “tree of knowledge,”
from a perspective severed from a relationship with God, or will evalua-
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tions of good or evil be framed by a view reaching toward relationship
with the God who defines himself as redeeming love?

In explaining how frames control our evaluations, Polyani made an
analogy with eyeglasses. He pointed out that a person cannot simulta-
neously look through the lens at his or her surroundings and at the lens,
at his or her frame or viewpoint.? I have said all this because, rather
than focus upon what this intriguing paper offers as to what is good
or bad in the Bruderhof, past or present, I would like to back up and
perhaps take a look at the lens, the frame, used to make evaluations of
Christian community.

We cannot cover everything needed but can sketch out a few
points. In her article, Merritt earnestly aims at fairness toward the
Bruderhof. Yet the paper still seems tainted by the frame of its sources,
specifically, that of Julius Rubin, who on network television just two
years before his book’s publication intimated that the Bruderhof was
potentially a suicide cult like Heaven's Gate.> Rubin has a point of
view. In countering Rubin, I do not want to neglect the many positive
insightful aspects of this paper that reviews Rubin’s work and that
of Zablocki. Yet Merritt seems aware of problems, noting that Rubin
“was looking for” a group to prove his thesis that psychological prob-
lems arise from certain religious perspectives. The author explains this
as “problematic in that certain presuppositions were made [by Rubin]
by having a predetermined mold into which to fit a certain religious
sect.” She further states that Rubin does not mention his decision to
limit his study to “apostates” from the Bruderhof “as a possible weak-
ness to his research.” I suggest this is a fatal “weakness,” as later
discussed.

Before looking at an example of Rubin’s prejudicial frame to-
ward the Bruderhof, let us look, in the brief space allotted, at the
prevalent frame applied to what religious liberty advocate Dean Kel-
ley called “serious Christianity,” exemplified in part (but certainly
not exclusively) by intentional communities such as the Bruderhof.*
Kierkegaard warned that “there is that which is more contrary to
Christianity . . . than all heresies and all schisms combined, and that is,
to play Christianity.” Kelley agreed and warned against “leniency” (as
opposed to mercy), an indulgent attitude that can destroy the very es-
sence of a religion whose central motif is found in the extremity of the
cross.® Kelley further warned:

[P]eople who have become accustomed to leniency do not
find it congenial to contemplate strictness, let alone live un-
derit.... The indispensability of strictness seems to some an
ungracious and abrasive prescription, if not incomprehensi-
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ble. Yet it is simply the necessary corollary and projection of
seriousness in what one is doing.”

Kelley suggests a frame here, a “viewpoint of the world™: those
not committed to “seri-

ous Christianity” often

Will judgments concerning oot help but see its

good or evil arise from

the archetypal “tree

“prescriptions” and re-
straints on the human
will as incomprehensibly
“abrasive” or, in today’s

of knowledge ” from a favored terminology, “au-
! thoritarian,” “legalistic,”
perspective severed from “abusive,” and “toxic.”

So complacency itself

a relationship with God, can pejoratively frame an

evaluation of “high-de-

or will evaluations of mand” Christianity.®

Yet modern culture,

gOOd or evil be framed by with its promises of com-

fort and ease, does more

a view reaching toward than cultivate a frame
. . . based on complacency.
relationship with the God St. Louis Unﬁ)versity,ys

who defines himself as

redeeming love?

James Hitchcock explains
that the “essence of mo-
dernity” is “the refusal
to accept any standard

of truth outside oneself.”
A radical, sometimes even fierce, individualism characterizes moder-
nity. This radical individualism also produces a frame. Indeed, the
frame is the ripened solipsistic fruit of the tree of knowledge: everyone
determining good and evil for themselves. It sees everything from the
perspective of self and, in contrast to Jesus’s view, sees self-preserva-
tion as the highest good. Hitchcock therefore characterized modernity
as to a great degree a revolt against exertion of “moral authority over
the self.”°

From the “viewpoint of the world” centered on individual rights
and autonomy, commitments to community and shared values appear
abrasive to individuality—even if voluntarily embraced. The extent of
the influence of this “revolt” of radical individualism appears in “revo-
lutions” such as George Barna’s “churchless Christians,” unfettered
by any tangible commitments to other believers. Barna approvingly
speaks of the “personal ‘church’ of the individual.™ Christianity Today’s
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Kevin Miller comments that this phrase surely “must be the most
mind-spinning phrase ever written about the church of Jesus Christ.”?
It may be “mind-spinning” to Miller and others of us, but surely those
the Apostle John classified as “of the world,” whose frame centers on
individualism, will “listen to it.” They therefore cannot “hear” or un-
derstand groups such as the Bruderhof.

This radical individualism leads to one last point in this all too
brief response: the need to distinguish between the compulsory au-
thority of the state and the noncoercive, familial authority found in
associations such as voluntary churches. It seems more than ironic
that the Bruderhof, who fled the persecutions of totalitarian Nazi Ger-
many, is branded with the epithet of “authoritarianism” and accused
as “ruthless.” (Rubin in his book favors modifiers such as “ruthless,”
“harsh,” and “draconian” when describing their authority.)"® Aside from
considering just what tone, attitude, and deeds these adjectives might
be describing, and whether these critics would have placed the same
labels on Jesus and Paul if the latter had ministered in our day, the pri-
mary context (though certainly not the only context) for legitimate
discussion of individual rights should, in a free country, be the realm of
coercive authority. Christians across the globe from China to the Sudan
are indeed suffering under “ruthless authoritarianism.” But when books
such as Rubin’s appropriate such terms to describe authority within
voluntary associations, they cheapen discourse on religious rights
and fatally confuse the issues, actually setting up those voluntary as-
sociations for “draconian”

persecution by “ruthless” .
states that permit no chal- Klel‘kegaard warned

lenge to their ubiquitou . .
;Jtizﬂty oA that “there is that which

Conscience  should
never be coerced, and
earthly paradigms of po-
litical power have no place

in religion. Yet Relley  heresies and all schisms
warned that “many people

misapply this essential and com bined, and that iS, to
excellent canon of civil lib-

erty to the internal affairs plqy Christiqnify.”
of voluntary organizations,

is more contrary to

Christianity . . . than all

which do not command the

force of civil authority.”# Surely this point should appropriately apply
to nonviolent, nonresistant churches, such as the Bruderhof, who re-
nounce all participation in or appropriation of compulsory authority.
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Paradoxically, as the idol of individual rights has reached its ze-
nith in the contemporary era, all individuals become so isolated and
atomized that we see concurrent growth in the referee between, and
protector of, all those competing rights—ubiquitous states that, ac-

cording to Rummel,
killed more of their own

From the ”Viewpoint of citizens in the last cen-
tury than at any other

the world” centered on time in history, even
apart from the wars that

individual rights and rzlfged nonstop  during
. that time.> Consequent-

autonomy, commitments ly, parents and churches

to community and shared
values appear abrasive

to individuality-even if

are increasingly targeted
as authoritarian, abusive,
oppressive, and so on,
merely when they take
a stand for a moral au-
thority that transcends

VOIU“"GI"“Y embraced. self-indulgence. Yet the

same critics who use

these pejorative labels
against the weak draw back from using them where they have more
proper application—against regimes and institutions and coercive re-
ligions that truly are at times authoritarian, abusive, and oppressive.
For example, to undergo massive recruitment and “resocialization”
into an institution—say, the military—that will tell its converts how
to dress, direct their every move, and require them to kill and die upon
command is not termed authoritarian or abusive even when it has been
involuntary. It is socially accepted in the name of defense of the state.
Yet an institution like the Bruderhof, who calls people, in order to love
one another in committed relationships, to voluntarily forfeit individ-
ual goals, wants, desires, and the right to self-defense against hostile
enemies is branded as oppressive and ruthless to individual rights even
though those individuals may leave the Bruderhof at any time.

Lesslie Newbigin, writing about post-Enlightenment Europe for
the World Council of Churches, explained that the nation-state has
taken the place of the “old concepts of the Holy Church” as the fun-
damental collective unexaminedly accepted by most individuals in
today’s frame or viewpoint. For instance, said Newbigin, “The charge
of blasphemy, if it is ever made, is treated as a quaint anachronism; but
the charge of treason, of placing another loyalty above that to the na-
tion state, is treated as the unforgivable crime. The nation state has
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taken the place of God.” To take an oath of allegiance unto death to
protect the state is deemed heroic. Yet to uphold discipline for break-
ing vows to Christ, a discipline that can go no farther than exclusion,
is now abusive. In fact, vows themselves are deemed incomprehensi-
ble. Again, in the twentieth century, governments, apart from declared
war, killed three hundred sixty million people.” Yet the Bruderhof is
“ruthless” and “authoritarian” when it excludes a member under disci-
pline? Surely the conflict of frames is apparent here.

So this confusion of coercive and noncoercive authority perfectly
represents Kelley’s “misapplication” of the principles of civil liberty to
voluntary associations, and it therefore cannot help but confuse what
constitutes legitimate versus abusive authority. Voluntary associa-
tions, Kelley explained, “have only one means by which to preserve
their purpose and character, and that is the power of the gate—to control
who may enter and remain and on what conditions.”® So it is a misap-
plication to constrain a church to the “canon of civil liberty,” that is,
to insist that each individual member remain “free” to believe anything
and behave any way because, as Kelley explains, “the gate swings only
one way: it cannot compel anyone to become or remain a member for

one minute against his
will.”® The state, because
it possesses compulsory,
even lethal, power, should
allow freedom of belief;

for’a church to to}erate all even lethal, power, should
beliefs and practices only

devastates  its identity  gllow freedom of belief;
and would reveal a lack of

“seriousness” in its mis-  for a church to tolerate
sion. The “power of the

gate” and the “power of all beliefs and practices

the state” are being dan- . .
gerously confused. The OI"IIY devastates its |dent||'y
former may be painful, but

it is not only legitimate and would reveal a lack

but also limited compared ” . e s
to the latter and the only of “seriousness” in its

means the church has to
preserve the noncoercive

The state, because it
possesses compulsory,

mission.

moral authority of Christ
in the face of Caesar’s ever-present coercive authority.

Yet it is precisely this “power of the gate” that seems distorted
in Rubin’s book, filled with case histories and “atrocity stories” from
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ex-members, some of whom Rubin freely admits were into sexual
sins and rebellion, and he even includes one who attempted to snip-
er shoot a Bruderhof leader”® Rubin seems to want to dismiss how
fraudulent such witnesses have proven to be and the catastrophic
consequences that have followed giving such testimony any credence,
from waves of persecution in China®! to incidents such as those in this
country depicted in the book Remembering Satan.”> Rubin’s frame seems
to be utterly of the world, the collective governed under the ideal of
permissiveness toward all beliefs and of all that goes down today in
the name of “civil liberties.” The issue of the legitimacy of the “power
of the gate” in a way stands at the center of his book, for it is a book
shaped by the viewpoint of severed members. As Merritt states, Rubin
focuses on those “expelled from the Bruderhof community” under the
“dynamic leadership” of Heini Arnold. Then, as she rightly observes,
“the issue ... becomes making a value judgment” on the authority of
the Bruderhof. So from what frame will such judgment be derived?
Rubin describes the authority of the Bruderhof as having “ruthlessly
cast aside” its ex-members under discipline. Why the modifier “ruth-
lessly™ As abrasive as it is to modern sensibilities, was Paul, in the
biblical frame, ruthless in expelling the immoral member of the Corin-
thian church whom he commanded be turned “over to satan” (1 Cor.
5:3-3)? I wonder if Rubin’s evaluations simply reveal a frame he pos-
sessed before he ever investigated the Bruderhof and one reinforced by
the particular ex-members from whom he draws.

Indeed, let us look at a central example to test this hypothesis:
does branding these expulsions as ruthless represent the value judg-
ments of the frame, the viewpoint, of the world? In the present paper
we read of people “suffering great torment under Bruderhof leadership”
primarily occurring as the Bruderhof shifted “from more democratic
principles to a more authoritarian style of governance. ... Especially
during the Great Crisis time under the leadership of Heini Arnold
(1959-1963), it seemed that arbitrary exclusion and church discipline
were used . ...” The paper leaves the impression (drawn from Ru-
bin’s book) that the Great Crisis resulted from authoritarian control
by Heini Arnold, which crushed the former “democratic” coexistence
of the earlier community.

Now let us shift frames from that of “democratic” principles of in-
dividual rights, that is, the “canons of civil liberties,” and ask ourselves
from a biblical frame what happened. Would it make a difference to
the reader interested in a biblical evaluation to know that after the
death in 1935 of the Bruderhof’s founder, Eberhard Arnold, leadership
of the communities passed de facto to Hans Zumpe, who did not truly
share Eberhard’s vision of the centrality of Christ to community? Un-
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der the guidance of Zumpe, who viewed community as a humanistic
endeavor, many people of various views outside even a nominal Chris-
tian perspective joined themselves to the movement. Serious trouble
eventually surfaced, much of it resulting from the leadership and goals
of Zumpe. The entire character of the Bruderhof had changed, and
many, including Heini Arnold at the time, could not fully explain the
transformation of the community’s identity and goals. Then the Great
Crisis occurred. Yet it was not precipitated by an “arbitrary purge” by
Heini Arnold but by the

shocking discovery by the

community of a decade-  Should we listen to those
old adulterous affair of

Zumpe with his secretary.  who so often seem almost

Then Arnold and oth- .

ers understood what had pdthlOglCd"Y obsessed

been happening. Zumpe

was discilﬁinedfgandmagy with their own individual

who came in under his re- . .

gime left as well 2 rights, or should we listen
To expel the “im-

moral man” (to use Paul’s

terminology) seems arbi-

trary and ruthless to the

modern psyche trained

in the mantra that a per-

son’s “private life” does  §erioture?
not affect his or her vo- P

to those who, however
imperfectly, confess their

aim is to live according to

cation. But Josef Pieper

warned that the contemporary frame has simply “lost the awareness
of the close bond that links the knowledge of truth to the condition
of purity.”> Aquinas recognized that “unchastity’s first-born daugh-
ter is blindness of the spirit.”® A Bruderhof leader had become blind,
and the community had wandered from a christocentric intentional
community to a humanistically oriented communitarian model. The
“Great Crisis” was the call to repentance led by Heini Arnold and
others and an attempt, through “the power of the gate,” to return to
the Bruderhof’s Christian identity. Rubin considers this explanation
a “hagiographic” myth constructed by the Bruderhof to “revise” the
dark details of its draconian measures.”” But who are we to believe? To
whom must we “listen™? Should we listen to those who so often seem
almost pathologically obsessed with their own individual rights, or
should we listen to those who, however imperfectly, confess their aim
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is to live according to Scripture? In the biblical frame, should this not
help determine to whom we “listen™?

The point here is not to make a defense of every action on the
part of or every belief held by the Bruderhof leadership. As a disclo-
sure, neither my organization nor myself are in any way affiliated with
the Bruderhof. We even disagree with some of their frames, practices,
and goals. But the facts of the Great Crisis, though peripheral, perhaps
even an obstacle, to Rubin’s goal of finding spiritual sickness at the

Bruderhof, seem essential

to those who would seek

It is self-centeredness that to make an evaluation,

from a biblical frame, of

seems more often at the the Bruderhof’s exertion

of authority. In fact, dur-

core of despair. In this ing the time of the Great

Crisis the larger number

view, the abrasiveness who left did so voluntari-

to the self brought by the

ly, and about one-third
of the total eventually
returned to the Bruder-

demands of community hof 25

becomes an avenue to One last point con-

cerning Rubin’s frame:
g

freedom. he himself explains and

identifies his own sourc-

es as centering on those
“apostates” associated with the “KIT” ex-member network founded by
Ramon Sender. Rubin explains that through the KIT newsletter, the
organization has “mediated to the readership a variety of perspectives
by which to understand their past lives in the community.”?® These
perspectives, these frames, these “interpretive paradigms,” include, ac-
cording to Rubin, “Robert Lifton’s analysis of thought reform and the
psychology of totalism,” “the Cult Awareness Network’s controversial
denunciation of minority and high-commitment religious groups,” and
“John Bradshaw’s notions of religious addiction.”° Space prevents full
exploration of these models. But suffice it to say that Lifton, who did
valuable work on Nazi and Communist totalitarianism, fell into the
“misapplication” of “the canons of civil liberty” and applied the term
“totalism” indiscriminately to both church and state.’! Lifton’s anti-
dote to totalism was his ideal “protean man,” intentionally named after
the Greek god Proteus, who refuses to commit himself totally to any-
thing.’? Perhaps this ideal has some redeeming value when applied by
a citizen of a tyrannical state, but from a biblical perspective, should
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one remain uncommitted to total surrender to Christ and his body? As
for Bradshaw’s “religious addiction” model, it simply absolves people of
responsibility, so under such a view naturally the Bruderhof's leader-
ship must, by default, stand to blame for any adversities and problems
in the victim’s life.

The Cult Awareness Network’s model is the ideology identified
by Richardson, Melton, Wright, Shupe, Bromley, and many others as
the primary cause for “atrocity stories” and vituperative attacks by ex-
members against their former co-religionists. For instance, Robbins
explains that “research by sociologists has revealed. .. recriminative
attitudes are exhibited primarily by ex-members who have been . . . in-
volved in ex-member support groups and therapeutic programs linked
to the ACM [anti-cult movement].”** In fact, Bromley and Lewis have
found that it is this contact with the ACM ideology after leaving a
high-demand group “rather than group experiences” that often “is the
source of the kinds of emotional turbulence putatively labeled” a “dis-
ease,” such as Rubin’s “Bruderhof Syndrome.”* Lewis and Bromley
write:

It seems clear that the process of exiting groups which are
high demand or in which individuals have deeply invested
themselves socially and psychologically can be emotionally
turbulent. The type of psychological disturbances reported
by individuals going through other traumatically stressful
role transitions such as bereavement and divorce suggests
that many of the symptoms anti-cult analysts have sought
to configure as a unique cult-induced syndrome [such as
Rubin’s Bruderhof Syndrome| are better understood as
symptoms of more generic traumatic stress.*>

As Rubin admits, the KIT network “facilitates the formation of
reconstructed collective memories” and produces “familiar, almost for-
mulaic recital of abuse received in the community.”® KIT provides
“many ex-members with the opportunity to pursue an identity as a
‘career apostate,” those who “devote themselves whole-heartedly to
the goals of destroying a faith that they at one time had embraced.””
Should we not, then, question the view of the Bruderhof as seen
through the lens of these ex-members’ “reconstructed memories™
Should we evaluate Jesus’s ministry on the basis of those who rejected
him, or even upon Judas’s viewpoint? One last central aspect to the
“Cult Awareness Network” model should be noted, given Rubin’s fo-
cus on the abuse of authority in the Bruderhof, especially that of Heini
Arnold. Connecticut College’s Fugene Gallagher points out that “the
most powerful image that has been constructed by the contemporary
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anticult movement is that of the eerily powerful cult leader.” In fact,
opponents must automatically “adopt an unwavering focus on the
leader . . .. The leader, who in anticult rhetoric is inherently deranged,
unstable, manipulative, and corrupt, is the pivot around which the
entire anticult movement turns.” So are Rubin and his sources to be
trusted to accurately picture Heini Arnold?

As the article mentions, an alternative exists to the viewpoint that
spiritual “sickness” derives from abuse by those in authority. We do
not know what has happened in every instance of “deconversion” from

the Bruderhof. But from

my (hopefully) biblical

Even Jesus himself did viewpoint,  something

rings true, so [ “listen”

not survive scrutiny under o the suggestion by the

Bruderhof’s current se-

the frame offered in this nior elder, Christoph

world. How much less will

imperfect reflections found

Arnold: it is self-cen-
teredness that seems
more often at the core of
despair. In this view, the

in i'he ChUI"Ch withstand abrasiveness to the self

brought by the demands

criticism under that frame of community becomes

an avenue to freedom—

as fhey bring his message that is, if freedom from

the sinful nature is one’s

of self-denial? goal, not freedom for

that nature. As Paul said,

it all depends on your
frame: “For we are to God the fragrance of Christ among those who
are being saved and among those who are perishing. To the one we
are the aroma of death leading to death, and to the other the aroma
of life leading to life. And who is sufficient for these things?” (2 Cor.
2:15-16). He then told the Corinthians that “those who are perishing”
are those “whose minds the god of this age has blinded” (2 Cor. 4:3-
4, NKJV). Their minds remain framed by life in a world over which,
Paul says here, this god reigns, a life where self-preservation remains
the controlling value. He who has “the power of death” controls “those
who through fear of death were all their lifetimes subject to bondage”
(Heb. 2:14-15, NK]JV). For those controlled by the frame of this world,
Jesus’s admonition that we lay down our lives for his sake seems a
message of despair. When the reality of believers’ lives, in contrast to
their professions of faith, remains essentially bounded by existence
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in “this world,” they may learn to fear and hate the message of self-
denial: it then becomes to them only “death leading to death.” Even
Jesus himself did not survive scrutiny under the frame offered in this
world. How much less will imperfect reflections found in the church
withstand criticism under that frame as they bring his message of self-
denial? As Jesus cautioned his followers: “If the world hates you, you
know that it hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the world,
the world would love its own...” (John 15:18-19, NKJV). Again, “who
is sufficient for these things?”
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Melancholy and
Community?

A Response to Julie Merritt
JOHN ESSICK

Community has become a
watchword for numerous
expressions of Christianity. In
fact, the landscape of Christian
history is dotted with attempts at
“intentional community.”!

MANY OF THESE EFFORTS HAVE RELIED HEAVILY on primitivist ecclesiolo-
gies which often seek to imitate or repeat the events found in the early
chapters of Acts. Perhaps no Christian lineage exhibits this trend more
clearly than the Anabaptist heritage. Anabaptist groups such as the
Amish, Brethren, Hutterites, Mennonites, and Bruderhof strive in vari-
ous ways to realize unity and concord as a community. Sadly, many
modern intentional communities fail to achieve—or at least are unable
to sustain—harmony.

[ am intrigued by Merritt’s assessment of religious melancholy
among the Bruderhof for several reasons. First, history suggests that
a) communities are pleasant when everyone behaves, and b) struggle
inevitably attends any prolonged effort at intentional community.
Merritt’s article highlights the unique challenges that disruptive be-
havior poses in close-knit communities and raises key questions
concerning appropriate disciplinary responses to such behavior.
Second, Merritt’s work indirectly touches on the contemporary inter-
action between two similar yet distinct expressions of the Anabaptist
vision. Despite the Bruderhof’s relatively recent appearance on the re-
ligious scene, they have generally sought to locate the roots of their
lifestyle in the Hutterian practices of the sixteenth century. Thus, the
relationship between the Hutterites and Bruderhof has an interesting
and rather complex history which requires additional scholarly atten-
tion. Third, I suspect religious melancholy plagues many Christians
today regardless of denominational affiliation or theological convic-
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tion. Bookstore shelves are lined with Christian counseling for doubt,
depression, and fear, while still other titles advocate stronger faith in
divine healing for such problems. So, I am grateful to Merritt for her
work on the Bruderhof and the opportunity to dialogue about its sig-
nificance.

Merritt’s treatment of religious melancholy among certain mem-
bers of the Bruderhof succeeds on a number of levels. Inquiry into the
causes, symptoms, and effects of religious melancholy is not new. Mer-
ritt admits a heavy reliance upon the foundational sociological studies
of Benjamin D. Zablocki (1971) and Julius H. Rubin (2000) where the
Bruderhof are concerned. Yet there is a measure of critical distance
in Merritt’s reliance upon these important sources. For example, fol-
lowing the publication of Rubin’s Religious Melancholy and the Protestant
Experience in America (1994), he was interested in applying his research
to a contemporary pietist group. He happened to meet an ex-Bruderhof
member, and through her became acquainted with the larger commu-
nity. Merritt correctly notes the inherent danger in this methodology,
and points out that attempts to categorize any religious sect according
“a predetermined mold” are problematic.? In addition, Merritt reminds
the reader that Rubin chose to limit his research to ex-Bruderhof testi-
monies and Bruderhof publications.

Criticisms aside, Zablocki and Rubin offer significant insights,
and Merritt’s incorporation of their findings in her own work is most
helpful. Zablocki’s contributions, dated though they may be, become
clear as they are placed in conversation with Rubin’s more recent
scholarship. Merritt recognizes that both scholars touch on an im-
portant dialectical tension in Bruderhof life: joy and crisis. Zablocki’s
findings led him to conclude that joy is the “primary evidence that [the
individual] and the community are in a state of grace.” Furthermore,
joy can only be experienced on an individual level, yet it is somehow a
contagious individual experience. As the title of his book suggests, Za-
blocki is decidedly positive in his assessment of the Bruderhof. Rubin’s
research, as his title suggests, took him in a slightly different direc-
tion. Interviews with ex-Bruderhof members who felt they had been
mistreated in various ways convinced Rubin that community was os-
tensibly attained at the cost of autonomy; freedom was exchanged for
control. Still, a question lingers: what did Rubin expect to find? The
bulk of his research was conducted with disgruntled ex-members.*
The same could be asked for Zablocki, since he visited communes and
talked with members who, for whatever reason, chose to remain in the
Bruderhof. Merritt correctly underscores this apparent shortcoming of
both Zablocki and Rubin by referencing the work of Joseph W. Eaton
and Robert J. Weil. Eaton and Weil remove any discussion of mental
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health from the scientific realm and maintain that diagnosis is always
a value judgment. While the final answer is evasive for Merritt, she
rightly concludes that one’s point of reference is “a methodological key
when unlocking the reality of . . . religious melancholy.”

Another contribution of Merritt’s article is the inference that cri-

sis apparently triggers joy in Bruderhof communes.® Crisis in this case
likely falls under the

category of Anfechtung.

| suspect religious Merritt defines Anfechtung

as a pronounced “feeling

melancholy Plagues many of sinful alienation from

Christians today regardless
of denominational

affiliation or theological

God” which may lead to
isolation or withdrawal.
Bert Kaplan and Thomas
F. A. Plaut encountered
this phenomenon when
observing the Hutterites

conviction. in the 1950s. Hutter-

ites who suffered from

Anfechtung, they found,
tended to obsess about their unworthiness, worry about the devil,
and even ponder suicide.” Hutterite scholar John A. Hostetler says
that Hutterites “accept Anfechtung as a form of deviance,” but refrain
from punishment or reproach. Hostetler’s findings are germane to
the present discussion insofar as there is intense pressure to conform
to communal norms for both Hutterites and Bruderhof. Symptoms
indicative of Anfechtung are likely to surface when compliance with es-
tablished norms proves difficult. Still, as Merritt points out, Anfechtung
can be simultaneously a moment of great struggle (Busskampf) and re-
alization of great joy. These are only a few of Merritt’s successes, and
there are certainly others.

Critical interaction is a necessary ingredient of any academic re-
sponse. So, without denigrating the best of Merritt’s work, I offer
three suggestions which may, I hope, shed additional light on this
critical aspect of communal life. The first suggestion centers on the
ever-problematic question of sources. While it is incumbent upon any
scholar to work with primary sources as much as possible, Merritt’s
investigation of possible religious melancholy among Bruderhof was
beset by certain limitations from the beginning. Of utmost importance
in a study of this nature is access to interviewees or some other form of
personal interaction with the subjects. Merritt’s conclusions are sus-
ceptible to the same shortcomings as those ascribed earlier to Rubin
and Zablocki, for “the bulk of research within this article™ is derived
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from their publications. This observation is offered to highlight the
need for such crucial data. Better understanding of religious melan-
choly among the Bruderhof will only emerge as members and current
leaders become more inclined to open their world to the outside
world. Whether this will occur remains to be seen, but scholarship
that relies solely on the testimony of disgruntled ex-members for clar-
ity will always be incomplete.

My second suggestion also revolves around the question of sourc-
es. Merritt consulted a number of superb secondary sources for this
article, and no article can be expected to exhaust a bibliography. In
fact, no paper focusing on the Bruderhof and religious melancholy
would be complete without referencing Zablocki, Rubin, Eaton, Weil,
Oved, and Hostetler. Yet there are critical sources available which
supplement Merritt’s conclusions and should not be overlooked. Per-
sondlity in a Communal Society (Kaplan and Plaut, 1956) was introduced
carlier. Despite its narrow focus on the mental health of the Hutter-
ites, the evaluation of Anfechtung in a communal setting certainly has
implications for the question at hand. Current Bruderhof members
may be unwilling to speak openly with outsiders; Hutterites are not.

In August 1990, the staff of K.L.T. hosted a conference for expelled
Bruderhof members. John Hostetler was invited to attend this confer-
ence as a guest and scholar. Following the conference he drafted an
unpublished article which a) narrates ten accounts of extreme hard-

ship and b) voices several
concerns.'® While the sto- .
ries and comments he Better undersl'andmg
included are not surpris- . .

ing or groundbreaking, OF religious melancholy
they do shed additional .
hghyt on the issue. These ~@mong the Bruderhof will
one-sided accounts do
supply the researcher with
much-needed data and
another window into Bru-
derhof life, but one must
proceed cautiously when

working with biased data. open their world to the
Two final secondary

sources deserve mention.  gutside world.
Michael C. Barnett’s 1995

only emerge as members
and current leaders

become more inclined to

dissertation (though not
readily accessible to the average seminary student) provides a thor-
ough account of the complicated history between the Bruderhof and
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the various Hutterite communities.! Rod Janzen’s recently published
“The Hutterites and the Bruderhof: The Relationship between an Old
Order Religious Society and a Twentieth-Century Communal Group”
offers a shorter and more readable overview of each group and their
vacillating relationship.”> The historical sections of Merritt’s article
could be improved and nuanced by incorporating insights gained from
these valuable resources.

A final suggestion brings us to what may be a crucial component
of religious melancholy among the Bruderhof: Arnoldism. “Arnold-
ism” is a slippery term frequently used by outsiders or ex-members as
the name for the Bruderhof way of life. It can also denote the world-
view of Bruderhof members or its authoritarian leadership structure.
The attached “ism” suggests that theories, opinions, or ways of think-
ing derived from any or all of the leading Arnolds (Eberhard, Heini, or
Johann Christoph) carry an inordinate amount of weight in the com-
munity. Rubin lists the key elements of Arnoldism:

[T]he belief in the ever-present danger of satanic attack from
without and of sin and impurity from within; the crisis-call
to interpret adversity as the special providence of God vis-
ited upon the community as chastisement for individual sin
and collective declension into Mammonism; and the obli-
gation for all believers to renew and deepen their faith and
reappropriate a Christocentric religious enthusiasm through
repentance, confession, and purgation.’®

Rubin’s definition implies the presence of considerable pressure
upon the individual to accept, internalize, and appropriate communal
identity and responsibility. Furthermore, testimonies in K.I.T. claim
that Bruderhof leaders intervene and interfere unjustifiably in the lives
of ordinary members and levy excessive punishments for failure to
meet expectations.

While it is not uncommon to hear similar reports from other
strict communities such as the Amish, Brethren, Mennonites, or Hut-
terites, Merritt seems right in arguing that the Bruderhof appear to
be more susceptible to religious melancholy than their counterparts.
But why? Rubin argues that private ownership “mitigate[s| the ten-
dency toward religious authoritarianism and moral absolutism” for the
Amish, Brethren, and Mennonites, while factionalism and schism are
“institutionalized safety values” in Hutterite life. Arnoldism neither
possesses nor desires these values, and instead places decision-making
and disciplinary power in the hands of a few. Rubin concludes from
this that the “Bruderhof offers the strongest example of authoritarian
church community.”® The Bruderhof certainly is exemplary in this
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manner, but would the Hutterites or Amish not also offer their own
unique expressions of an authoritarian church community? Is it more
authoritarian to grant complete authority to a small group within a
community than to an entire unified community? Is the same punish-
ment less severe when a unified community favors it and more severe
when the decision is made by a few? Maybe, but it seems likely that
individual members of a community would more readily accept pun-
ishment or discipline when the community has clearly spoken. If it is
true that Bruderhof members are more susceptible to religious melan-
choly, a comparative look at polity and communal decision-making
among primitivist and pietistic groups might prove fruitful. Given the
proliferation of Christian counseling publications and self-help plans,
one wonders about similar patterns among Protestants where high
levels of control are not present, but that is a question for another day.
In the end, Merritt rightly reminds all strict communities, especially
those of a religious nature, that melancholy is a legitimate concern.

JOHN ESSICK

did his undergraduate work at Appalachian State University in North
Carolina. He received his seminary degree from Campbell University
Divinity School, and he is currently working on his Ph.D. in church his-
tory in the Department of Religion at Baylor. John and his wife Amber,
a Truett student, are members of DaySpring Baptist Church. He may be
contacted at John_Essick@baylor.edu.
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Journeying Towards
Christian Community

A Response to Julie Merritt

KATIE AND CHRIS BRENNAN
HOMIAK

Two Truett students share their
own adventure in intentional
community.

LAST SPRING, WE BEGAN AN EXPERIMENT in intentional Christian commu-
nity. It started with shared dreams of “someday” living in community
with Truett graduates Mike and Rachel Sciretti. Over the months of
our developing friendship we would joke with each other about living
and ministering together years down the line. On Pentecost weekend,
2005, the Scirettis led a silent retreat for a sister Baptist church in
Houston at the Villa de Matel, a beautiful convent located in the mid-
dle of the city. They were both deeply drawn to the quiet, disciplined
rhythms of the life of the sisters, and their dreams for intentional
Christian community were stirred. During the drive home they won-
dered, “Why are we waiting? How can we make this dream a reality?
Let’s pursue this while we're young and foolish. God, guide us.”

In the meantime, I (Katie) was reading Ron Sider’s Rich Christians
In An Age of Hunger. Sider challenges the church to live more commu-
nally; rather than gathering in small groups to talk only about spiritual
issues and Scripture, he urges groups to serve together, talk openly
about economic decisions and priorities, and share material posses-
sions.! Since we were all participating in a small group at the time, I
suggested, “Why wait until we own some land and a Baptist retreat
center to start living communally?”

On Pentecost, our associate pastor preached about the Celtic im-
age of the “Wild Goose” Holy Spirit, who moves us to places of risk,
unpredictable places where we lack control. That Sunday night, we
talked to Mike and Rachel about developing a “covenant of life” to live
out our values together. Monday morning, Chris prayed that danger-
ous prayer: “Come, Holy Spirit, Come.” That same night, Mike and
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Rachel invited us over for banana splits (little did we know what that
“split” implied); they asked if we wanted to help them convert their
garage into a bedroom and move in together. After much prayer and
discussion, brainstorming sessions about our values and the logistics
of living together, we decided to follow this Wild Goose and take on
the experiment of living communally.

Out of our brainstorming sessions together we discerned four
major values that we wanted to live out in our common life together:
Sabbath, sharing, simplicity, and service. Sabbath speaks to how we
hope to carve out space for rest and renewal, including a house Sab-
bath (an afternoon of no

Intentional Christian

house work or home-
work) and  personal
daily times for prayer,

: reading, and reflection.
community has Iong Sharing speaks to how
been about resisting we hope to relate openly

and freely to each other

individualism and and those around us. We
R . meet weekly for a shared
materialism, choosmg time of prayer and bi-
e e e . monthly to review our
dlSCIpIIhEd sharlng, values, share confessions
. and new commitments,

Sabbath, service, and and discuss other day-to-
. o o day issues. Service speaks
5|mp||cﬂy. to how we hope to em-

body Christ’s presence in
our immediate situations
through hospitality and advocacy. Simplicity speaks to how we hope to
make small, often hidden impacts upon our larger world through fru-
gality, conservation, and recycling.

During the summer, I (Chris) briefly researched the history of
intentional community, and how it serves as an effective practice
for ministering with the poor. I discovered that what we are doing
is not all that new, nor is it really all that radical—particularly since
we were living in a middle-class neighborhood, making a short-
term commitment, and only sharing a common purse for groceries.
Intentional Christian community has long been about resisting indi-
vidualism and materialism, choosing disciplined sharing, Sabbath,
service, and simplicity. The thread can be traced from the early church
living in common (Acts 2:42-46), to the monastic revival of the Middle
Ages (Franciscans, Cistercians, Waldensians, Humiliati), to Catholic
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Worker Houses, to the Christian communes of the 1960s and 1970s,
and to contemporary intentional urban communities (Sojourners, The
Simple Way, Camden House). As we began to work out our covenant,
we found that many of our values resonated with the new monasticism
movement, a network of mostly urban intentional Christian communi-
ties committed to sharing, serving, hospitality, reconciliation, spiritual
discipline, and ecological stewardship.?

Our journey of trying to live these values has drawn us to Cross-
Ties Ecumenical Fellowship. CrossTies is modeled after Church of the
Savior in Washington, D.C. Their way of being with and talking about
the poor is refreshing and inspiring. They have been in Waco’s Kate
Ross neighborhood for twenty years; their five members (and sev-
eral core volunteers) sacrificially love and serve the poor through The
Gospel Café and the Talitha Koum Nurture Center. They also seek to
nurture the call of God in individuals through the Servant Leadership
School and silent retreats. We resonate deeply with their vision of be-
ing church; we see Christian community as a radical commitment to
an inward journey and an outward journey. Christ’s radical self-giving
liberates Christians to serve and give, and community makes radical
serving sustainable. I (Chris) decided to complete my Truett mentor-
ing requirement at CrossTies in order to encounter Christ in the poor,
the community, and the challenges of serving. I wanted to observe the
inner strengths and challenges of a local church incarnating holistic,
creative ministry and to learn how such sacrificial, risky service is sus-
tainable.

Responding to Julie Merritt: Living
from the Blessing

Although we speak as beginners, we believe we have encountered
a healthy alternative to the Bruderhof way of community, at least as
the Bruderhof was reviewed by Julie Merritt. We have tasted this al-
ternative both in our intentional community experiment and through
our involvement with CrossTies. We have not found community to
be a purely joyful, easy path. On the contrary, community reveals new
selfishness and brokenness and requires great openness, risk, and in-
ner work. There is a constant discomfort and dying to the self—to ‘my
rights,” to personal ownership, power, and control. However, this does
not have to mean self-hatred and self-rejection, like that which seems
to have been cultivated in the Bruderhof communities mentioned by
Merritt.

Instead, we believe that community should be grounded in aware-
ness of God’s love and blessing. Our communal covenant starts with
“O Loving Trinity, you who live in self-giving community, give us the
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grace to meet you in the sacrament of our common life together.” Per-
haps a more positive transformation occurs through welcoming God
in oneself and affirming God’s presence in others. Meister Eckhart as-
serts that “if you love

yourself, you love ev-

We have not found erybody else as you do

yourself.” According to

community fo be a pUI'EIY Morton Kelsey, we must

“turn inward and meet

iOYfUI, easy pCIfh. On the source of love, and al-

the contrary, community

reveals new selfishness

low this love to flow into
us and help us love our-
selves. Then we can open
ourselves up in actions of

and brokenness and love so that this love may

flow out toward other

requires great openness, human beings.™ Recog-

nizing God’s blessing and

ris k’ and inner work. affirmation, transforma-

tion can happen through

grace-filled and honest
self-awareness and sharing. These practices require discipline and
accountability, but in a way that moves toward blessing and healing
rather than alienation. Accountability should be rooted in self-aware-
ness and confession and nudged along with gentleness by others. God
is the primary change agent, not others in the community.

Focusing on battling and punishing the sin in ourselves and in
others seems to lead to the destruction of both the individual and the
community. A culture of self-hatred and criticism seems to cause a cul-
ture of competing with and critiquing others. Punishment and shame
will only deepen the struggle—as evidenced by some of the stories of
those who had been excluded from the Bruderhof communities.

Further, the Bruderhof practice of patriarchal hierarchy does not
reflect our understanding of God. A punishing God looking down on
fallen humans would in turn motivate people to create a community
with hierarchical, critical leadership that distributes punishments.
An alternative is to understand God as Trinity, as co-equal commu-
nity who both invites humanity to participate in God’s life and dwells
within God’s good creation. This latter theology would inspire a more
egalitarian, inclusive, grace-filled community.

I (Chris) have encountered a community of radical commitment
and grace while mentoring at CrossTies: waiting tables at the Gos-
pel Caté, worshipping with the community, conversing with pastor
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Marsha Martie, observing CrossTies community meetings, attending
the Narcotics Anonymous twelve-step group, and participating in the
Servant Leadership School. CrossTies anchors itself in belovedness,
in God’s love. They are constantly seeking to improve how they love
themselves, each other, their neighborhood, and their enemies. Because
they realize God’s love for them, everything they do as a community is
motivated by God’s blessing and call, not by fear of condemnation.

Living from blessing does not mean an easy path for the commu-
nity; it involves the difficult inner journey, a journey of transformative
healing through constant dialogue of confession and grace.> Living
from the blessing also includes an ongoing commitment to the cor-
porate inward journey, to vulnerable sharing and conflict in the
community. Having regular community maintenance meetings creates
safe space and time for these difficult yet life-giving conversations. As
the Bruderhof communities have recognized, in order to truly become
community, a group must go through crisis or chaos. M. Scott Peck
talks about “chaos” and “emptying” while Merritt’s article speaks of
“crisis” and “submission to community.” Either way, this is a necessary
stage in moving towards healing and joy, and thus becoming true com-
munity.

Peck outlines four stages of community-making: pseudocom-
munity, chaos, emptiness, and community.® Most groups, including

churches, stay in the first
stage,  pseudocommunity.

These groups are pleas- ACCOUI‘I"GbiI“’Y should be

ant, conflict-avoiding, and

tend to minimize or iz Footed in self-awareness

nore differences. Our own
short-term experiment in
intentional community has
tended to stay in this first
stage, although we have
tasted a sampling of the

last three. The next stage % o
is chaos, in which individu- is the primary Change

al differences are out in the agent, not others in the
open, and there is painful,

noisy fighting. The group commun ity

may escape the commu-

and confession and

nudged along with

gentleness by others. God

nity-making process here

by turning to task avoidance, authoritarian leadership, pairing, or or-
ganization. Perhaps Bruderhof communities in the situations outlined
in the article chose to escape into authoritarian leadership?
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The third stage is emptiness, requiring the release of expectations
and preconceptions, of having the ‘right’ theology/ideology, of trying
to heal or convert, and of trying to control. The Bruderhof version of
emptiness presented by Merritt seems to be limited to the individu-
al. The leadership tries to empty the individual of sin rather than the
entire community opening up to emptiness. Emptiness demands that
the corporate body, not just the individual, engage in struggle, vulner-
ability, and change. The entire community should re-enter the stage of
emptiness each time a new member joins or a member leaves.” Peck of-
fers that emptiness involves contemplative prayer and stages of grief.
The act of emptying is painful; just as many dying individuals are not
able to accept their own death, many groups will not pass through
emptiness to community.8

If a group passes through emptiness, members discover commu-
nity. Community is characterized by patient and accepting silence,
vulnerability and safety, graceful fighting, released attempts to heal
and convert each other, and greater joy and agony. Community is self-
aware and regularly self-emptying, making room for the other as new
situations arise. Community is a safe place, a place where one is truly
accepted and free to be oneself. In true community, healing and con-
verting happens, but not by human effort. Healing and converting are
released instead of forced.® This definition of community seems differ-
ent from Merritt’s portrayal of selected Bruderhof communities.

In addition to the personal and corporate inward journeys, living
from the blessing also involves a corporate outward journey of ser-
vice. Elizabeth O’Connor, a member of Church of the Savior, shares
that they “set out to restore the lives of others and find our own lives
redeemed.” In addition to committing to the spiritual disciplines of
the inward journey, members of Church of the Savior commit to be-
ing active participants in Mission Groups. In these communal serving
groups, individuals and their groups can be healed while healing the
deep needs of their neighborhood. CrossTies’ outward journey in-
cludes the ministries of the Gospel Café, the Talitha Koum Nurture
Center, the Servant Leadership School, and silent retreats. Through
hospitality and food, nurturing childcare, and transformative small
groups, all of these ministries serve their neighborhood and the larg-
er Waco community. Although our house community experiment set
out valuing intentional neighboring, communal service, and advocacy
projects, we have thus far focused more on the personal and corpo-
rate inward journeys. At best we have nurtured new commitments to
personal outward journeys, making more time for advocacy and men-
toring. It has been difficult to intentionally do new projects together
when we are already involved in personal ministries of service. Perhaps
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these inward journeys are necessary to build a foundation for commu-
nity that can discern a call to a shared outward journey.

Our own journey of communally engaging Sabbath, sharing, ser-

vice, and simplicity has only just begun. The formative, subversive,
and serving communities of CrossTies and new monasticism have
challenged us to commit to long-term community. We have found
community vital to living out our faith. We encourage you to follow
the Holy Spirit to uncomfortable, new places of community.

KATIE AND CHRIS BRENNAN

HOMIAK

met at William Jewell College in Liberty, Missouri, and married in 2004.
Katie, a Missouri native, received her M.S.W. from Baylor in 2005 and
her M.Div. from Truett this semester. Chris, who is from New Mexico,
has been in the M.Div. program with a concentration in theology. They
are members of Lake Shore Baptist Church, where they help with the
youth group. They may be contacted at Kate_Brennan@baylor.edu and
Chris_Homiak@baylor.edu.
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Anabaptist Fcclesiological
Responses to
Postmodernity

Knowing in Community
DAMON MARTIN

From its beginnings, Anabaptism
has been difficult to locate

within the Christian theological
landscape. Too Catholic to be
Reformed but dissenting too

much to be Catholic, the Radical
Reformers’ relationship to the
other reform movements continues
to raise questions.

THIS 1S COMPLICATED FURTHER BECAUSE WHILE THERE were many areas of
disagreement between the Radical Reformers and the Magisterial Re-
formers, there were also many equally vexing disagreements among
the Radical Reformers themselves. What we now know as Anabap-
tism was by no means certain in those early days of reform, yet the
movement did eventually congeal around certain themes. The most
important of these became the centrality of the biblical narratives and
especially of the Gospels, as they provided a pattern for the imitation
of Christ and Gelassenheit in particular.! Eventually, Anabaptism would
come to be identified also with individual conversion, the role of the
community in that conversion, and, by extension, the necessity of a
regenerate church membership that can be identified at least in part
by the participation of believers in baptism.> My thesis is that these
themes create a context in which Anabaptism has a distinct advantage
over other forms of Christianity in attempting to develop a response to
the impending (or perhaps, recent) collapse of the modern project that
gives rise to postmodernity. I cannot here explain every way in which
Anabaptism provides a response to the collapse of modernity. Thus, I
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focus primarily on the relationship between Anabaptist ecclesiology
and epistemology in a postmodern era.

In what follows, I demonstrate the manner in which Anabaptist
ecclesiology lends itself to the development of a non-foundational-
ist epistemology—that is, an epistemology that explicitly rejects the
foundationalist commitments of the modern project. By interacting
with a handful of Anabaptist theologians who themselves recognize
the privilege Anabaptism has in its engagement with postmodernity,
I show that Anabaptist ecclesiology and ecclesial practices parallel
many of the developments in postmodern epistemology such that Ana-
baptists can engage in critical interaction with postmodernity without
surrendering many of the so-called distinctives of Anabaptist theology.
This being the case, I point out several practices within the Anabaptist
tradition that could prove beneficial to other communities that desire
to develop a corporate life adequate to the epistemological challenges
of postmodernity.

One of the claims of postmodernity, as I discuss more fully below,
is that all knowledge is contextual. That is to say that all knowledge is
formulated according to the criteria provided by particular communi-
ties and their formative narratives. What should also become clear in
what follows is that the Anabaptist vision already incorporates a view
of the church as the formative community. As postmodernity demands
communities do, Anabaptist ecclesiology provides a context in which
knowledge and true learning can be cultivated. Thus, for the Anabap-
tists, the church is the epistemic community of greatest import, and
whatever else Anabaptist ecclesiology does, it surely provides an epis-
temological response to the postmodern condition.

The remainder of this project requires several distinct steps. Af-
ter briefly defining what I take to be the central themes of the modern
project, I endeavor to identify postmodernity. I then turn my attention
to contemporary Anabaptists, outlining important contributions in
the respective work of J. Denny Weaver and Sara Wenger Shenk, as
well as identifying parallels in the work of other contemporary Ana-
baptists. This is followed by a brief account of some implications,
both positive and negative, of the views articulated by these Anabap-
tist theologians. Finally, in the conclusion, I discuss some of the actual
practices found in the Anabaptist tradition and their ability to pro-
mote an epistemology adequate for a postmodern world.

What Is Modernism, and How Is Post-
Modernism Different?

Before a definition of postmodernity is possible, one must
establish what constitutes modernity. Jean-Francois Lyotard, for ex-
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ample, claims that to be modern is to assume the “unanimity of rational
minds.” Richard Rorty similarly claims that modernity is character-
ized by the view that all

principles are products

The hearl' Of the modern of a special rational fac-

ulty.* Along with this

project is a commitment to i ; Lelicf in the objec-

the primacy of reason, the
objectivity of truth, and the

tivity of truth and a
commitment to the cor-
respondence theory of
truth.> This view is not

correspondence theory of  riginal to the modern

period, but it is an im-

truth. portant view within the

Western  philosophical

tradition that is perpetu-
ated throughout modernity.® Thus, the heart of the modern project is a
commitment to the primacy of reason, the objectivity of truth, and the
correspondence theory of truth. These principles are present in Des-
cartes, Locke, and Kant, but these are also the assumptions on which
modern science (along with modern theology) is founded.
Postmodernity, by contrast, is the rejection of the primacy of rea-
son, of the objectivity of truth, and of the correspondence theory of
truth; or, as Lyotard claims, postmodernity is characterized by “incre-
dulity toward metanarratives.”” In other words, there is a rejection of
the modern claim that reason can lead to unanimity. Accompanying
this is a rejection of objectivity. Rather, postmodernity claims:

Knowledge and reason itself are significantly shaped
by cultural, traditional, physical, and emotional par-
ticularities. Postmodernity challenges the possibility of
objective knowledge and stresses variety among epistemolog-

ical perspectives—so strongly that the term itself is perhaps
indefinable.?

Furthermore, postmodernism values many different ways of
knowing and just as many modes of expressing this knowledge.” Thus,
postmodernism rejects claims of the objectivity or universality of
truth. Any knowledge that one has is understood through the matrix
of one’s own experience and within the context of one’s tradition and
communal narratives.1°

Thus, whereas modernity is concerned primarily with reason and
autonomy (emphasized, perhaps most poignantly, by Kant), post-
modernity rejects both such possibilities, emphasizing that there are
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multiple ways of knowing and that humans are always bound by the
traditions and communities in which they have been socialized. In the
same way, while modernity emphasizes the objectivity and universal-
ity of knowledge, postmodernity rejects these possibilities as well,
suggesting instead that all knowledge is subjective and leaving open
the possibility for relativism.!

In their own accounts, both Shenk and Weaver attempt to take
into account not only these general themes in Western philosophy
and culture in general but also the particularities of Anabaptism. In
being faithful to the Anabaptist tradition, they see a clear conflict
between Anabaptism and the dominant culture of the West—not
only ‘secular’ Western culture but also the dominant ‘Constantinian’
Christianity of the West.!2 This sense of conflict is one of the factors
motivating Anabaptists to embrace some form of attack on the mod-
ern project. Modernity, because of its commitment to the unanimity
of reason, assumes that rational minds will agree, which in turn means

that minority views—such
as those of Anabaptists—
which are clearly not

derived from — objective  clgims of the objectivity
reason, must be rejected.’

Shenk and Weaver both o yniversality of truth.
reject the ideological tyr-

anny of such a view of  Any knowledge that one
reason. By perpetuating

an attack on the modern  has is understood through
project and in turn formu- .

lating an alternative to it, the matrix of one’s own
they hope to provide an . e

escape from the dominant expel“lence and WII'hIn lI'he
Western worldview that , . o

they see as stifling to the  €cONtext of one’s tradition

Anabaptist way of life.1*

Postmodernism rejects

and communal narratives.

An Anabaptist
Perspective on Knowing

First, Shenk claims that all learning—hence, all knowledge—is
tradition based.’ That is to say that whatever a person learns, he or she
is able to learn because of a particular cultural inheritance. Our ability
to learn is conditioned by the language we speak, by the practices of
our communities, and by the stories we tell.’® We cannot learn what
we do not have language to express, and we cannot express what our
communal experience cannot render intelligible.”” This is not to say
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that tradition itself is beyond criticism, but rather that any criticism
of tradition can only be intelligible to the adherents of that tradition
if it is made from within. In other words, dissent (such as the Ana-
baptist tradition maintains with respect to Catholic and magisterial
Protestant Christianity) is only intelligible from within the confines
of the larger tradition. The early Anabaptists were not rejecting tradi-
tion altogether, but rejecting certain elements of it as conflicting with
what they saw as the more important part of the tradition—name-
ly, Scripture.’® This is not to say, necessarily, that these Anabaptists
traced everything within their tradition directly to Scripture, limiting
themselves to what is specifically commended by Scripture—though
this is certainly what many Anabaptists claimed. These early Ana-
baptists drew inspiration from a number of contemporary streams of
thought—for  example,

certain forms of mysti-

Our experience is story. cism that flourished in

the late medieval period

Narrative is not simply and humanism, neither

of which was derived

the means by which we directly from  Scrip-

ture. Rather, these were

recount our experience but s of engaging Scrip-

ture.

the very structure of our Weaver makes  a

experience.

similar point when he
states that all theol-

ogy is particular® He
describes the process
by which many Mennonite theologians have attempted to develop
a theology based on the (modern) assumption that there existed a
‘theology-in-general’” This view assumed that there was a core set of
doctrines that were Christian, and that all Christians shared these
doctrines. What made Mennonites—or, we could substitute Baptists,
Anglicans, Catholics, or Orthodox—different was a set of supplemen-
tal doctrines, as if Christian theology were a base model and sectarian
differences amounted to different sets of optional features.® (Every
Christian drives a Volkswagen Beetle. The only questions are whether
you want air-conditioning or not, a CD player or not, manual or au-
tomatic transmission, and so on.) The problem with such a view is
that it downplays the importance of certain aspects of Anabaptism
(such as the importance of peacemaking and the centrality of ethics
as a whole), while formulating theology in a way that is itself hostile
toward dissenters. For example, this ‘theology-in-general’ assumes a
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particular Christology and a particular ethic, which in turn labels dis-
senting views as heterodox.?! In addition, any approach to theology
that does not conform to the methods of ‘theology-in-general’ is also
condemned as heterodox. Thus, orthodoxy requires not only confor-
mity of propositions, but agreement, for example, that the listing of
these propositions is the best means for producing a theology. If one
attempts to operate under a different paradigm (if we drive a motorcy-
cle rather than a car—or even more dissimilar, fly a helicopter or sail a
boat), the method itself is not suited to answer the questions posed by
the dominant theological method and is therefore rejected. (“Do you
have anti-lock brakes or not?” is a meaningless question to someone
paddling a kayak.)

The second point that Shenk makes about learning is that all
learning is ethical. This is not to say that all learning is about eth-
ics but that all learning has some ethical component, either ethical
implications or ethical assumptions underlying it—or even more
fundamentally, our very pursuit of knowledge is informed and moti-
vated by certain ethical assumptions, such as the inherent goodness
of knowing. The modern project assumes that learning and knowing
are morally neutral and that knowledge is attained objectively. Thus,
both virtuous and vicious people alike can arrive at true knowledge.
This is simply not so for Shenk, for she is committed to the view that
our moral convictions will guide and shape our quest for knowledge,
just as they will direct the ways in which we apply the knowledge we
possess. Since there can be no perfect objectivity, there can be no mor-
ally neutral knowledge. The practical implications of this for Shenk’s
project are that there can be no morally neutral modes of teaching or
learning, nor any morally neutral subjects.?

Third, Shenk argues that knowing is possible only within a nar-
rative context in which we ourselves become participants in the
narratives. This is closely related to her first point about tradition, but
here she goes one step further. It is not simply that we live within par-
ticular communities, that we have particular traditions—though this
claim itself is contrary to the assumptions of modernity. Rather, our
lives are stories, and the practices of our communities, our traditions,
take place within and are informed by stories. Our experience is story.
Narrative is not simply the means by which we recount our experience
but the very structure of our experience:??

We live in the stories and practices of our communities and
can only think and perceive by the images and categories
they provide. To truly understand the Scriptures for example,
we must attempt to enter the world of the Bible by learning

TJCM  Vol. 4, No. 1 Spring 2006 63



Anabaptist Ecclesiological Responses to Postmodernity: Knowing in Community

its language and taking up its practices. It isn’t enough to
know about the world of the Scriptures.>*

As a result of this, it is also not enough for us simply to be so-
cialized into a narrative. Rather, we must constantly be nourished,
reinvigorated by our communal narratives.”> To lose touch with our
stories is to leave ourselves unable to make our experiences intelligi-
ble.2

In addition, true learning requires ‘intuitive imagination.” ‘Intui-
tive’ suggests that there is something extra-rational about this aspect
of knowing. Because of our embeddedness in our communal narratives,
there are certain claims that we simply know, whether by intuition (as
Shenk claims here) or by some other means.?” At the same time, how-
ever, our ever-changing context requires that we use our imagination
in attempting to continue our narratives in a faithful manner. We will
not always (perhaps we will never) simply be able to reenact past epi-
sodes from our communal narratives. Rather, we will be called upon
to continue these narratives without writing entirely new ones along
the way.?8 The role of imagination is especially important for minor-
ity or dissenting traditions such as the Anabaptist tradition because
members of such communities must imagine new solutions to prob-
lems whose present solution—proposed by the dominant or majority
tradition—is not faithful to their own community’s tradition.?

Lydia Neufeld Harder makes this point while also countering the
community’s possible abuse of power—a point that we encounter
more keenly below. She claims that the postmodern condition creates
a unique opportunity for the development of hermeneutic commu-
nities such as those of the Anabaptist tradition. Such communities
exercise two important faculties: suspicion and imagination. Suspi-
cion leads us to question our own traditions, but this suspicion is also
directed toward other, dominant traditions.* At the same time, imagi-
nation is one of the hallmarks of knowing in the postmodern mindset,
for imagination allows us to know and act in a world in which we lack
“settled certitudes.”? Additionally, imagination is an important means
of reordering the power structures around us, which is especially im-
portant for adherents of the Anabaptist tradition.*

Furthermore, Shenk claims that knowing in the Anabaptist tradi-
tion is centered on a community involved in a process of disciplined
discovery. A commitment to disciplined discovery places members of
the community in positions of accountability. The community places
certain checks on its members. Any novel claims—or even old claims
made anew—are subjected to communal discernment. This process
draws on the communal narratives, for any claim must be measured
against the biblical story and the community’s faithful telling and re-
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telling of that story. This process requires not merely individual but
communal discernment as well. There is an expectation that the truth
will be made clear to all the members of the community so that, in ac-
cordance with the commitment to peacemaking, the community will
reach some form of consensus regarding these claims.?*

Shenk acknowledges that there can be abuses of the community’s
power. However, the risk of such abuse pales in comparison to the
danger of allowing individuals to have the final authority in all matters
pertaining to faith or practice. The process of disciplined discovery
is an effort to ensure that the community is always made subject to
Scripture rather than allowing any individual to run roughshod over
Scripture. There may be historical examples of the church abusing its
power in such circumstances, but these are far less significant—giv-
en the importance of consensus in her view—than those instances in
which individuals rationally and autonomously interpret the text, and
in so doing, prevent themselves from being accountable to anyone.*

Weaver makes a similar point when he emphasizes the importance

of Anabaptist ecclesiology
and eschatology. Weaver

points out that one of the A commitment to
contributions of Anabap-

tism is a renewal in the disciplined discovery
view that the true church

is a visible church. He places members of the
points out that the church

is not a conglomeration of community in positions Of

individuals but a distinct one
people created by God, Occounfabllll'y.

and that the church is vis-

ible in the relationships

among its various members.® Thus, the sense of community is clear,
but also evident is a strong sense that this community, the relation-
ships that make up the church, relies on the kind of discipline Shenk
discusses. Clearly, theology (and by extension every form of knowing)
takes place in some sort of communal context. The further emphasis
on eschatology, that the kingdom of God is currently being lived out in
the life of the church, speaks to the importance of discipline in main-
taining the integrity of the church—integrity, not simply in the moral
sense, but in the sense of being unified as well.?”

Furthermore, in keeping with his claim that theology is ethical,
Weaver argues that all theology either embraces violence or repudi-
ates it in some way and that, while the dominant Christian theology
may tolerate pacifism, it does not embrace nonviolence in the way that
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Anabaptist theology does. Anabaptist theology is informed by a com-
mitment to nonviolence, and as a result, all theologizing from an
Anabaptist perspective is intimately connected to peacemaking in a
way that other theologies are not. This commitment to peacemaking
is not simply an ‘add-on’ but rather offers a radically different point of
origin for theology.’®

Finally, in accordance with the various alternatives to tradition-
al modes of knowing offered by these Anabaptist theologians, Elaine
Swartzentruber argues that any postmodern Anabaptist ecclesiology
must be holistic.3® We are embodied creatures. Thus, our ecclesiolo-
gy—and our epistemology—cannot take only reason into account but
must also take into consideration the physical and emotional aspects
of our experience. We do not know merely by thinking, but also by
doing and by feeling. Our actions and emotions can be just as knowl-
edge-producing as our thoughts. This is yet another reason why the
sacraments are important—just as in other forms of discipleship in the
Anabaptist tradition—for in performing these acts, we come to know
more fully. Likewise, the emotions we feel when we hear the gospel
proclaimed, when we participate in the sacraments, or when we feed
the hungry can lead to just as much knowledge as scientific experi-
mentation or Cartesian introspection.

Why Does This Matter-

What does this mean for ecclesiology, or, more importantly for
our purposes here, for epistemology? First, there are some dangers in
the view I am advocating, but these dangers can be avoided. As Shenk
points out, there is a possibility that the community can abuse its
power both by trumping the importance of the text and by subjecting
members of the community to harsh injustices. Within the Anabap-
tist tradition, however, practices have developed to prevent both the
subjugation of the biblical text to the community and the subjecting
of community members to injustice. In many Anabaptist communities,
for example, the practice of seeking unanimity has become the natural
outworking of the belief in the priesthood of all believers. Such a prac-
tice demands that everyone have an equal voice within the community.
This leads to a sense of intellectual and hermeneutical egalitarianism.
No member of the community is more privileged than any other with
respect to interpreting Scripture or formulating doctrine. Every Chris-
tian has an equal standing in such matters. At the same time, within
the Anabaptist communities—at least within many of them—the re-
quirement of consensus on all communal decisions prevents any group
within the community from abusing any other group or person with-
in the community.** This desire to prevent injustice is based not on a
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modern conception of rights, but on a commitment to the Christian
conception of ‘revolutionary subordination” by which Christians are
called to a form of egalitarianism within the church.#!

Also, within this framework, a sense can develop that the commu-
nity is beyond reproach. While acknowledging that the community
can be criticized from within, a question still exists as to the way in
which such questions could be phrased as well as the manner in which
the community can relate

to those who pose such

criticisms. The previous That we are bound
point regarding the equal- . . .

ity of all members of the 1N SUblECl’IV“‘Y and
community with respect

to communal discern- particularity, conditioned

ment and the importance

of consensus in commu- bY our prior experiences

nal decision-making also
speaks to this issue. Fur-
thermore, the claim that
the community is involved

in disciplined discovery di/ communities, does not
rectly counters any claim

that the community is  @liminate our ability to
beyond criticism. By sub-

jecting all claims, both old make iudgmenfs about
and new, to the disciplined
discernment of the com- ethical matters.

and the formative

narratives of our

munity, the community
continuously reexamines
and reaffirms those beliefs, practices, narratives, and interpretations
that remain central to the community while leaving open the possibil-
ity that the community can at any time reform what it now takes to be
an inadequate formulation or practice of a previous generation.
Finally, a sense can emerge that we should simply forgo any claim
that the Christian or, more specifically, the Anabaptist position is
somehow better than any other position; in other words, we might
succumb to relativism. Rorty, who has no serious theological com-
mitments that might give him pause at the possibility of relativism,
refuses to submit to the possibility. Rorty argues that even if there can-
not be objective grounds for adjudicating among various alternatives,
we are still able to adjudicate. That we are bound in subjectivity and
particularity, conditioned by our prior experiences and the formative
narratives of our communities, does not eliminate our ability to make

TJCM  Vol. 4, No. 1 Spring 2006

67



Anabaptist Ecclesiological Responses to Postmodernity: Knowing in Community

judgments about ethical matters. These judgments will be relative but
only in the sense that we judge one act by comparison to others. We
may not be able to say that this act is the right one, but we can say that
this act is better than that one. Whatever else this sort of relativism

might imply, it does not

imply that every way of

Our goal is not to discover  life or practice is just as

good as every other.#?

the objective truth, but to Furthermore, relativ-

ism holds less sway over

make our lives faithful us when we reject the

importance of finding

to the story of our ‘the Truth# Without

making ourselves slaves

community, to the Christian ohjcctiviy, we can

reject the usual con-

story. ceptions of truth for an

alternative  conception,
that of faithfulness. Our
goal is not to discover the objective truth, but to make our lives faithful
to the story of our community, to the Christian story. This is relativ-
ism in the sense that it acknowledges that different communities do
in fact have different stories and these stories guide their respective
judgments. This view does not say, however, that these communities
cannot or should not adjudicate among competing narratives or con-
flicting judgments. The standard for these adjudications is analogical
and hermeneutical. It requires a comparison to other retellings of our
communal narratives to determine the degree of faithfulness demon-
strated by each.

While these dangers are significant, there are ample resources
within the practices of Anabaptism to overcome them. Moreover,
there are significant advantages offered by Anabaptism in terms of
epistemological and ecclesiological responses to postmodernity. These
advantages present themselves as means of avoiding common criti-
cisms offered by postmodernity against those forms of thought that
are committed to the principles of modernity.

First, and most clearly, knowledge is not arrived at autonomous-
ly or by reason alone—though reason still plays an important part
in providing an epistemic framework. Knowledge is communal. We
arrive at it by immersing ourselves in the traditions and stories of par-
ticular communities. These communities offer not only the context for
our discovery but also correctives and further guidance for our search
for knowledge in an ever-changing world. This quest for knowledge
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requires us to employ not only reason but also intuition, emotion, and
the whole of human experience. This is clearly contrary to modernity
while taking the criticisms by postmodernity seriously and remaining
faithful to the Anabaptist tradition.

Furthermore, there are certain advantages to such a view, particu-
larly with respect to Anabaptism. A view such as the one I describe
here allows us to escape the need to arrive at the single definitive, au-
thoritative reading of the biblical text. Nadine Pence Frantz points
to a particular practice in illustrating this point. She argues that the
category of testimony as practiced within the believers’ church elimi-
nates the need to identify a single, authoritative reading of a text or to
uncover the received meaning of the text by the original audience. She
further argues that the analogical guidance the text provides prevents
the contemporary world from wholly suppressing the text’s authority
over the community while also allowing the text—rather than social,
historical, or textual criticism—to provide that authority.** This also
means, of course, that the text’s meaning is fluid rather than fixed
yet retains a degree of continuity between the text, the community’s
narratives, and the narratives of individuals as they seek to identify
themselves with the stories of the community.*

In accordance with Frantz’s claim, this view does not simply pro-
vide an expectation that we will be incorporated into the community
of the church but also provides means by which we are so incorpo-
rated. The very process of communally interpreting the text draws the
members of the community into the biblical story and the story of the
community, for this prac-

tice is but one of many . o
commended tous by those ~ 1€Stimony, then, provides

stories. Furthermore, in f N h
the practice of offering @ MeéANS of measuring the
testimony, we find that
the stories of individuals
are presented to the com- patellings of the Christian
munity in order for the

community to judge their tor

faithfulness to the larger story.

faithfulness of various

Christian story as retold
by the community. Testimony, then, provides a means of measuring
the faithfulness of various retellings of the Christian story.

Moreover, there is an acknowledgement, given the impossibility of
true objectivity, that our communal experience will shape our inter-
pretation of the text. With such an acknowledgement comes a degree
of responsibility and communal accountability in interpreting the
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text. At the same time, we hold the text up as the measure of our ex-
perience. Thus, the relationship between Scripture and our communal
life is an ongoing process of reinterpretation and reinforcement. This
is exemplified in a commitment to the use of intuitive imagination as
well as the subjection of all community members to the discipline of
the community. On the one hand, this discipline calls all interpreters
to account before the community. On the other hand, imagination al-
lows us to constantly

reform and renew our

We are released from interpretations as our

context changes and we

the need to ‘out-narrate’ encounter new situa-
o o tions.

competing narratives. We Given this flex-

are freed to acknowledge
that we cannot eliminate

dissent by appealing to

ibility in interpretation,
the text is able to speak
anew to each new situ-
ation, cultural context,
and interpretative com-
munity. As we have

reason' but we can appeal already seen, there are

practices  within  the

fo com Pa risons to attem pl- Anabaptist tradition that

place checks on the com-

to resolve disagreement. munity’s retelling of the

story, yet this flexibility

means that no outside
group can impose an authoritative reading of the text or telling of
the Christian story on any other group. This is an explicit rejection of
‘Constantinian’ Christianity, as well as the hierarchical imposition of
doctrine on a particular community that can occur in other traditions.
One might wonder, if this is the case, what serves to unite Chris-
tians? How is it possible that there is truly one church if a multitude
of interpretative communities with essentially no relationship to one
another exist? Ultimately, the relationship among communities is sim-
ilar to the relationship among members of any particular community
insofar as particular believers are committed to the belief that they are
not truly individuals, but members of a new people, created by God.
Likewise, we are committed to the view that all Christians are part of
this people. What makes the church visible is the relationship among
its members.*® Furthermore, each of these communities is engaged in
the same interpretative process. They are all committed to retelling
the Christian story. They surely do not agree as to the interpretation
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of that story, but they are committed to the ‘canonical’ portions of the
story in a way that those outside the church are not.#” Thus, they may
disagree about a good many things, but they will share a number of
practices—in particular those practices related to the receiving, inter-
preting, and retelling of the Christian story—even if the expression of
those practices might vary from community to community.

Additionally, there are ethical implications of such an episte-
mological view. If our theology cannot take into account only the
considerations of humankind but must account for the whole of cre-
ation, then doing damage to creation not only alters what we can
know, but the very process by which we can know it. Furthermore,
a holistic ecclesiology, which emerges from this holistic epistemol-
ogy, demands that we seek redemption, not just for souls but also for
bodies, and not just for human bodies but for all bodies.* The church
may be the gathering of Christian souls, but only if we understand
‘soul’ in the Hebrew sense of nephesh as ‘living being.” The church is the
gathering of ‘embodied selves,” and if we are to take this embodiment
seriously, we must minister to the whole person just as we must seek
the redemption of all creation.*’

Finally, we are released, by this view, from the need to ‘out-nar-
rate’ competing narratives. We are freed to acknowledge that we
cannot eliminate dissent by appealing to reason, but we can appeal
to comparisons to attempt to resolve disagreement. Both Rorty and
Wright make this point, yet in very different ways.>® Ultimately, how-
ever, there is no neutral, objective position from which we can sway
others that our own view is the right view. Rather, we can point out
that based on the traditions we hold, the stories we tell, and the prac-
tices in which we participate as a community, this view is better than
that view. This is not so much a competition as it is a dialogue. With-
out the assumptions of this particular community, the practices of some
other community may make perfect sense, may appear better than our
own practices. In such a case, we must admit, that reason is not suf-
ficient to sway our interlocutors.>!

What Are These Epistemic Practices~»

I have discussed at some length the relationship between epis-
temology and ecclesiology in a postmodern world and the manner
in which Anabaptist thought and practice address the epistemologi-
cal concerns of postmodernity. I have suggested that there are certain
practices within the Anabaptist tradition that carry epistemologi-
cal weight—that is, the Anabaptist tradition includes practices that
further the ability of its adherents to know, given the postmodern
condition. These practices are formative insofar as they provide the
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members of the community with the knowledge and skills necessary
to perpetuate the community, which is to say that these practices pro-
vide community members with the knowledge and skills necessary to
transmit the community’s story and incorporate others into that story

while they themselves

also are being incorporat-

The sacraments remind ed into it. These practices

provide both the linguis-

us fhdl’ our identity bth tic and intellectual skills

necessary to faithfully

as individuals and as a transmit and enact the

community’s constitutive

commun ii‘y, is fo un cI in narratives. In concluding,

I outline some of these

this story rather than any practices and relate them

to my earlier discussion.

other. I have already dis-

cussed testimony and

the manner in which this
practice overcomes the need to discover a single authoritative inter-
pretation of the text, to establish a fixed orthodoxy. Testimony also
provides community members the opportunity to practice (in the
sense of ‘rehearse’) their interpretation of particular attempts to re-
tell the community’s story. In this practice, the community is able to
engage its collective imagination and habituate itself in practices nec-
essary for the continued retelling of the community’s story and the
adjudication of alternate retellings of that story.

In addition, the practice of community discipline allows Ana-
baptist communities a resource for calling their members to account
for their respective performances of the community’s story. Whereas
testimony allows the community to evaluate verbal retellings of the
Christian story, community discipline requires that individual mem-
bers of the community recognize that their own actions will be subject
to evaluation by the community and that they will be responsible for
participating in the corporate evaluation of the actions of other mem-
bers of the community. This demands that the community employ
imagination in attempting to further the retelling of the Christian sto-
ry within its community, as well as employ imagination in evaluating
the faithfulness of other retellings of the community’s story.

The sacraments are also central to the development of a communal
epistemology within the Anabaptist tradition, for in the sacraments
we find a visual enacting of the Christian story—or at least portions
of it. Thus, the sacraments cause us to recall the canonical story and
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draw us into it. In baptism, we recall the death, burial, and resur-
rection of Jesus, and we ourselves enact our own death, burial, and
resurrection, in that instant being made part of the Christian story.
Likewise, in communion, we become participants with those original
disciples in looking forward to sharing this meal with our Lord, there-
by placing ourselves in the Christian story in medias res.

Furthermore, the sacraments remind us that our identity, both as
individuals and as a community, is found in this story rather than any
other. In the Eucharist, for example, we do not simply participate in
communion; we practice communion. In this sacrament, we are made
community. Likewise, in baptism, we are made a new community. We
are no longer identified as Jews or Greeks, slave or free, male or female.
In this act, we are made members of a new people.”? The practice of
the sacraments, then, provides identity for the community and its
members and habituates the community in the retelling of the Chris-
tian story.

Moreover, in worship, particularly in preaching, the community is
exposed to the continued retelling of the Christian story; yet whether
through preaching, song, testimony, the reading of Scripture, or the
sacraments, participation in worship further habituates the commu-
nity in its story. This further prepares the community to adjudicate
among alternative retellings of that story. In addition, worship pro-
vides a context in which we can promote holistic learning, for worship
can incorporate a variety of ways of knowing. Worship also prompts
us to employ our imagination as we continually retell the Christian
story corporately. More-
over, in worship, the .
community is continually The community, by
called to corporate dis- . .
cernment as it attempts I‘eqUII'Ing ConsenSUS, bOl’h

to determine whether the oL spe
message proclaimed is a reduces the POSSIbIIII.Y
faithful rendering of the
Christian story. In so do-
ing, the community acts
on its commitment to

spiritval  cgalitarianism ¢ g yghtful reflection on the
and—as I discuss below—

the shared ministry of the  community’s corporate life.
church, while at the same
time placing checks on the
authority that any one person might wield within the community.
Related to this corporate worship experience is the Anabaptist

for future conflict and

encourages the ongoing
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commitment to a shared ministry, to the view that every member of
the community is equally responsible for carrying out the ministry of
the church. This means that every member, not only clergy, is habitu-
ated in the practices of ministry. The whole community is socialized
in practices of ministry and, by extension, in the public expression of
the Christian life that grows out of the congregation’s participation in
the biblical story.

Additionally, focus on the life and ministry of Jesus, both in terms
of public proclamation and in terms of personal morality, and espe-
cially the focus on Gelassenheit, immerses the community in the central
narrative of the Christian life: the story of the revelation of God in
Jesus of Nazareth. In addition to habituating the community in this
narrative, this focus on Jesus calls the community to faithful imitation,
which also requires the use of imagination insofar as we are called not
to act the same as Jesus—surely the cultural context is sufficiently dif-
ferent that such a mindless replication would be neither possible nor
intelligible to either the community or the world—but we are called to
act like Jesus. The call and the focus on the centrality of the life of Jesus
requires that the community employ imagination in devising faithful
ways of continuing and retelling this story in distinct and ever-chang-
ing cultural contexts.

Another practice historically observed by Anabaptist communities
that lends itself to the kind of epistemological project proposed here
is the practice of communion, particularly as expressed in economic
sharing. This focus on communion and on sharing habituates the com-
munity members in seeking the community’s input in the use of the
individual’s resources. This is important epistemologically because
it leads individuals to surrender the modern notion that they can be
autonomous agents utilizing their own property in isolation from the
community’s influence or, epistemologically, thinking as if they were
autonomous, rational agents who have no need of external, communal
influences.

Furthermore, the practice of dialogue, as Yoder describes it, is a
practice centered on the belief that every member of the community
can contribute to its corporate knowledge.>* This practice is also im-
portant in that continuous dialogue constitutes an acknowledgement
that the community’s knowledge is not fixed but is always subject to
modification as new situations arise or old formulations or practices
no longer carry sufficient weight within the community. Moreover,
dialogue provides a means of engaging other communities while re-
maining faithful to the Anabaptist commitment to peacemaking.

Finally, however, the community does not merely practice dia-
logue, for the Anabaptist tradition has also emphasized the importance
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of consensus in corporate decision-making. In demanding consensus,
the community further recognizes the significance of each member’s
contribution as well as the possibility that the majority, considered as
a conglomeration of individuals, can err. The community, by requiring
consensus, both reduces the possibility of future conflict and encour-
ages ongoing thoughtful reflection on the community’s corporate life.

These practices, when considered collectively, constitute a set of
epistemic practices that habituate the community in a particular way
of knowing that is recognized by that community to provide sufficient
grounds for knowledge. There may be other practices within some
communities that also contribute to the development of a communal
epistemology.>* Such epistemic practices surely are significant in the
lives of those communities, yet the description provided here has been
sufficient to demonstrate the resources that the Anabaptist tradition
offers for the development of an epistemology adequate to the chal-
lenges of postmodernity.
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Notes

1. Gelassenheit literally means ‘yieldedness’ or ‘calmness’. The early Anabaptists used
the term to refer to the sense of surrender to Christ and to the will of God that
believers feel.

2. Many would mention the importance of peacemaking, but this is a more recent
theme in Anabaptism. The early years of Anabaptism saw several experiments
counter to such a theme—e.g., the Peasant’s Revolt and the Munster Reform, to
name but two.

3. Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), xxiii.

4. Richard Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope (New York: Penguin, 1999), xxix. In the
passage cited, Rorty actually claims that all moral principles are the product of
reason, but the claim applies equally to other kinds of principles.
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13.

14.

15.

1.

17.
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19.

The correspondence theory of truth is the view that truth is judged based on the
correspondence between statements and reality. ‘The brown dog is sitting on the
rug’ is true if and only if there is an exact correspondence to reality, namely that
there is a dog, that the dog is brown, that there is also a rug, and that the dog is
in fact lying on said rug. Rorty speaks of this view in both Philosophy and Social
Hope as well as in Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979). See, e.g., Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 23-39.

[ will not delve deeply into Rorty’s relationship with modernity at this point.
Rorty does claim that his purpose is not to undermine the modern project but
to further it, and that he is, rather, committed to modernity. This may be true,
but only in the sense that Rorty is committed to the political and economic
outgrowths of modernity—namely, democracy and capitalism.

Lyotard, xxiv.

Thomas N. Finger, A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology: Biblical, Historical, Constructive
(Downers Grove, I11.: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 15.

Ibid.

Sara Wenger Shenk, Anabaptist Ways of Knowing: A Conversation about Tradition-Based
Critical Education (Telford, Pa.: Cascadia Publishing House, 2003), 16; see also
Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue, 2d ed. (South Bend: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1984), 204-25.

An alternative, though largely parallel, account of modernity and postmodernity
can be found in Nancey Murphy and James W. McClendon, “Distinguishing
Modern and Postmodern Theologies,” Modern Theology 5 (1989): 191-214. Murphy
and McClendon distinguish three axes that define the modern intellectual
landscape: epistemologically the range from foundationalism to skepticism,
linguistically the range from representationalism to expressivism, and ethically
or anthropologically the range from individualism to collectivism.

By ‘Constantinian, Anabaptists refer to any ecclesial structure in which
membership in the church is connected with political citizenship, thus
distinguishing those movements arising from the Radical Reformation on the one
hand from the Magisterial Reformers, Orthodox, and Catholic traditions on the
other.

The further implication is that such minority views are either irrational or

outright unethical in that they violate the autonomy of the individual agent.

This is not an uncommon position. Ted Koontz, e.g., points out what he sees
as a trend toward modernism in the Anabaptist tradition (away from what he
takes as the traditional—i.e. pre-modern—Anabaptist view). See, Ted Koontz,
“Mennonites and ‘Postmodernity,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 63 (1989): 401-27.
Throughout her own work and in particular at this point, Shenk draws on the
work of Michael Polanyi, Nancey Murphy, and Rebecca Chopp.

Shenk, 122-23.

MaclIntyre also makes this point in After Virtue, 208-21. This is similar to points
made by other critics of the modern epistemological project. See, e.g., Rorty,
Philosophy and Social Hope, 48.

Shenk, 123-24.
J. Denny Weaver, Anabaptist Theology in Face of Postmodernity: A Proposal for the Third
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Millennium (Telford, Pa.: Pandora Press, 2000), 22, 67.
Ihid., 49-67.
Ihid., 124-27.

Shenk, 125-26. Weaver makes this point as well. His claim is that all theology

is, by necessity, ethical. While Weaver focuses a great deal on violence, he is
equally clear, if not as loquacious, that ethics cannot be distinguished from
theology—nor theology from ethics, for that matter. On this point, Weaver relies
on McClendon and Hauerwas, among others. See Weaver, 113-16.

Stephen Crites, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” Journal of the American
Academy of Religion 39 (1971): 291-311. For a more extended argument, see Kevin M.
Bradyt, Story as a Way of Knowing (Kansas City: Sheed & Ward, 1997).

Shenk, 127 (emphasis mine).

Ihid., 128.

See also MacIntyre, 216-23.

Peirce, e.g., suggests that we might arrive at such beliefs by retroduction.
‘Retroduction, or ‘abduction’ is the process by which we arrive at a conclusion,
and only in arriving at that conclusion (or assuming its truth) are we able to
provide justification for it. Peirce presents this as an alternative to the more
traditional inductive and deductive forms of argument. The idea in this particular
essay being that only after accepting the existence of God as true can one provide
rational justification for such a belief. Charles S. Peirce, “A Neglected Argument
for the Reality of God,” in Selected Writings, ed. Philip P. Wiener (New York: Dover
Publications, 1958), 368-73.

N. T. Wright makes this point excellently. N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the
People of God: Christian Origins and the Question of God, vol. 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1992), 140.

Shenk points out the importance of imagination in finding new solutions to
problems that may currently be resolved by means of violence. See, Shenk, 129-
30.

Lydia Neufeld Harder, “Postmodern Suspicion and Imagination: Therapy for
Mennonite Hermeneutic Communities,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 71 (1997): 267-
83.

This very conception of suspicion is incorporated into MacIntyre’s definition

of a tradition as “an historically extended, socially embodied argument, and an
argument precisely in part about the goods which constitute that tradition.”
Maclntyre, 222.

Harder, 278.

Ibid., 279.

Ibid., 130-3L

Ihid., 132.

Weaver, 134-35.
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65.

40. See, e.g., John Howard Yoder, Anabaptism and Reformation in Switzerland: An Historical
and Theological Analysis of the Dialogues between Anabaptists and Reformers (Kitchener,
Ont.: Pandora Press, 2004), 220-24.

41.  John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994),
171-73. In contrast to modern conceptions of ‘natural rights’ or ‘human rights,
Yoder points out that, for Christians, the created order is not the source of
broader moral commitments to end social injustice. Rather, for Christians,
the elimination of social injustice is rooted in redemption. See John Howard
Yoder, Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community before the Watching World
(Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 2001), 34-35.

42. Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 15.

43. Here, I refer not to the sense in which the Gospels portray Jesus as the Truth,
but the way in which modernity claims that ‘the Truth’ is something external,
objective, and (perhaps) unchanging. Whatever else it means for Jesus to be the
Truth, it means that we do not know him objectively, for we do not know Jesus
as an object but as one with whom we are in relationship.

44. Nadine Pence Frantz, “Biblical Interpretation in a ‘Non-Sense” World: Text,
Revelation, and Interpretative Community,” Brethren Life and Thought 39 (1994):
158.

45. 1bid., 159.
46. Weaver, 134-35.

47. Here, I use ‘canonical’ not in the sense of referring exclusively to Scripture, but
in the sense that they accept as given certain practices, texts, narratives, and the
like. One might recall Wright's analogy of the incomplete Shakespearean play.
See Wright, 140-43.

48. Swartzentruber, 264-65.

49. Iborrow the phrase “embodied selves” from McClendon and his discussion of
‘body ethics.” See, James William McClendon, Ethics: Systematic Theology, vol. 1
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 78-109.

50. Wright, 140-41; Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 15.

51.  Thisis a Kroeker’s conclusion based on his reading of Yoder. See P. Travis
Kroeker, “The War of the Lamb: Postmodernity and John Howard Yoder’s
Eschatological Genealogy of Morals,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 74 (2000): 310.

52. Yoder, Body Politics, 28-29.
53.  Yoder, Anabaptism and Reformation in Switzerland, 222-24.

54. With respect to the Anabaptist tradition, one might immediately think
of peacemaking. I have intentionally avoided this practice first due to its
contentious nature among the early Anabaptists and second due to its disputed
nature among contemporary Anabaptists. Reimer, e.g., presents a view that can
hardly be distinguished from just war theory. See A. James Reimer, Mennonites and
Classical Theology: Dogmatic Foundations for Christian Ethics (Kitchner, Ont.: Pandora
Press, 2001), 493-500.
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“Anabaptist Ecclesiological
Responses to Postmodernity”
... So What?

Questions for Consideration:

1. How does your church interact with its heritage within
the Christian tradition?

2. Isitnecessary to hold out for the objective, correct reading
of Scripture? Or, within limits, are there several possible
readings of the biblical text?

3. How can your church take seriously Martin’s claim that
knowledge is communal?

4. Overall, should churches seek to be more communally
oriented? What can your church do to improve in this
area?

5. 'What practices does your church have to ensure that all
voices are heard within a discussion, including marginal
positions? What can be done in your church to foster
such open dialogue?

Prepared by Derek Hatch and Adam Horton
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Autobiography as
Theology

Narrative Theology and Menno Simons’s Confession of
My Enlightenment, Conversion, and Calling
DEREK HATCH

One may notice that the events
and occurrences of one’s life often
do not follow any sort of pattern,
nor do they have any continuity
from one day to the next. They are
haphazard and without connection
to each other.

WITH THIS UNDER CONSIDERATION, is it necessary that the events of one’s
life are coherently bound together, and, if so, what could provide this
coherence for one’s life and the events of that life? Further, can coher-
ent autobiographical reflections have constructive theological value?
In response to these questions, this essay will examine the language of
narrative theology as it relates to an understanding of life experience,
personal reflection, and theology. This language will then be utilized
to analyze the autobiographical writings of Menno Simons (ca. 1496-
1561).! In his Confession of My Enlightenment, Conversion, and Calling, Menno
passes along the only known information concerning his life as a Cath-
olic priest and what Irvin Horst calls “his spiritual struggles in coming
to a biblical faith.”? This tract, written in 1554, contains Menno’s re-
flections on his life story and the events therein, as well as a defense of
his actions in becoming part of the radical movement of the Reforma-
tion. As I demonstrate in what follows, Menno’s work exemplifies the
theological language of narrative, providing a better understanding of

the continuity between his life and the life of his community.

Importance of Narrative

Narratives permeate all aspects of life. Alasdair MacIntyre de-
scribes human beings as story-telling animals.> The stories that we
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tell, though, not only illustrate life, but also shape our framework of
understanding life as a whole, including our attitudes and conduct.*
Indeed, stories are used for artistic expression as well as for communi-
cation, describing where we have been and what we are doing.> From
these observations, Stephen Crites underscores the significance of see-
ing the world of consciousness in terms of narrative by stating that
stories are “among the most important means by which people articu-
late and clarify their sense of that world.” He discusses the tension
that occurs in each moment of life between the remembered events
and actions of the past and the many anticipated possible scenarios
for the future.” This balance can only be maintained by a narrative that
connects the two modes of time (determined past and yet-to-be-deter-
mined future) together in the present tense, where there always exists
a moment of decision that shapes life as an unfolding artistic drama.?
The formulation and performance of this drama leave experience co-
herent only within a narrative. For this reason, Stanley Hauerwas and
L. Gregory Jones describe narrative as “a crucial conceptual category
for such matters as understanding issues of epistemology and methods
of argument, depicting personal identity, and displaying the content of
Christian convictions.™

A story, as defined by Hauerwas, is “a narrative account that binds
events and agents together in an intelligible pattern . .. .To tell a story
often involves our attempt to make intelligible the muddle of things
we have done in order to have a self.”® Consequently, to be a self is to
be a moral agent. One cannot be a self (a moral actor operating with
some sense of directionality) without the use of a narrative that gives
coherence and continuity to one’s life. Stories connect actions to re-
sponses, giving intelligibility to human activity. In discussing how one
(or one’s community) learns how to act responsibly as a moral agent,
Hauerwas notes:

Our moral lives are not simply made up of the addition of our
separate responses to particular situations. Rather we exhib-
it an orientation that gives our life a theme through which
the variety of what we do and do not do can be scored. To
be agents at all requires a directionality that involves the de-
velopment of character and virtue . . . . To be moral persons
is to allow stories to be told through us so that our manifold
activities gain a coherence that allows us to claim them for
our own.!!

Narrative becomes the operative method for making sense of the
world and making definitive progress toward some sort of telos. One’s
life and ethics flow from a coherent narrative that offers purpose to
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one’s acts. These acts can take many different forms, such as acts of
construction, deconstruction, or memory. Charles Taylor elaborates
by stating that in order
to orient one’s life to-
ward the good, one must

One cannot know anything

about one’s identity and integrate this sense of
the good into an under-

the world except I'hrough standing of one’s life as a
story. This requires that,

the integrity and sense in order to make sense
. . of ourselves, we must
provided in the form of a understand our lives in a
. narrative form.? Taylor
narratfive. sums up the nature of

such a narrative:

It has often been remarked that making sense of one’s life as
a story is also, like orientation to the good, not an optional
extra . .. our lives exist also in this space of questions, which
only a coherent narrative can answer. In order to have a sense
of who we are, we have to have a notion of how we have be-
come, and of where we are going.1?

Narrative’s epistemological function becomes clear: one cannot
know anything about one’s identity and the world except through
the integrity and sense provided in the form of a narrative. Hauerwas,
along these lines, writes that stories “do not illustrate a meaning, they
do not symbolize a meaning, but rather the meaning is embodied in
the form of the story itself. Put differently, stories are indispensable if
we are to know ourselves.”* Further, John Milbank claims that nar-
rative is the main manner of living within the world, a manner that
“characterizes the way the world happens to us.”"> Thus, narrative is
how we describe our lives, bringing integrity and purpose to our ac-
tions.

Theological Significance of Narrative

Narratives offer distinct resources for theological discourse. With
an understanding of the narrative characteristics of human experience,
theological discussion that is embedded in that experience may also be
aided by narrative. Johann Baptist Metz writes, “Theology is above all
concerned with direct experiences expressed in narrative language.”®
Richard Hays, referring to the biblical narrative, notes the paramount
importance of the stories of Scripture over against any process that at-
tempts to find the “real meaning” of a text in some abstract concept.
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Instead, these stories “become the framework in which we understand
and measure our lives.”” Narrative is not merely one possible means
by which theology is communicated, but instead, narrative becomes “a
means of expression uniquely suited to theology or at least to Chris-
tian theology.”® Hauerwas notes that, if nothing else, theological
reflection should remind us of a story.!” An example is Michael Root’s
argument that narrative is constitutive of soteriology.”® Noting that
this doctrine requires one to move narratively from a state of depriva-
tion to a state of release, he contends that the Christian soteriological
task involves relating the Christian narrative to the audience’s life and
world in particular ways.”! Through re-descriptions of the story of Je-
sus, a story of redemption emerges that impacts one’s life.

In the same way that stories grant intelligibility to human ac-
tions, God, as a particular agent whose actions also have purpose
and directionality, can only be known through narrative. Hauerwas
and Charles Pinches, in noting the church’s response to the Euthyphro
quandary, write that, “they [Christians] need not nor cannot avoid the
issue. They begin to answer it with a story that tells of who God is and
who it is that obeys.”? Once again, narrative offers epistemological re-
sources. We (or our communities) come to know God through a story
that includes the biblical narrative, but also reaches beyond it to our
lives, the lives of our communities, and the stories of past and existing
communities who sought

and are seeking to live in
such a way as to obey God. In the same way that
It is in this sense that God
is the ultimate author/nar-
rator of our stories. That
is, God does not make us
do what we do, but rather
describes to us how we

should act in order to be :
faithful to the character of actions GISO hqve purpose

a Christian (albeit through  gnd directional ii‘y, can
the community’s prior ac-

tions, such as recording only be known th rough
and preserving Scripture). .
Finally, construct-  harrative.

stories grant intelligibility
to human actions, God, as

a particular agent whose

ing theology using the
language of narrative can
open doors for the formation and maintenance of the church. McClen-
don underscores the social value that is conveyed by the stories that
a people tells and shares.”> Thus, narrative has a unifying aspect with
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regard to constituting the church as a social entity, but this is not all.
The story of God, which undergirds the theological convictions of
the community of faith,
must have practical im-

As the narrative coherence  plications that lead to a
better understanding of

of a person’s actions how to live faithfully as
. the people of God. The

makes him or her a resources available to
the church are not only

moral agent, so also do limited to the story of

God as seen in Scripture,
but also, as mentioned,

community shape it into a ind“de the smaller and
esser-known stories of

moral body. whose ethics the people and particular
communities called by

bear witness to that story.  God In this way, narra-
tive theology provides
opportunities for taking
seriously the connectedness of the whole Christian tradition.
As the narrative coherence of a person’s actions makes him or her
a moral agent, so also do the shared stories of a community shape it
into a moral body, whose ethics bear witness to that story. Thus, this
story connects theological convictions to their lived-out contexts,
pointing toward the “inherently practical character of theological con-
victions.”* The shared theological convictions of the community must
reside in shared living in connection with shared beliefs to some ex-
tent. There is no room for the bifurcation of a community’s convictions
and the community’s ability to cultivate truthful (i.e. faithful) lives.?>
Hauerwas disagrees with any notion that one can separate ‘internal’
convictions from ‘external’ character, seeking the integration of the
two instead.? Thus, theological investigation has farther-reaching im-
plications than merely one’s intellectual concepts:

the shared stories of a

The true stories that we learn of God are those that help us
best to know what story we are and should be, that is, that
which gives us the courage to go on. Namely, the story that
is necessary to know God is the story that is also necessary
to know the self, but such knowing . . . is more like a skill
that gives us the ability to know the world as it is and should
be—it is a knowing that changes the self.”
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Autobiography

Autobiographies constitute a particular form of narrative and
therefore have certain characteristics. Pascal states that an autobiog-
raphy attempts to reconstruct a life, but that this is impossible due
to the unlimited trajectories backward and forward that come from a
day’s experience. For example, in a day in which one only goes to work
and returns home, the possibilities for description are innumerable.
What is essential to the coherence of that day and what gives mean-
ing and purpose to the actions and events that transpired? As a result
of these difficulties, Pascal determines that autobiography molds the
past and creates a pattern of life that builds a coherent narrative from
past events.?®

Furthermore, the shaping that occurs is from a particular per-
spective. In biographical writing, authors not only stand apart from
the life of the subject, enabling a more detached treatment of the life
in question, but they also see the whole life of the subject, often writ-
ing after the subject’s death so that they can examine, describe, and
order that life. With autobiography, however, the connections and co-
herence that the autobiographer (i.e., the subject) gives to his or her
life arise from a particular point of view within that life, where he or
she reviews, evaluates, interprets, and tells his or her own story: “The

standpoint may be the ac-
tual social position of the
writer, his acknowledged
achievement in any field,  ¢cloyds autobiographical
his present philosophy; in

every case it is his present  |jterature, allowing

position which enables

him to see his life as some-  readers to sense that

thing of a unity, something

that may be reduced toor- ~ they can determine their
der.?® Without a doubt, . ue
autobiographical  writ own course in life and

ing is “an interplay, a .
collusion, between past ~ €an be the sole authority
and present; its signifi-
cance is indeed more the
revelation of the present
situation than the uncov-

The myth of autonomy

in constructing their own

stories.

ering of the past.”® This
connection to the present involves the movement of the reader (and
autobiographer) toward a clear, coherent trajectory for the future life
story that is unwritten at the present moment.
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Despite the image of the self seen in autobiography, the resultant
story is not solely determined by the individual. Paul John Eakin re-
minds us that autobiography, while certainly related to the self (autos),
still involves many other sources for its formation. We are deceived
into thinking that self-determination is embodied in the autobio-
graphical enterprise.’! The myth of autonomy clouds autobiographical
literature, allowing readers to sense that they can determine their own
course in life and can be the sole authority in constructing their own
stories.’? This, however, is patently false, for all narratives, including
those of autobiographies, are shaped, at least in part, by one’s respec-

tive communities and the relationships therein.*?

Self-Deception

What is the nature of the relationship between describing one’s
life and the interpretative storytelling that makes sense of the chron-
icled events in autobiographical writing? Certainly the story that we
tell will have more continuous content than isolated life events, but
the hermeneutical aspect of autobiography can raise questions about
whether a given account of our life is consistent with the actual
events. This inconsistency can take place in biography, in which the
life that is represented in the constructed narrative is somewhat de-
tached from one’s self. In autobiography, however, the possibility for
inconsistency is enhanced because truth-telling involves the story we
tell and retell to ourselves and relates to our identity. Michael Gold-
berg states it well:

Like biographies, autobiographies, too, gain part of this com-
pelling quality by claiming to be ‘true to life; that is, by both
ringing true to some common ground of human experience
and by being true to the facts of the individual lives of which
they speak. However, the truth of autobiography comes
from another feature as well: the truthfulness of the self who
writes the story of the self who is.3*

Therefore, this truthfulness and the danger of deviating from it are
foremost concerns when addressing autobiography.® It is important
for readers of autobiographies to recognize the points where the self
represented in the autobiography diverges from the life of the self who
is autobiographing, a situation identified as “self-deception.”

George Stroup describes self-deception as “a discrepancy between
the past and what a person says about the past, and an incoherence
between how a person actually lives in the world and the account
that person offers to others.”™” Because this discrepancy involves
incoherence, it undermines the entire project of building narrative in-
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tegrity and making sense of one’s existence. Further, self-deception is
not a mere single act, but a cultivated life that displays inconsistency
between one’s story and

one’s life. Herbert Finga- . . .
rette indicates that there When this dlSpGl‘ll‘Y

is a certain purposeful-

ness in deceiving oneself, between the story fOId
noting that self-deception .

often arises from a concern about one’s life and

for developing integrity for ’ .
one’s life even if it doesnot ~ ONE€"S actual life becomes

exist.’® Goldberg describes $ t th ]
self-deception as “a matter 00 grear, eén persona

of policy, a policy adopted iy @ ytjty —the self that

to preserve and protect a

person’s current way of  jhtegrates past, present,
concelving and maintain-

ing the integrity of the  gnd future-is lost.
self.™ When this dispar-

ity between the story told

about one’s life and one’s actual life becomes too great, then personal
identity—the self that integrates past, present, and future—is lost.*°
Ultimately, Goldberg writes:

The self-deceiver and the deceptive autobiographer both lack
a story which is expansive and comprehensive enough to al-
low them to acknowledge and incorporate disharmonious
and unflattering elements into their lives. In short, they lack
a story that can sustain them in the face of current engage-
ments that seriously challenge the current stories they give
of themselves.*!

Self-deception is possible because of the inherent separation be-
tween experience and the personal awareness and description of those
experiences. Psychological research indicates that memory is not a
static concept.*> Memory is not simply a recall of the past; there is a
construction that occurs in order to “make’ sense of our lives and of
our history.” Hence, the dependence of autobiography upon acts of
memory always leaves self-deception as a possibility.

When one falls into self-deception that is merely individual, it can
be solved by encountering a communal narrative that challenges the
deceptive account of one’s self and the world. Stroup indicates that
such communal narratives can “function as clues and signals that this
kind of distortion [self-deception]| has become a problem.”* From this
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encounter with another story, the autobiographer is given the ability
to reconstruct his or her personal narrative (or at least the interpreta-

tive coherence of it).

Confessions

For Christian theology, autobiography offers certain resourc-
es. McClendon states that theology must be self-involving, and
consequently, “One’s own story must be part of the common story.”#
To this end, autobiography takes a certain form within the written
confession. Stroup claims that “the narrative of Christian confession
or autobiography emerges from the collision between individuals and
their personal identity narratives and the Christian community and its
narratives.”#® This personal identity narrative could be called an auto-
biography, and it is also the form by which the author knows anything
about the world.#” This collision between previously constructed
personal identity narratives and the narratives of the Christian com-
munity is where conversion occurs. Seeking to retell the story of one’s
life and the world, a new story emerges from the person who reinter-
prets the life events of the past in light of the faith of the believing
community and the new account(s) of the world offered by it. There-
fore, Stroup asserts:

Confession necessarily assumes narrative form, but it is a
narrative that cannot be identified with that narrative which
recounts the believer’s personal history prior to conversion,
nor with that narrative which articulates the faith of the
Christian community . . . . To confess faith in Jesus Christ is
to reconstruct that personal identity narrative in light of the
community’s Credo.*

Because confessions represent acts of faith (as articulations of
faith), it is necessary to take the written accounts of those conversions
seriously.* Augustine’s Confessions serves as the prototype for this ex-
ercise. Within the dialogical nature of this work, Augustine pleads for
a greater understanding of God and for greater self-understanding as
well >0 In his writing, Augustine describes his conversion by retelling
the story of his life in light of the story of the Christian faith, making
the exercise of writing his Confessions part and parcel of his conver-
sion. He narrates his disillusionment with Manichaeanism,> which
opened the door to “grasp the alternative offered by Christian faith.”s?
Finally, he tells of the events that gave rise to his acceptance of the
Christian narrative and its claims on his own personal story.>* Overall,
Augustine’s Confessions demonstrates that one’s faith is not complete
without an articulation of life events in light of the church’s narrative,
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underscoring the role of communities and their narratives in the de-
velopment of an autobiographical confession.>*

One Particular Autobiography: Menno
Simons’s “Confession”

Menno Simons’s Confession of My Enlightenment, Conversion, and Call-
ing contains responses to accusations by Gellius Faber, a priest from
Friesland who had joined the Reformed movement.>> Faber had ob-
tained an Anabaptist letter that explained why they could not unite
with the Lutheran state church. Faber fiercely criticized the Anabap-
tists in a 78-page response, which in part drives Menno’s penning of
the Confession.® Thus, an apologetic tone is evident at times through-
out the tract, not only in defense of Menno and his own story, but also
of his community, the Anabaptists.

On the one hand, Menno seeks to tell the story of his life, to give
meaning and coherence to his “past” life events (those that occurred
before the writing of this piece) by simply recalling the events. At the
same time, Menno’s aim

is to construct narrative

integrity for his own life, This collision between
an integrity which best .

enables his new anticipa- pI‘EVIOUSIY constructed
tions and hopes for the . .
future—withregardtohis ~ personal identity

own life and actions—to .

become a reality. This per- narratives and the
spective allows the reader
to see the directionality
of Menno’s confession in
the form of a narrative
which grants purpose to
the actions that Menno

narratives of the Christian
community is where

conversion occurs.

undertakes and points to-

ward a particular telos and a certain range of future life possibilities.
Consequently, Menno embeds various communities of reference into
the text of his autobiography. Thus, he intends to narrate his shift
from one corresponding community and story to another, highlighting
the role of narrative and community in his discovery of God and his

living truthfully according to the story of that God.

Narrative Theology and Menno Simons
Menno’s work embodies elements of autobiography. He writes in
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the first paragraph of the confession that he had not read the Scrip-
tures before becoming a priest. He comments, “You see what a stupid
preacher I was for almost two years.”” Certainly Menno would not
have described himself in that way at that point in his life. The “pres-
ent” perspective of the autobiographing Menno, however, leads him to
that evaluation. He has reinterpreted his life through his community’s
sense-making narrative, which provides the hermeneutical evaluation:
“stupid preacher” (domme

Predicker).® The evalua-

From this process emerges  tive perspective that is

characteristic of auto-

the particular story that biography is evident in

other places of the con-

was becoming a normative fession as well, such as

the aspersions Menno

influence in Menno’s life: casts on the statements
. of the people of Pingjum,
Scrlpl'ure. who thought that he

“preached God's word

and was a good fellow
[swell guy]” (fijn Man).® Menno counters this sentiment by stating
that he was anything but good. Once again, Menno’s interpretive lens
views the past in a different light than would have the Menno of that
time.

Menno’s autobiography is one of self-deception exposed, con-
fronted, and overcome. He describes his earlier life when he lived by
a narrative that allowed him to seek personal gain above true service
to God and narrates how he received the story of the church through
his Catholic training, a story that failed to connect to his life and con-
duct.®® He was only able to turn from the discrepancy between his
professed life and his actions through an encounter with an alternate
story that entailed a different and more consistent way of living. In
this way, Menno’s Confession involves a shift to a life of truthfulness,
that is, one that is true to life and produces a more truthful life.! He
seeks to name the undesirable elements of his past life and locate them
within the story of his conversion, while at the same time describing
his movement toward a new story, one that is lived out in community
before God. Therefore, it is not coincidental that Menno links his con-
version (narrative shift of allegiance) to a new community and a new
way of life:

See . . . the merciful Lord through the good favor of his
abounding grace drew me to him as a miserable sinner,
stirred first in my heart, then gave me a new mind, humbled
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me in his fear, taught me to know myself in part, turned me
from the way of death, and mercifully called me to enter the
narrow way of life and join the fellowship of his saints.5?

The beheading of Sicke Snijder in 1531 marks the beginning of
Menno’s turn toward the Anabaptist movement.®* This man, who is
labeled by the autobiographing Menno as “a devout hero of the faith”
(another statement that is based on the authorial perspective), is ex-
ecuted on account of his receipt of rebaptism. Menno is intrigued
by this event and begins to search through the Scriptures for adult
baptism but instead finds no biblical evidence for infant baptism.®*
Because of this discovery, Menno consults other sources:

When I now saw this [lack of evidence for infant baptism],
I had a talk with my pastor about the matter, and after
many words, he admitted that infant baptism was with-
out scriptural foundation. Still, I dared not trust my own
understanding entirely but sought the advice of several old
authors. They taught me that infants by baptism are cleansed
from original sin. I thought it better to hold to Scripture and
noted that they ignored Christ’s blood.

After that, eager to know the grounds for the practice of in-
fant baptism, I consulted Luther. He taught me that children
should be baptized upon their own faith. I saw that this also
did not agree with God’s Word.

Thirdly, I went to Bucer. He taught that children should be
baptized so that they might be nurtured more diligently in
the ways of the Lord. I saw that this, also, was without firm
footing.

Fourthly, I turned to Bullinger. He pointed to the covenant
and circumcision. This I found likewise without support in
Scripture.®

Menno's comparison of the ideas of his pastor, “several old au-
thors” (sommighe oude Scribenten),% Martin Luther, Martin Bucer, and
Heinrich Bullinger places him within what McClendon calls a “tour-
nament of narratives,” in which each account articulates a different
way of viewing the world and how one is to live within the world.®”
Menno describes himself examining these different traditions but
finding them all inadequate in justifying infant baptism. What he is
doing is adjudicating between the various narrative options in the
tournament. From this process emerges the particular story that was
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becoming a normative influence in Menno’s life: Scripture. It is at this
point in the autobiography that he compares with Scripture each ac-
count of baptism that is
given, finds all of them

. incongruent, and there-
While the events of fore rejects them.
Menno’s life were his own, This tournament of

narratives appears later
his interpretation and in Menno's account of
the “Munster sect” (die
narrative telling of the Secte van Munster).®* The

v en persons involved with
significance of those events this group soughr the
establishment of an

necessarily incorporated earthly Anabaptist king-
. e . . dom. While this event
hIS Ilfe InfO a Communlfy. occurred at the town of

Munster in Westphalia
(western Germany), the
Netherlands was affected by others who attempted similar revolution-
ary acts. Menno quickly notes the error of these people but realizes
that those who live in unrepentant sin, whose disregard for projects
such as Munster may have arisen from their avoidance of all moral
norms, rally behind him in his refutation of the Munsterites.®® Thus,
Menno is caught in a difficult dilemma: he must navigate between
two communities with correspondingly different narratives and ethi-
cal claims, all the while disagreeing with both positions. The tension
between the two begins to challenge his own life: “What if I won the
whole world and also lived a thousand years and then finally had to
submit to God’s punishment and wrath? What would I have gained?"7
He can reject Munster’s ideas, even in their more proximate manifesta-
tion at “Oude Clooster.””! In order to do this, he states that the violent
actions of the Munsterites are contrary to “the spirit, word, and ex-
ample of Christ,” which brings Scripture forward as the normative
narrative for Menno’s life.”? Despite this ability to articulate a refuta-
tion of the Munster sect and its subsequent effects, however, Menno
is uncomfortable with his supporters, which leaves him increasingly
alienated from his communities of reference and without a sense-mak-
ing narrative for his own life.

Menno’s conversion to an Anabaptist position involved more than
his own individualistic journey. He notes that after he left the priest-
hood in 1536,” he “sought out the devout and found some, although
few in number, who had true zeal and doctrine.””* While the events of
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Menno's life were his own, his interpretation and narrative telling of
the significance of those events necessarily incorporated his life into
a community. It is then, when Menno abandoned the priesthood, that
he adopted a new community of reference and with it, a new narrative
that made sense of the practices that constituted that community and
his own life as well. Menno shifted to another community and hence
another set of lenses with which to view the world. Concerning this
shift, he writes that God had “taught me to know myself in part.””
This knowledge of himself could be construed as a growing awareness
of the story of which he was a part. In that sense, then, Menno is ac-
countable for his telling of his own story within the community, since
ultimately the narrative of the community is constituted to some de-
gree by the stories of its members.”® Therefore, he reports that, after
this point of his life, he was better able to give a faithful account of his
actions.

In the final paragraph of the Confession, Menno writes, “I here once
more humbly entreat the faithful reader—for Jesus’ sake—to accept
in love the confession of my enlightenment, conversion, and calling,
wrested from me as it was, and to interpret it rightly.””” He continues
the apologetic theme that runs through the entire piece. Concerned
that his community (and
by implication, himself)
was being slandered by
Gellius Faber, among oth-
ers, Menno constructed

this account of his life.  ngrrative that makes
However, this final state-

ment functions as more gense of his |ife even
than the conclusion of his

apologetic words; it is a  before his encounter with
call for the reader. Here

the reader is called to ac-  the Anabapl'isi's, who

count for Menno’s story, .

which is intertwined ~Offered him a communal
with the narrative of the .

community and in the un- ~ @lternative that was, at the
folding story of God. In
this call to interpret his
story rightly, then, Menno
is appealing for a correct

Scripture becomes

part and parcel of the

same time, faithful to the

witness of Scripture.

hermeneutical approach,
not only to his life but to the life of his community as well.
Menno uses scriptural allusions, images, and quotations through-
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out the Confession.”™ This fact signifies the importance of Scripture for
Menno in ordering his life. Scripture becomes part and parcel of the
narrative that makes sense of his life, even before his encounter with
the Anabaptists, who offered him a communal alternative that was, at
the same time, faithful to the witness of Scripture. Indeed, in assert-
ing the truthfulness of the account of his life, Menno opens the entire
confession with an allusion to two biblical texts: Rom 9:1 and 1 Tim
2:7. Soon after this, Menno notes that in his first place of service as a
priest, there were two others serving, who “had read the Scriptures
somewhat, but I in my lifetime had not touched them. I was afraid
that if T read them, I would be misled.”” Here, Menno indicates the
irony that existed in his

life: by avoiding what

Menno seeks to live a he feared would mislead

him (reading the Scrip-

faithful life, but in order tures), he was genuinely

to embody that, he must
accept the role of the

community in interpreting

misled. What follows in
the remainder of the Con-
fession is a description
of his life that is inex-
tricably linked with his
encounters with Scrip-

Scripture and discerning ture, as has already been

indicated. Following his

Go d ’s wi | . exit from the Catholic

Church, Menno notes,

“I now quietly exercised
myself in the Word of the Lord by reading and writing.”*® He narrates
his journey using phrases that refer to Scripture as some sort of stan-
dard, such as his indication that the rebellion at “Oude Clooster” was
“against the spirit, word, and example of Christ. He commanded Peter
to thrust the sword into its death.”8! As is seen in this reference, the
life and teachings of Christ also rise to the surface, which led Menno
and his community to seek to embody a life that bore witness to the
way of Jesus: “What I and my faithful fellow workers have sought and
could only have sought in this heavy and dangerous service can be
measured by all kindhearted persons from our work and its fruit.”s>

Menno’s use of Scripture is significant because it expands the nar-
rative scope of his life and the life of his community. The importance
of Scripture for forming narrative coherence is underscored, but it also
connects Menno’s particular life and that of his community to the nar-
rative of Scripture and to the previous hundreds of years of biblical
interpretation by the church through the ages. The life and teach-
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ings of Christ are continued through the universal church, and here,
Menno indicates how he and his community utilize that narrative, not
only to make sense of their lives but also to hold themselves account-
able for the possible futures of the story that depend on their lives in
the present. Thus, Menno’s opening statement, “I write to you the
truth in Christ and lie not,”®* might be construed as a statement that
refers not only to the veracity of his account, but also to the degree
to which a truthful life has been formed. This contributes to Menno’s
definition of a Christian: “My only desire is that the world might by
his grace wholeheartedly revere him; seek, love, and serve him; do
good and right before him; and thus become irreproachably devout
and Christian.”8 Menno seeks to live a faithful life, but in order to em-
body that, he must accept the role of the community in interpreting
Scripture and discerning God’s will. Wanting to know if it was God’s
will for him to become a leading minister among his Anabaptist com-
munity, Menno asked his community to pray with him for guidance,
once again entwining narrative and community.®> Menno’s confession
reflects the fact that the community, as an entity that is constituted by
the narratives of its members and held accountable to the narrative of
Scripture, also holds its members accountable for the tellings of their

past stories and the future ones that have yet to be formed and told.

Conclusion

Menno Simons comes to know God and the way of God in Jesus
Christ, in part, through a narrative-formed community. The narratives
that intersect within the story of Menno include those of Scripture,
his communities of reference, and his own personal narrative. In the
end, even the title Confession of My Enlightenment, Conversion, and Calling
indicates that Menno considered his life to be more than merely a jux-
taposition of unrelated events. He viewed his life as a narrative that
had continuity from his days as a Catholic priest to this writing in
1554, as well as a coherence that drew from the biblical narrative. The
narrative of Menno’s life summarizes his story as a journey of discover-
ing who he was, as well as what it meant to follow God faithfully.

In similar fashion, the institutions of the church and the people
who constitute the church should take seriously the implications of
autobiography. Menno’s confessional story, while describing his own
life, was inextricably linked to the intersections of that story with
those of other communities (e.g., Munster sect, Catholic Church, Ana-
baptists) and the influences of other people on his own formation. As
seen in Menno's life, theological convictions arise out of the lived con-
texts of communities. It is only as we come to belong to a particular
community that we are held accountable for the story we tell of the
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world and ourselves (autos). Therefore, autobiography is theological to
the extent that it involves the self in a community and a story that give
sense and meaning to the world and coherence and continuity to past
events, present existence, and future trajectories.
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“Autobiography as Theology”

...So What?

Questions for Consideration:

L

How might the ideas of narrative and autobiography
stressed by Hatch be beneficial for the church in which
you serve?

What encouragement might you take from Simons’s
journey toward re-understanding baEtism and his own
role as a leader within his own church community?

In what ways might Christians benefit by knowing the
stories of those with whom we share life in our own
communities of faith?

How might your own autobiography also fit within God’s
grand narrative?

How have the events of your own past shaped your
theology and the person you are today?

Prepared by Adam Horton
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Anabaptist Pastoral Care

A Comparative Study of Responses to Suffering
ED HETT

When approaching the notion

of suffering, a question arises

not regarding whether suffering
occurs, but how to deal with it
when it does. Suffering is part of
the human condition; everyone
suffers in one form or another,
but there are numerous ways one
may respond to suffering itself.

WITHIN THE ANABAPTIST TRADITIONS, there are large differences in how
pastors have responded to suffering over the centuries. The question
that remains, though, concerns the appropriate contemporary re-
sponse. There are very few theologians dealing with these questions in
Anabaptist theological communities today. Even though they attend
to issues of theology, theological treatment of suffering frequently is
submerged under other discussions in their writings. Anabaptists
have chosen to address different theological questions, but there is
still a strong pastoral care influence discernable as they deal with oth-
er theological issues, reflecting the need and tradition of dealing with
suffering. Thomas Finger and John Howard Yoder each lay out signifi-
cant ideas concerning pastoral care for those who are suffering, though
frequently these ideas are not explicit in their writing. These two
theologians enable a better understanding regarding the appropriate
response to suffering in the present world, a response that allows for
the provision of proper pastoral care to parishioners.

John Howard Yoder’s Understanding
of Suffering
Yoder views suffering as the Christian condition in this world.

When one takes on Christ, one also takes on his cross and therefore
should expect suffering to follow wherever he or she goes. Yoder
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seems to be pursuing this line of thought from the historical position
of the earliest roots of the Anabaptist movement through the works
of Ulrich Zwingli and Thomas Muntzer.! The centrality of Christ pro-
vides the basis for Yoder’s ethic, which is central to understanding
the response to suffering in the world. It becomes clear that the com-
munal nature of Anabaptism is where Yoder would begin to discuss
the Christian response to suffering.? Yoder argues that this commu-
nal nature extends completely back to the New Testament church.

This community is knit

so tightly together that

Ma rl'yrd om would members are willing to

subject themselves to

constitute the most pastoral care, even to the

point of extreme com-

extreme form of suffering  munity discipline’

Yoder also seems to

for the sake of Christ and have a belief that suf-

fering is required to be

has become an integral a follower of Christ. He

takes this position from

Anabaptist suffering.

14:27-33: “No one who
does not carry his cross
and come with me can

be a disciple of mine”
(NASB). The intention of Christ is not to have his followers seek out
suffering, but to have them seriously count the cost of being a Chris-
tian before they make the decision to become one.* It is not so much a
concern of whether or not the Christian should accept suffering, but
more the understanding that if one is a Christian, then suffering will
inevitably follow. This view is not restricted to Yoder by any means,
but it is in the subtext of many of his writings.

This suffering is not something to be sought after but is something
common to Christians as a result of humanity’s sinful condition. As
such, the communal aspect begins to come into play. Frequently in
contemporary situations, a pastor is seen as an individual who has au-
thority over the community, but Yoder seems to move the pastor back
inside the community, even though he or she still retains an elevated
status.” The pastor seeks to lead first and foremost by example, but
the pastor also retains the ministerial role of preaching. Pastoral care
becomes something that is brought into the community as a whole
to assist the pastor. It becomes very important for community mem-
bers to be familiar with each other and to be able to share each other’s
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burdens.® The pastor’s role then becomes assisting the community
in understanding how best to approach the needs of the community
when suffering intrudes. The pastor helps individuals understand how
to share each other’s burdens while maintaining order. The pastor en-
ables the lay people to share each other’s pain and lift each other up.

During the Reformation, the Anabaptists presented a much higher
view of community than the other Reformers. This has been main-
tained today with the strong sense of community that permeates the
Anabaptist tradition to the edge of communalism. The Reformed tra-
dition sees pastoral care as something similar to the physician-patient
relationship. Pastors care for their lay members by providing them
direction, but the pastor is seen as having an elevated calling in the
community.” Though Anabaptists would not completely disagree with
the Reformed church on this, they would return the pastor to a place
within the community and have the physician role be taken over by
the whole community as co-laborers.

The ultimate suffering of martyrdom is a specific problem for
Christians when struggling to understanding the pastoral community.
Martyrdom is the ultimate in suffering for Christ, and therefore death
becomes the sacrifice. The Anabaptists are not given a greater reward
necessarily, but this is an honor for the martyr and adds great histori-
cal identity.®

The first Anabaptist martyr was Felix Manz, who was drowned
in Switzerland in January 1527 for being part of a group of rebaptiz-
ers. This pushed the movement underground and touched off a period
of persecution.® Martyrdom would constitute the most extreme form
of suffering for the sake of Christ and has become an integral part of
the long history of Anabaptist suffering. What is amazing is that the
movement was able to continue through the ages and seems to still
have a strong following. The idea of the community reaching out to
the hurting world in missions is how Anabaptism survived to the pres-
ent.' Anabaptists were able to reach out while they were under such
strict persecution and were able to grow. The care naturally spilled
out of the community on to those surrounding the community, espe-
cially to those who also experienced suffering. When looking at the
community it becomes clear that members were concerned with each
other’s care as well as each other’s needs. This tightly knit community
creates a bond that allows the fellowship of the believers present to
guide the pastoral helps which they receive both from the pastor as
well as lay members of the community.!

This explains the means of pastoral care for suffering, but what
is the intention present in Yoder, and what are the explicit ways in
which one would help those who are suffering? An answer begins to
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emerge in his views on social ethics and interaction in the community.
Yoder sees the Christian revelation as the norm for love. Christians
are called to live according to the Scriptures by understanding the ex-
treme bond of love to which all believers are called. This is naturally
not explicitly laid out for the Christian because there are multiple
situations that cannot all be addressed.”? This lack of explicitness in
ethics creates some difficult ambiguity for the Christian life. Yoder's
answer comes from the radical communal ecclesiology which he ad-
vocates. Christians are called to acknowledge suffering and help each
other to endure the suffering by sharing one another’s burdens. The
community finds its renewal in Christ as a new creation, extending
into its views of social justice and ethics.

Thomas Finger Addresses Suffering
through Freedom

Sometimes when addressing the issue of suffering, pastors and
historians begin to sound gnostic. Their comments, which are meant
to address suffering, focus on helping people rely on their spirit to
carry them through, or sometimes they point to the greater good as
part of understanding why they are suffering. These well-meaning
caretakers give the idea that suffering is a necessary part of human
existence because physical things are evil. This leads some people to
desire “depreciations of the body,” which is an inappropriate view.!
The question becomes how a Christian should rejoice at suffering and
yet not seek it. Thomas Finger sees this as a very important distinction
to make.

In seeking to understand the human condition, Finger takes on
the Anabaptist view of suffering indirectly with a discussion of free
will. His consideration of free will allows the careful reader to appro-
priate Finger’s view of suffering by understanding how the two are
linked, and how a pastor’s appropriate reaction to both will undergird
each discussion. The idea here is not the contemporary notion of lib-
ertarian free will with its radical power. Rather, this freedom is more
concerned with the relationship between God and humanity. Finger
finds that Anabaptist theologians are lacking in this area and turns to
a dialogue with Karl Barth and Reinhold Niebuhr. In doing so, Fin-
ger begins to formulate a free will theology that is centered on God’s
interaction with humans, an idea that begins to appear very early in
Anabaptist theology. Barth introduces the idea that human free will
comes from the interaction with God. This creates a situation in which
humans hurt themselves by not responding correctly to God." Find-
ing that Barth’s view of freedom lacked the ability to combine God’s
sovereignty with human autonomy, Finger moves into dialogue with
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Niebuhr. The freedom of the will that is discussed here centers more
on the transcendence of God rather than on typical ideas of free will.
Niebuhr sees sin as caused by humans seeking to transcend the body
into the realm of spirit and infinity. Niebuhr's insistence on the bond-
age of the will returns to a semi-Augustinian view of freedom.!

Finger responds to these two views by attempting to appropri-
ate the full Anabaptist understanding of free will. The Anabaptist
response to freedom must open with a scriptural idea: the first Adam
leading humanity away

from God and the second

Adam  leading human- 1t js clear that Finger
ity back. Following the

first Adam, God lays out would support pursuing
a set of laws to allow his

people to be faithful. As @ movement towards

his people repeatedly are ..

unfaithful, he sends the assisting the oppressed
second Adam to actualize . .

faithfulness for all people. and raising them up out of
For this faithfulness to .

be lived out in the indi- the dePth of SUffel‘lng-

vidual and be meaningful

to Finger, there must be a

certain degree of freedom. This freedom requires a blending of Barth
and Niebuhr so that humans have the ability of self-transcendence,
that is, to choose one’s own actions.!”

In order to have a full understanding, though, this freedom must
be further defined. Is there a set of choices with which humans are
presented, or is freedom something radically different? It would seem
that Finger has a view that is different from the typical Reformed idea.
He, however, returns to a historical view of freedom by accepting what
he calls a semi-Augustinian position on free will, which he supports
with Scripture. The Scripture texts in which Finger sees the human
condition losing interaction with God are Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 15:20-22,
45-49; and Phil 2:7-9. A change occurs when Jesus acts in faithful obe-
dience to God (Rom 5:19; Phil 2:8; Heb 5:8-9). Finger contends that the
Old Testament testifies to the redeeming quality of faithfulness from
Abraham all the way to Jesus.'® He sees it from two different strains of
reasoning. First, humans were unable to escape condemnation on their
own; and second, the Holy Spirit releases human beings from bondage
to this condemnation and allows for free choice. The conclusion is that
God is the sole initiator of salvation, and yet human response to this
salvation is a true response to the actual event.”
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The freedom which is advocated here clearly is always operating
within certain limitations. The limitations are connected to God and
humanity’s dependence on him for salvation. This is where suffering’s
role comes into play in Finger’s discussion on freedom. He sees free-
dom as something that is extremely risky to exercise, especially when
oppressed, because if one exercises freedom against the government’s
ideas, the consequences can be very dire. It can be argued that all hu-

mans fall under the

oppression of sin, and

The pastor should respond  thercfore  freedom —in

Christ is what provides

to suffering within the the ability to overcome

this suffering/oppression.

church in a clear way that Finger sees the Ana-

baptists’ lower social

allows the members of the position as something

that allows them to min-

community to interact with e to people who are

oppressed by opposing

the pas'.or and allows him the oppressive structures

or her to minister in their

lives.

that are holding back in-
dividuals from making
free choices within their
own rights. The push

here is to partner with
other church movements
around the world to take on the oppressors and bring Christ’s salva-
tion to the world by freeing other people from suffering.°

This is where Finger’s views of the pastoral role in suffering be-
comes clear. With his call for opposing the oppressors, Finger is
calling for the pastoral response to suffering to be that of direct oppo-
sition, but not in the typical Protestant manner. Other Protestants, as
viewed by the Anabaptists, are more violent than would be advocated
by Christ. It would seem as though Finger wants a radical departure
from the typical framework for opposing the oppressors.?' Instead, he
advocates an opposition that would radically change the world. It is
clear that Finger would support pursuing a movement towards assist-
ing the oppressed and raising them up out of the depths of suffering.
This resistance might take place in the workplace by focusing on
helping co-workers succeed, especially non-Christians. In the case of
governmental oppression, it seems as though there is much more dis-
cussion within the Anabaptist traditions concerning the opposition of
governments without the use of war. This is the most difficult arena
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in which to find non-violent means to end oppression. Perhaps this
would be accomplished by going into a particular country and feeding
those who are denied food; perhaps it would be simply creating jobs
in the country for the oppressed, moving companies that are run by
Christians who would not oppress the individuals. The problem the
Anabaptists take on is the distinct lack of attempts at finding non-vio-
lent means of opposing oppression.

A Melding of the Minds

Next, it is important to unify these two views to get a standard
layout of the two authors’ positions on suffering. When analyzing
these two positions, it seems as though they are taking on the problem
from two different yet complementary views which need to be taken
together for a complete view of pastoral care. Yoder is looking more
within the individual community with his work. He shows concern for
Christians, but suffering for the sake of Christ is seen as coming with
the territory, and therefore the focus is different. Finger is looking at
the other side of the coin: those who are not within the community
already. He focuses much more on the outside world and how the
Christian should deal with suffering outside the church. These two
views are important in order for a pastor to have a full view of how to
handle suffering, both inside and outside the walls of the church.

The question then becomes what these two ideas would look like
if they were played out practically in the real world. The first exami-
nation should focus inside the church for how a pastor would care for
suffering within the congregation. Suffering is seen as an inevitability
within the world. Christians will naturally experience suffering in the
world; it is a consequence of sin. The pastor should respond to suffer-
ing within the church in a clear way that allows the members of the
community to interact with the pastor and allows him or her to min-
ister in their lives. When a person is diagnosed with cancer, the pastor
should be there to grieve with the family. When a member dies, the
pastor needs to have a significant presence with the family. Whatever
the situation might be in a church member’s life, it would seem that
the pastor needs to have some presence there. This does not neces-
sarily mean the pastor will know what to say, or even have anything
to do but be there. Pastors are co-laborers with all Christians in the
world and, as such, do not have all the answers. Sometimes the best
pastoral care is simply being there when something happens. It is also
important for the pastor not to offer empty words of encouragement
to people who are suffering, but rather to suffer along with them and
provide support in whatever way possible.

Outside the church, pastoral care takes on a different shade. The
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suffering that Finger proposes to oppose is that which is imposed
upon others by oppressors. This opposition would, of course, fall un-
der the purview of Christian ethics, which both Finger and Yoder see
as pacifistic, but it would not be a passive resistance. In order to over-

come the oppressors, it

would be important to

Separation from the world  tkeon theforcein a vis

ible way, not in a violent

allows the individual way. Sometimes the mod-

ern response to suffering

members of the church is to emphasize radical

freedom or its opposite,

to take comfort in the radical ~ determinism,

and make these excuses

knowledge that God is in for inaction. Finger sees

the Anabaptist position,

control. though, as one that is

radically different from
the traditional Christian
approach, which is to emphasize the restrained freedom which comes
through the Christian life, because it allows the Christian the freedom
to respond in the face of suffering.”

With the backdrop of these two men’s ideas on suffering laid
down, we may now explore ways to respond to suffering that are not
explicitly addressed within these two theologians’ works. In Anabap-
tist theology in general, suffering can be alleviated by understanding
that God’s covenant has bound him to the church so that God shares
with the church in its suffering. Thus, Anabaptists are connected to
one another in this bond and form a sharing brotherhood, whereby
they even attempt to share each other’s suffering.”> The success of
the community can be measured by a simple creed, “Wo keine Gemein-
shaft ist, da is auch keine rechte Licbe,” which loosely translated means,
“Where there is no Community, there is also no Love.”* In this, the
love of the community is the measure of its success. The pastoral re-
sponse to suffering becomes love. The pastoral perspective of suffering
then becomes a sharing love that the entire community practices, in
which suffering is borne on the shoulders of other members of the
community. This love is, of course, to be understood as the anticipa-
tion of suffering in the church. The church is placed under the cross
and anticipates persecution. Church members are supposed to accept
suffering and persecution while not persecuting in response.?> While
it is clear that the church should anticipate suffering, walking through
the midst of it is never easy. Separation from the world allows the in-
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dividual members of the church to take comfort in the knowledge that
God is in control. The pastor must then begin to take on the role of
comforter. It is important to encourage lay people that they are under
the protection of God.

Practical Applications of Anabaptist
Theology for Baptists

At this point, it is important to note that there are different kinds
of suffering present in the world which necessitate very different pas-
toral responses. A child gets terminal cancer; a missionary is martyred
in Southeast Asia; a man finds out that his father has been having an af-
fair—all of these have distinct aspects of suffering, but they all require
different pastoral responses. The problem that arises is that situational
propositions are all unique, involving different pastoral responses. The
parents of the child need to be reassured that God loves them and will
remain with them; the family of the martyr should be reassured that
God is in control and that the man was doing the Lord’s work; the son
who finds out his father failed should be assured that people make
mistakes and that his father still loves him dearly. Each of these situ-
ations has a common feature already addressed by Anabaptists views
as we have discussed them up to this point: pastoral care comes from
being involved in the lives of the lay people. It is impossible to reassure
someone that God loves him or her without a relationship with that
person. The pastoral response, especially for Anabaptists, starts much
earlier than when one is in

the throes of suffering; it
begins with the formation ~ Pe I‘hCIpS the greatest
and growth of the rela- .
tionship. The communal aSpect of Anubﬂpl’le
aspect of the Anabaptist R . .
trfdition creates a siua/ herlfﬂge which BC'P"S"S
tion in which this is most
easily and effectively ac-
complished. Pastoral care
is placed in the hands of

the “congregation rather g d practiced view of
than simply those of the

pastor. Friends of the fam-  eqommunity.
ily are able to be the arms Y

should attempt to emulate

is the defined, expressed,

of Christ to the individual

since the relationships are already mature in these cases. The pastor
should be a fixture in the community, but there is no possible way for
close relationships to be formed with every member of the communi-
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ty in such a way as is needed for pastoral care to be complete. This
is where the pastoral community comes into play. The community is
able to take its direction from the pastor and move pastoral ministry
out to the entire community.

Baptists also have a sense of community, but it is much less de-
fined and less closely knit. This partially comes from the missiological
vision of Baptist churches, but it also comes from a lack of under-
standing of community. Baptists seem to long for community. Roger
Fredrikson writes in his commentary on John:

In a gathering of the Lord’s people, particularly in small
groups, it is good to see someone share a hidden pain, anger,
or wrongdoing. It has often been a heavy burden for a long
time. Then those on whom Christ has breathed have inter-
ceded, given the burden to the resurrected Christ, and in His
name have pronounced forgiveness and affirmation, and all
have left rejoicing!?®

This is accomplished even in small ways, and it is a practical mod-
el of how Christians should seek to address suffering as well. Here the
community gathers together and prayerfully supports individuals in
their longing to deal with their pain, anger, or wrongdoing. Pastoral
care is brought on by the community, and members are able to help
the person address his or her concerns. Perhaps the greatest aspect of
Anabaptist heritage which Baptists should attempt to emulate is the
defined, expressed, and practiced view of community. Though many
Anabaptist sects closed themselves off from the world, many have
maintained communication with the world while maintaining a strong
sense of community. The stated goals of the community allow pasto-
ral care to be much more efficiently accomplished, and these types of
communities are probably better equipped to address suffering in the
lives of their members.

Baptists and traditional Anabaptist communities share a common
characteristic: both of these traditions have historically suffered per-
secution. However, Anabaptists have embraced this as part of their
history much more than Baptists. Part of this communal idea seems to
have come from the fact that the persecution of Anabaptists has ex-
tended throughout the whole of their history. This creates a situation
in which some Anabaptists need persecution to maintain their iden-
tity. During my time at Tabor College, a Mennonite Brethren College,
[ was continually confronted with the strong sense of persecution that
exists within the Anabaptist tradition. A great deal of my classmates’
identity came from the corporate feeling of being against the world
and persecuted by it. Many individuals saw persecution and suffering
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where the typical person would not. This idea, though, also created
a situation where the individuals had a common thread to their sto-
ries. They formed a strong bond of love as they walked alongside one
another through what they viewed as suffering. Baptists would ben-
efit in some respect from seeking out common bonds of suffering that
would lead to common threads in their own storeis. This would help
to create a stronger sense of community, which in turn would allow
pastoral care to be more personal wihtin the congregation.

Conclusion

The pastoral response to suffering that Anabaptists practice seems
to be that of communal support of the individual. The pastor helps to
foster this growth of community and does a great deal of the teaching
for the community, but the overwhelming portion of the care falls on
the shoulders of the lay people. Suffering is very real to both Yoder and
Finger, and their responses taken together create a situation in which
any form of suffering can be addressed properly and dealt with inside
the community, thus creating a strong sense of love and commitment
among members. This sense of community should extend to the whole
of the Christian movement. Perhaps the greatest impact of Yoder
should be the idea of explicit community that comes out of his view of
the Christian community.” We are all linked in Christ and therefore
should all share one another’s burdens together.

ED HETT

be contacted at Ed_Hett@baylor.edu.
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“Anabaptist Pastoral Care”
... So What?

Questions for Consideration:

1. What role should and do experiences of suffering play in
the Christian life?

2. Isyour church one that embraces those who have
encountered suffering? In other words, does your
congregation make space for pain?

3. What practices and/or structures within your
congregation facilitate pastoral care for those in crisis?

4. Tslove necessary for authentic community to exist within
the church? Do love and community exist within your
congregation?

5. Does your church accept suffering or try to avoid it
altogether?

Prepared by Derek Hatch
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Anderson, Justice C. AN EVANGELICAL SAGA: BAPTISTS AND
THEIR PRECURSORS IN LATIN AMEericA. Longwood, Fla.:
Xulon Press, 2005. 637 pgs.

Justice . Andersens

“If a ‘saga’ is the story of heroic persons and events, is not Bap-
tist history sufficiently replete with heroes and events to constitute
a separate denominational saga?”! With a tone of ecumenical respect
and evangelistic zeal, Justice Anderson tells the stories of the found-
ers of evangelical Christianity in Latin America. Country by country,
he explores the roots of the Baptist denomination in particular, within
the larger Christian context.

This book is a translation and revision of Anderson’s previous
book, Historia de los Bautistas, Tomo III (El Paso, Tex.: Casa Bautista de
Publicaciones, 1990), a history of Baptists worldwide. Anderson has
added chapters on the evangelical forerunners of the Baptists and an
epilogue on the future direction of the church in Latin America.

An Evangelical Saga is a warm and highly readable story. With deep
love and respect, it leads the reader through the lives and ministries
of Christians from all over the world who gave themselves to the
promotion of the gospel in Latin America. The book begins with the
providential precursors of the Evangelicals. Included among these are
the German Lutherans in Venezuela, the French Huguenots in Brazil,
and the English in the Caribbean. Many of these earliest mission at-
tempts ended in fearful Christian ghettos, whose inhabitants would
not reach out across ethnic lines and ultimately ended in their loss of
testimony before their indigenous neighbors. Still others gave a bold
and faithful witness and saw some limited fruits of their labor during
their lifetimes.

Anderson goes on to describe what he calls the “intentional pio-
neers” of Evangelicalism in Latin America, or full-time missionaries

114

TRUETT JOURNAL OF CHURCH AND MISSION



Book Reviews

and Bible colporteurs. These, too, had mixed results. Some of the ear-
liest, who came to Latin America in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, lost their lives upon their first contact with indigenous
groups. Many were pioneers of mission strategy. Anderson shows how
each of these pioneers made a lasting impact on their area of service
that opened the doors for later Evangelicals.

The rest of the book is organized according to region and country.
Anderson works systematically through the founding of the Baptist
denomination in each Latin American nation. He includes the names
and stories of the first missionaries, the first national church leaders,
and the development of the denominational organization. The story is
not triumphalistic or glorious, but it draws out the good works of each
character and deals graciously with failures.

Baptist pioneers in Latin America were a diverse lot. The earli-
est Baptist presence in Guyana, for example, was a man named Lough
Fook, a Chinese minister who voluntarily sold himself as an inden-
tured servant in order to go to Guyana and reach out to Chinese
indentured servants there. The first Baptist missionary to be sent from
Ireland was Robert Hosford, who ultimately served in Argentina. He
was not a believer when he married a former missionary, but through
the witness of his wife and the work of a local evangelist, he came
to faith in Christ. Soon after, he felt a burning call to serve overseas,
and since his denomination had no history of sending missionaries,
he found a job with the Argentine Railway. With his secular work
he was quite successful, but he maintained a strong identity as a mis-
sionary, kept a strong relationship with the Irish Baptists, and planted
churches along the rail lines.

In Bolivia, Baptist work was begun by Canadian Baptist mission-
aries. While home on furlough, they learned about self-supporting and
self-propagating mission work in India. Upon their return, they pre-
sented this model to the Bolivian church leadership, and the churches
decided to form a self-governing convention. In order to form a na-
tional organization, Mestizos, Aymaras, and Quechuas had to work
together as peers in leadership. It was a social experiment that met
with success. The Bolivians became adept in missionary sending and
cross-cultural ministry. Like Christians in the rest of Latin America,
they suffered persecution and violence from their neighbors, weath-
ered national revolutions, and struggled to cooperate with each other.

Each country’s story is different but intimately woven togeth-
er with the stories of its neighbors. The story ends on the threshold
of the twenty-first century. Today the church in Latin America is
blessed with exploding growth, a renewal movement in the Catholic
Church, and rapidly rising Pentecostalism. Anderson points out that
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Latin America and Africa are becoming the new centers of the Chris-
tian faith, as faith dwindles in the North. Baptist churches in Latin
America are continuing to mature and to take on more responsibility
as co-laborers on the global level with other Christians. According to
Anderson, the strength of Pentecostalism in Latin America is bringing
balance to the evangelical church’s practical theology of the Trinity,
which in the North has historically downplayed manifestations of the
Spirit and emphasized Christology in its teaching. Anderson is hopeful
that the church in Latin America will play an important and positive
role in the renewal of the worldwide community of Christians in the
twenty-first century.

Anderson’s history is thorough, rigorous, and compassionate. The
author freely states his interpretation of events and includes well-
reasoned and researched arguments for his judgments. This book is a
pleasurable read for anyone who loves church history, Latin American
history, or who is seeking to expand their vision of the church beyond
the West.

Notes

1. Justice C. Anderson, An Evangelical Saga (Longwood, Fla: Xulon Press, 2005), xxv.

Rachel Vaughan
M.Div., Global Missions

APPROPRIATE

%%Z”&} Kraft, Charles H., ed. AprropPriAaTE CHRISTIANITY. Pasade-

na, Calif.: William Carey Library, 2005. 638 pgs.

In Appropriate Christianity, Charles Kraft utilizes the varied perspec-
tives of eighteen contributors to substantiate his experiential concept
of communicating the gospel of Christ. Kraft expresses this central-
izing thesis as a tripod framework in which three encounters of the
Christian experience correlate to three of its dimensions. The three en-
counters of allegiance, truth, and power define the experiential nature
of Christianity. These encounters indelibly connect to three essential
dimensions of Christianity: relationship, understanding, and freedom.!
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Although Appropriate Christianity claims to focus on the disproportion-
ately under-addressed encounters of allegiance and spiritual power,
one could certainly argue that it contains more than its share of truth.

Kraft organizes this volume by providing an introduction to the
concept of appropriate Christianity, followed by extrapolations upon
its theoretical and practical aspects. The first four chapters form the
nexus of the introductory material. Here, Appropriate Christianity delves
into the historical development of missiological theory to recount the
emergence and prominence of the theory of contextualization. The
authors emphasize such seminal theories as the Three-Self Formula,
indigeneity, and dynamic equivalence, leading to the advent of the
parallel terms of “contextualization” and “inculturation” in the early
1970s. This discussion serves as a foundation upon which Kraft and
the other contributors can build their critique of contextualization.
The introductory chapters also afford the opportunity to proclaim the
necessity of a vocabulary shift away from contextualization to “appro-
priate Christianity.” The goal of this transition is not to discard the
work advanced by contextualization but to reframe the contextualiza-
tion debate with an innovative lens.

The advent of appropriateness as a new hermeneutical lens by
which to approach missions has a myriad of theoretical ramifica-
tions. Appropriate Christianity asserts two distinct analogies to explain
these ramifications. The first relates missional theology to modern
law, which encapsulates case law as well as the parallels of systematic
theology with constitutional law and biblical theology with statutory
law. Thus, missional theology is an amalgamation of phenomenology,
ontology, and missiology.> The second analogy is that of the Hebrew
covenant as an inculturated message of God’s relational love and a
scriptural model for contextualization.? Kraft moves beyond analogies
to introduce the term “meaning equivalence,” as an alternative for his
earlier concept of dynamic equivalence, which takes the felt needs of
the receptors of communication more seriously than its predecessor.

Appropriate Christianity seeks to accomplish more than a trans-
formation in vocabulary: it strives to emancipate the concept of
contextualization from academic debates and discuss it in terms of
Christianity’s relational and freeing dimensions. Kraft emphasizes the
disjunction between religion as the culturally defined forms express-
ing a specific worldview and the Christian faith, which he defines
as “an allegiance, a relationship, from which flow a series of mean-
ings that are intended to be expressed through the cultural forms of
any culture.”* Epistemologically, contextualization is transformative
because it is theology from below; it stems from the praxis of relation-
ship rather that the postulations of philosophy.’
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The crux of contextualization, and of appropriateness, is the re-
lational nature of God’s love at the “level of human beingness that is
deeper than our cultural differences.” This is the level at which the
meaning of faith in Christ must be communicated. Frecia C. Johnson
deftly addresses the need for relationship and dialogue based on mu-
tual respect in her proposal for “reciprocal contextualization.” Kraft
recognizes this baseline humanity, as well as its problematic nature,
in his assertion of the dual models of the “Point Plus Process” and “the
Homogeneous Unit Principle” to address God’s initial acceptance and
subsequent transformation of individuals and groups. The application
of these models impacts the manner in which various generations of
Christians grapple with spiritual freedom.

Kraft places chief importance on the role of spiritual power in the
life of individuals and communities. The bifurcated cosmology in his
understanding of spiritual warfare on both ground and cosmic levels
encapsulates a vast array of human experience, from sinful emotions
to the deities of other religions. Although the discussion has perhaps
been taken too lightly in the Western church, the deterministic preci-
sion with which Kraft is willing to pinpoint the presence of evil spirits
based on certain circumstances is incredibly troubling.”

Kraft embarks on his discussion of Appropriate Christianity with an
elevated confidence that the terminology shift he and his contributors
propose is valid. Perhaps such bravado is to be expected and is certain-
ly not unfounded, given the pivotal role Kraft has played in the field of
missiological anthropology. The level of confidence due to the accep-
tance of his former works leads Kraft into a problematic assumption of
ascent from the perspective of his readers. This assumption manifests
itself not only overtly in Kraft’s introduction but also in the manner in
which he approaches his subject. Consequently, there is surprisingly
little space devoted to arguing the need for and implications of the ter-
minological shift from contextualization to appropriate Christianity.

Kraft argues for the use of a term that would inherently focus on
communicating Christianity in such a way that it is accountable to
both the receiving culture and the gospel itself. This would stand in
opposition to the assumption of contextualization, which tacitly con-
tends that the gospel is fully understood and the culture is what must
come to be understood. Thus, he asserts the need for a term that de-
creases the technicality of contextualization, as it currently focuses on
culture rather than people. He also suggests that the term contextual-
ization carries a negative connotation. Each of these concerns is valid
and innovative for the progress of missiology in the future. All of these
points contribute to a cogent negative argument against the continued
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reliance upon the terminology of contextualization; yet they do not
substantiate the case for adopting the term “appropriate” in its place.

The argument for a vocabulary shift makes only scant reference to
the inherent value of “appropriate” as a term and no attempt at all to
discuss possible stigmas with which it might be associated. Appropriate
Christianity recognizes that “since meaning is in the minds of people,
we need to recognize that there will be a variety of understandings
of any of the terms we use.” Despite this declaration, Kraft never ad-
dresses the general perceptions of the word “appropriate.” He defines
it solely in reference to the interaction of culture and the Bible in the
confines of his missiological project. The wider connotations of the
word “appropriate,” however, denote a hyperbole of conservatism be-
lying images of Victorian imperialism. It invokes rigidity and prejudice
against innovation as well as a denial of historical mistakes. In short,
the term stands as the quintessential bastion of the status quo. Per-
haps this negativity is best illustrated by a juxtaposition of the loaded
root word “proper” with the neutral root word “context.” Despite the
technicality of its extended form, the word “context,” in and of itself,
carries a far less problematic vision for the communication of the gos-
pel to culture and the future of Christian missions.

The value of Appropriate Christianity lies in the thought process
through which it assesses the current status of missiology, and this is
no mean contribution. The book anthologizes profound and landmark
discussions of the formative theories of the past, the present challenges
of praxis, and quandaries for the future. It is a wellspring of theoretical
inquiry and practical wisdom that will serve as a catalyst for poignant
dialogue in the field of missiology. Whether the terminology proposal
that it champions will be, or should be, adopted remains in question.

Notes

1. Charles H. Kraft, ed., Appropriate Christianity (Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey
Library, 2005), 99.

Ibid., 125-28.
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