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Foreword

One of the special joys of the Global Mennonite History is the involvement of many people in organizing, researching, and writing a fresh history. This is especially evident in this volume on Mennonites in Europe with nine writers, including the editors. They have worked, even struggled, together in constructing a remarkable and engaging story. We are exceedingly grateful for the unique insights and contributions of each writer.

Although the oldest global Mennonite communities are in Europe, this is the first time representatives of these major church bodies on this continent have cooperated in producing a shared narrative. The editors of this volume—Alle G. Hoekema and Hanspeter Jecker, well-established historians in their own right—have nurtured and encouraged a team of researcher-writers to produce a fine book in a timely fashion. These editors represent in themselves two major streams of Anabaptist-Mennonite history in Europe from the sixteenth century to the present, namely the Dutch and the Swiss Mennonite traditions.

As the editors point out in their preface, this volume benefits from the historical work done by a much larger group of historians. We join in thanking all persons involved for participating in this highly communal project. We also thank the European Mennonite Conferences for underwriting this volume financially. While the writers and editors contributed their time to this effort, there were travel, translation, and publication costs that were met by conference bodies in France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. A number of individuals and several foundations in Europe and North America who have contributed to the Global Mennonite History also assisted in publication and translation costs.

We are enthusiastic about the story recorded here. Like each of the volumes in this series, this makes an important contribution to understanding a significant part of the global Mennonite and Brethren in Christ movement. Loss and decline are conspicuous motifs, but visible too is the vision, faith, and hope that characterizes the church everywhere, and that leads to renewal and new life.

The preface notes the much lamented deaths of two writers enroute to the completion of this project. We conclude with the words of one of these, Sjouke Voolstra, who observed that Anabaptist and Mennonite history is significant to the degree that, like the biblical record, it points us to “God’s promises which have not yet been fulfilled in the world.” There will yet be more history to come through Mennonite participation in the revitalized Christian movement in Europe.

John A. Lapp and C. Arnold Snyder,

Global Mennonite History Series Editors



Preface

by Hanspeter Jecker and Alle G. Hoekema

Over the years Anabaptist-Mennonite history and theology has been a predominantly European and North American affair. Anabaptism had its beginnings in Europe in the sixteenth century, and in spite of all the affliction showered on its followers, it experienced its first blossoming in Europe. No later than the nineteenth century, however, its centre of balance shifted with the countless waves of emigrants from Europe who relocated to North America. Nevertheless, the Anabaptist-Mennonite landscape continued to be shaped by people who had their roots in European soil, and who continued to cultivate the memory of these roots.

Thus well into the twentieth century, the typical, dyed-in-the-wool Mennonite was Caucasian, spoke German (Swiss-, Palatinate- or Low-German—or “at least” some related form of Dutch or Pennsylvania Dutch) and possessed a genealogy connecting him or her with the context of an Anabaptist pioneer like a Conrad Grebel in Switzerland’s Zürich, or that of a Menno Simons in the Netherlands’ Friesland. These characteristics remained in force even when Anabaptist descendants had long been settled on the Asian-Siberian steppe or the South American Chaco in order to seek their livelihood.

But now the times have changed. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the typical member of an Anabaptist-Mennonite congregation no longer lives predominantly in the northern hemisphere, but rather in the southern hemisphere; most Anabaptist-Mennonites no longer speak a German dialect, but a multitude of international languages.

Thus the pursuit of Anabaptist-Mennonite history and theology is no longer the exclusive domain of specialists from Europe and North America. Justifiably, the increasingly diverse members in the younger Anabaptist-Mennonite churches in Asia, Africa and Latin America are inquiring more and more about the specific historical, theological and spiritual accents of the tradition to which their congregations belong today. They would like to know the history of their own national, continental and worldwide Anabaptist-Mennonite congregations and conferences. And furthermore, they would like to hear more about the history of those Anabaptist-Mennonite churches in Europe and North America which for generations have sent missionaries and relief-workers to their countries and regions in the south.

The Mennonite World Conference has responded to this interest with the Global Mennonite History Project (GMHP). The purpose of this project is “to tell the story of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in their regional and global relationships with the goal of nurturing a sense of belonging together, promoting mutual understanding, and stimulating the renewal and extension of Anabaptist Christianity world wide.”

This Europe volume marks the second publication of the Global Mennonite History Project. The first volume in this series told the story of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches on the African continent, and was published in 2003. In contrast to the volumes on Africa, Asia and Latin America, the Europe volume can draw, at least in part, upon a wealth of previously-researched materials. But this volume additionally contains contributions to topics and themes which have—in recent years or until now—scarcely received attention, but are of great interest from the perspective of the global Mennonite community. Thus this volume weaves together into a new synthesis many well-known dates and facts, along with numerous freshly-won insights and current questions. The book is addressed not primarily to specialists in Anabaptist-Mennonite history, but rather to interested members and friends of the worldwide Anabaptist-Mennonite fellowship, and other interested readers. Yet it also contains information and portrayals which will be new and helpful for specialists, and which cannot be found in this form anywhere else.

Since 2000 we—Alle G. Hoekema (Haarlem, Netherlands) and Hanspeter Jecker (Bienenberg, Switzerland)—have been working as the designated editors of this volume. Our task was to develop an overall plan for this publication and to enlist various authors for the writing of individual chapters. At workshops of several days’ duration in Strasbourg (2003) and Paris (2005), the project was discussed extensively with contributing authors, anticipated articles were reviewed individually and new tasks assigned. With numerous telephone conversations, letters and e-mails as well as multiple regional meetings, this endeavour pressed ahead and moved toward completion. Significant problems arose with the unexpected deaths of two especially competent authors: Peter Foth (April 2004) and Sjouke Voolstra (October 2004). Beyond the sorrow and mourning related to the sudden loss of these two valued friends and companions, we had the additional problem of finding individuals who might take over responsibility for the corresponding sections of this volume. As editors we are extremely thankful to have found very competent contributors for the chapters on northern Germany and the Netherlands in the persons of James Jakob Fehr and Annelies Verbeek (the latter supported by the collaboration of Alle G. Hoekema). With their able help, we are very pleased to be able to present the completed Europe volume to an interested public. The following notes serve as a prefix for the book that follows.

The time-frame for the present project—from 1850 to the present—seemed to us to require first an introductory survey of the Anabaptist-Mennonite story from its beginnings to 1850. This introductory chapter was written by Diether Götz Lichdi (chapter I). In the second place, we thought it important to sketch the political, economic, social and religious contexts in Europe, so that readers might gain a better understanding of more recent Mennonite history. For this purpose it seemed necessary to begin with the profound upheavals of the French Revolution (1789) rather than with the year 1850. This introduction was written by Claude Baecher (chapter II).

Following these introductory chapters, the history of Anabaptist-Mennonite churches in Europe is presented in the main part of this volume, by country or by region. This approach has both strengths and weaknesses. It does justice to the fact that Anabaptist-Mennonite existence in Europe has always been intensely affected by different national and political contexts, and thus also has had to develop unique accents and responses to concrete historical challenges. However, it was also important not to lose sight of the solidarity of Anabaptist-Mennonite congregational conferences—in part stronger in earlier years than later—reaching beyond national borders. This dual concern led to some unavoidable overlap in the presentation. However it had the advantage of making explicit the international dimension of Anabaptist-Mennonite existence and theology.

The regional presentation begins with a longer chapter on the Netherlands, which was compiled by Annelies Verbeek and Alle G. Hoekema (chapter III), followed by a similarly extensive chapter on Germany. For the period extending to 1933, the text is divided into sub-sections on north Germany, West Prussia and south Germany. This geographical partitioning is dropped for the period after 1933 in order to better reflect the increasingly shared commonalities of all Germans and the growing sense of German-Mennonite togetherness. The authorship of this chapter is shared by Diether Götz Lichdi and James Jakob Fehr (chapter IV). Diether G. Lichdi also authored the shorter chapters on Switzerland and France (chapters V and VI) with the support of contributions from Hanspeter Jecker (V) and Claude Baecher (VI). John N. Klassen’s recounting of the history of Mennonites in Russia and their migration back to Germany contains much material which has not been published previously, particularly on the recent migration and resettlement (chapter VII).

The pattern of regionally-divided narration of the historical development of European Mennonites is discontinued with the two concluding chapters of this volume. In the section on “Mission Efforts in Europe,” Neal Blough presents the recent church-planting and missionary initiatives undertaken by Mennonite conferences and mission agencies (chapter VIII). The concluding chapter by Ed van Straten discusses a series of current issues with which all Anabaptist-Mennonite conferences have had to struggle in recent years—in part, regionally defined, but also as part of their shared, larger European context (chapter IX). Finally, this Europe-volume is rounded off with an Epilogue, a reflection by the editors on the way ahead, together with an appendix containing historical time-lines, a directory of Mennonite conferences in Europe, a bibliography, and an index.

We wish to especially thank each of the authors for their valuable collaboration; this volume would not have come into being without them. The variety of perspectives, accents, and interpretative approaches represented in their contributions impressively reflects the variety present in Anabaptist-Mennonite reality in Europe today. As editors, we were very careful not to level out differing emphases and interpretations, or to harmonize and sort out overlapping points. Edges and corners as well as intense controversies have always been noticeably present throughout the history of Mennonites in Europe, and they must not be swept under the table in a narration of this story. But it should also be appreciated that despite the many painful divisions (some of which reach into the present!) and beyond the frequent indifferent and self-righteous parallel existences of Anabaptist-Mennonite groups in Europe, there also are many hopeful signs and efforts pointing towards a growing sense of togetherness. One of these signs is the writing of this common Europe volume!

The present book would not have been possible without the multifaceted support of a large number of individuals and institutions. For financial contributions we would like to thank the Mennonite World Conference, the Oosterbaan Foundation, as well as a series of Mennonite conferences and historical societies in Europe. For longer and shorter proof-reading assignments and for valuable additions, corrections and suggestions, we thank Claude Baecher, Robert Baecher, Neal Blough, Frédéric de Coninck, Herbert Hege, Lydie Hege, Hans-Adolf Hertzler, Kurt Kerber, Andrea Lange, Piet Visser, Marie-Noëlle von der Recke-Faure, Johannes Reimer, and Michel Ummel. For the translation of the text from German and French into English, we thank Luci Driedger, Dennis Slabaugh, Janie Blough, James Jakob Fehr, Anita Lichdi, Dean Kunkle, Arnold Neufeldt-Fast, Walter Sawatsky, and Victor Duerksen.

We also wish to thank all who assisted us in the search for illustrations and in obtaining publishing rights, especially the Agape-Verlag, the Mennonite Central Committee, as well as Bethel College (Newton, KS). For producing maps and for attending to the many minute design and editorial details of publication we thank above all the team at Pandora Press in Kitchener, Ontario, especially Arnold and Clifford Snyder for their diligent work.

In the Preface to the Africa-volume the following statement by Roman Catholic missiologist Walbert Bühlmann was cited: “The ‘Third Church’ [= the church of the global South] needs the second [= the Euro-American church] for support and the second needs the third for renewal.” The present Europe volume gives witness that in the course of its history, European Anabaptism was both an “exporter” of renewal and also often a recipient (or at least needy) of renewal in its history, and in the present as well. We hope that this volume will make a supportive contribution to the Anabaptist-Mennonite churches in the south—that with a knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of European Anabaptism, their own witness may be strengthened, refined and deepened; and that the awareness of a common journey may grow. Furthermore, if this volume enables us in the northern hemisphere to become more clearly aware of the journey we have made and why we are where we are, then there is good reason to hope that with an enhanced knowledge of the past and a better understanding of the present we will also be inspired in our own struggles toward a more credible, more inviting and more united witness for Christ for the future.

Translation: Arnold Neufeldt-Fast
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CHAPTER I

An Overview of Anabaptist-Mennonite History, 1525–1800

by Diether Götz Lichdi

New Beginnings and Survival—The Anabaptist
Movement (1525–1618)

There are approximately 200 Mennonite and related conferences and groups among the spiritual descendants of the sixteenth-century Anabaptists. The Anabaptist movement arose after disagreements with the Reformation of Zwingli and Luther. The Anabaptist groups agreed in their rejection of the former churches and in their criticism of the emerging churches of the Reformation era; they agreed that churches should be formed by adults who were baptized on confession of faith. Nevertheless, they held a variety of convictions: some were biblicists, others awaited the return of Christ in the near future, while some had mystical roots and trusted deeply in the moving of the Holy Spirit. In addition, differing regional and political conditions played an important role in creating Anabaptist differences. Researchers have counted between thirty and forty different kinds of Anabaptist groups during the decade preceding the catastrophe of Münster.

In the last century and a half, historians have used the terms “Anabaptists” and the “Anabaptist movement” in the desire to use a neutral term. Contemporaries in the sixteenth century and thereafter labelled the deviants “Anabaptists”1 and thus pinned an ancient ecclesiastical condemnation on them. Many of the afflicted, however, called themselves Brüder in Christo (Brothers in Christ), Bondgenoten (allies, confederates) or Doopsgezinden/Taufgesinnte (literally: baptism-minded). Others called them Menisten, from which the name Mennonites is derived. It took about 150 years for the term Mennonites to become the accepted name for this independent group, at which point the Mennonites in south Germany2 also called themselves by this name.

All religious dissidents and critics were slandered and excluded from society by being labelled Anabaptists, during the Reformation and also thereafter. We come upon this term in many sources without being certain about the convictions that accompany it. This abusive word was used as a name tag for critics within the church as well as for some Pietists, in order to avoid having to converse with them.

Only a few Anabaptist groups survived persecution and expulsion. After the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) there were three groups: the largest groups by far were (1) the Doopsgezinden and Mennonites in the Netherlands and West Prussia; (2) the Swiss Brethren in parts of Switzerland, Alsace and southwest Germany, who barely survived, as well as (3) the Hutterites, who were driven out of Slovakia to Transylvania. All the other groups disappeared.

Preconditions for the Reformation

The Environment and its General Conditions

The political and social scene in Europe changed around 1500. Spain, with its colonies in Latin America, the Netherlands, Austria, parts of south Germany, Hungary, Bohemia and Moravia, all belonged to the empire of Charles V of the Catholic house of Hapsburg. The German rulers built their territorial rule with a unified judicial and monetary system. The economic standard of living had recovered after the great plague epidemics of the fourteenth century; agricultural production grew with the population; craft production rose in the cities, and in some areas mining led to great prosperity. Many free imperial cities, which were responsible only to the Emperor, became centres of trade and culture. Because “city air makes one free,” cities like Strasbourg, Augsburg, Nuremberg or Amsterdam attracted people who were eager for education and who were adventurous. The preachers who occupied positions founded and funded by the city councils, usually supported reforming endeavours.

Horizons were greatly broadened by the voyages of discovery of Columbus and Vasco da Gama. From the time the New World was discovered and the passage was found around Africa to the mysterious lands of the far East, the known world had grown. The supply of goods, knowledge and possibilities expanded within a few years and provided a new picture of the world, changing trading patterns and the economy of Europe. Prosperity such as had never been known before came to Europe.

The Intellectual Turning Point

Copernicus’ discovery that the earth revolves around the sun questioned the church’s geocentric view of the world, in which the earth was seen as a disc located between heaven and hell. With advances in astronomy, science began to develop, at first through experiments but also with the help of rational deduction.

During these years the legacy of ancient times was newly discovered. The precondition for this was the cultivation of the Greek language, which occurred through its dissemination by refugees from Constantinople, and renewed access to the Hebrew language. The publication of a Hebrew dictionary and grammar by Johannes Reuchlin (1506) and the publication of the New Testament in original Greek by Erasmus of Rotterdam (1516) were milestones. Without these aids, Bible translations into vernacular languages would not have been possible.

In addition, printed books replaced hand-copied texts. The new technique of printing with movable type made it possible to produce an uncountable number of books. As a result, texts and books circulated quickly in many languages. The knowledge of Latin, the language in which books had been published earlier, was no longer absolutely necessary. Thus, everyone could read about the new discoveries and ideas in their native languages. The quickly-swelling flood of books encountered a great eagerness to read among all social strata. The Reformation would not have been conceivable without the spread of printed books in the vernacular languages.

The wave of enlightenment called Humanism not only promoted the knowledge of the ancient languages, but also contributed to changing the self-consciousness of people. Old wisdom was no longer simply accepted but was now subjected to scrutiny; many convictions were publicly exposed as superstitions, and religious theories as well as traditional convictions were questioned.

The Roman church had long been criticized. Its many abuses had been denounced in literature and at numerous councils as early as the fifteenth century. A widespread anger was directed at the fiscal policy of the Pope, the Bishops, and the monasteries, and many chastised the moral lapses of the priests. A common complaint was that many pastorates were run only by administrators, while the pastor himself enjoyed his benefice or devoted his time to other tasks. Finally, the anger about the buying of indulgences3 brought the anti-ecclesiastical mood to a climax.

“German Mysticism” had developed since the fourteenth century. It originated among the spiritually lively Dominicans along the upper Rhine Valley. The mystic felt a “spark within his soul” because God shared himself with that person’s soul. If human beings would give themselves unconditionally to God in “serenity,” then God would unite with them. The human being would experience God directly in the soul. Perhaps for this reason some mystics tended not to accept the authority of the church hierarchy. Influences of mysticism can be observed in various reformed movements. They also became visible later among the south German Anabaptists and the Hutterites.
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Early Reformation pamphlet “Description of the divine mill” (1521): Christ pours the grain in the shape of the biblical evangelists into the funnel of the mill. The humanist Erasmus of Rotterdam fills the flour into the bag, from which the reformer Martin Luther bakes loaves of bread in the form of Bibles. Huldrych Zwingli passes these on to the clerics, who want to know nothing of it. In the background Karsthans, the embodiment of the “common man,” swings his threshing instrument threateningly: the peasants are ready to support the reformation even with rebellion! A two-line title comments: Two Swiss farmers have made this (picture)—they indeed have had a good insight.

In the Kingdom of Bohemia, the sermons of professor Jan Hus (ca. 1370–1415) from Prague, led to the Hussite and Taborite movements. Hus had accused the church of the accumulation of wealth and criticized its practice of the Mass. After a sensational trial in Constance, Hus was burned at the stake; his martyr’s death led to uprisings in Bohemia. The Taborites, who wanted to establish God’s kingdom with violence, were defeated; the congregations of the Bohemian Brethren, who strove for a renewal of life based on the New Testament and the re-establishment of the Early Church, survived.

In the cities of the Netherlands, the lower Rhine Valley, and in east Friesland, that is, in the important areas in which Anabaptism later spread, a partly monastic lay movement under the name of Devotio Moderna (the “Modern Devotion”) spread during the fifteenth century. These “brothers of the common life” preached a pious life in imitation of Christ. The influential devotional book, The Imitation of Christ (Imitatio Christi) by Thomas à Kempis, emerged from this setting and is recognized as the most-read Christian book before the Reformation. Also in the Netherlands the critique of the official teachings of the sacraments of the church strongly increased and led to protests before the Reformation; in retrospect, historians have called this the “Sacramentarian Movement.”

The Reformation

The complex event called the Reformation was begun and furthered by many people in their own spheres of activity. From small beginnings a great movement soon arose in which people of all kinds came together, with a variety of motivations. They were influenced by the rediscovery of the Bible and resentment toward the Roman Church.

One of the most important standard-bearers was Martin Luther (1483–1546), professor at the new university in Wittenberg. This Augustinian monk was searching for a “gracious God” because he was tormented by the knowledge of his sins. One of the fundamental discoveries for him was one of Paul’s sentences in Romans (1:17): In the Gospel “the righteousness of God is revealed through faith to faith, as is written, ‘He who is righteous will live by faith.’” With this understanding he rejected the church’s teaching of salvation, which expected sins to be forgiven through the cooperation of good works of penance by believers, or through the added merit of the saints. If the important thing was simply forgiveness by God’s grace alone, then the church’s role in communicating grace through the sacraments was brought into question. The famous Ninety-five Theses (1517), which initiated the public events of the Reformation, dealt with the saving power claimed for letters of indulgence, which technically were part of the sacrament of penance. Luther’s most important concerns can be described by three slogans:

a) solus Christus (Christ alone): Salvation is granted directly by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As Lord of the church, Christ needs no representative and no mediator. He alone is the foundation and the reason for faith.

b) sola fide (by faith alone): Before God’s countenance, humanity recognizes its vanity and sinfulness. God turns to the person in grace and does not take one’s sins into account. Through faith, human beings claim God’s forgiveness. The important thing is faith first of all, faith which then will bear fruit.

c) sola scriptura (Scripture alone): God reveals His will in the Scriptures and nowhere else, neither in the traditions of the church nor in the spirit or the soul of man. Luther freed himself from traditional allegorical scriptural interpretations and sought the original and direct meaning of the biblical texts. Thus, the preached Word of God became central in Protestant worship, instead of sacraments administered by priests.

The Beginnings of Anabaptism in Zürich: The Grebel Circle

Zwingli and His Students

The beginning of the Reformation by the people’s priest in Zürich, Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531) differed from Luther’s. As a preacher, Zwingli gathered a growing number of listeners around him at the Grossmünster in Zürich. He invited theologians and humanists, i.e. people with whom he could read both Testaments in their original languages, to attend Bible studies. Among them were the humanists Conrad Grebel, the son of a Zürich patrician, Felix Mantz, a sought-after classical scholar, the bookseller Andreas Castelberger, and the priest Ludwig Haetzer. Together with others these early students of Zwingli later initiated the Anabaptist movement.

In November, 1522, Zwingli resigned from the priesthood in order to become independent of the orders of church officials. The city council immediately called him to be the preacher of the Grossmünster: he was to preach the Word freely and without hindrance. The first Disputation of Zürich in March, 1523, publicly stated that Zwingli’s preaching was to be in accordance with the Scriptures. The second Disputation of Zürich in October, 1523, came to the conclusion that the Mass should be reformed; it proclaimed that the Mass actually is not a sacrifice but a memorial of Christ’s death and resurrection. However, Zwingli did not want to push for changes in practice without the confirmation of the conservative council. He felt that mine Herren (“My Lords”) would recognize in which form and with what understanding the Mass should be celebrated in the future. This was the first obvious difference of opinion between Zwingli and some of his followers, for example, Conrad Grebel and Felix Mantz. Grebel and Mantz pushed to have a congregation of true believers and wanted to celebrate worship services strictly according to the Word as they understood it. But everything remained as it was. They knew that they agreed with Zwingli in principle, but they could not enforce their ideas. Zwingli shared the medieval idea that the citizenry and the church were identical and, therefore, he did everything possible in order to avoid breaking them apart. Grebel and his brethren did not want biblical reform to conform to political and social restrictions. They began to meet together privately to study the questions which concerned them, without direction from Zwingli.

The Creation of the Grebel Circle

After the Disputation in October, 1523, Grebel and his friends agreed that their newly-won knowledge should take visible form, but it remained unclear how this should happen. After difficult discussions, two tendencies became clear. One group, coming especially, but not exclusively, from rural communities and represented by their pastors and spiritual leaders (like Simon Stumpf, Wilhelm Reublin and Johannes Brötli), strove for a more populist, local, village-based solution. These rural communities sought to avoid the authority of the council and Grossmünster and attempted to control the reform of the churches in their own communities. A second group, with leaders like Conrad Grebel and Felix Mantz, living in the city of Zürich, proposed more separatist or “free church” solutions. Both interpretations depended on the preconditions and the people involved, but in the context of these on-going discussions, the lay groups associated with Grebel and Mantz re-thought their position. The results are seen in a letter written to Thomas Müntzer in September, 1524, which expresses a new understanding of communion, baptism and the structure of worship. Grebel complained about the Zürich preachers who were “stuck in their old ways.” With his criticism of a church dominated by pastors, he advocated the opinion that lay people could achieve better results by reading the Bible than by listening to the theologians.

The Grebel circle understood itself as a minority, and wrote to Müntzer: “We are not even twenty people who believe God’s word… if you have to suffer because of it, you certainly know that it cannot be otherwise. Christ has to suffer more in his members.” These few people saw themselves called “to build up a Christian community with the help of Christ and his rule (Matt. 18:15–20).” This Christian community would not be identified with the city or the countryside; rather it would be a community of a few called-out people, who “truly believed and lived with virtue” and according to the ways of the Early Church. This community renounced spreading its convictions through anything other than evangelism: “he who doesn’t want to believe …, shouldn’t be…killed, but should rather be seen as a heathen or a tax collector and left like that.” On the other hand, “one shouldn’t protect the Gospel and its followers with a sword and they themselves shouldn’t either.” This was the first time that defencelessness showed itself as a Christian attitude. Grebel and his brothers knew that they were endangered as a minority because “truly believing Christians (are) sheep among wolves, also they use neither worldly swords nor war. For them, killing is totally abolished.”

In the fall of 1524, the discussion about the correct form of baptism began. In December, Mantz presented a letter of justification to the Council in which he claimed infant baptism to be unbiblical, and challenged Zwingli to a disputation. The “purpose of baptism” is that “everyone who should be baptized, who becomes a better person, takes on new life, dies to sin, will be buried with Christ and be resurrected with Him to a renewed life through baptism.” The Council set the date for a public disputation for January 17, 1525, at which time the biblical case for and against infant baptism would be presented. The result was pre-determined right from the start; the council and Zwingli had agreed among themselves that the troublemakers should be put in their place. The arguments of the Grebel Circle were rejected and the council ordered all infants to be baptized within eight days of their birth. Whoever did not follow this order was to be banished within eight days.

Baptism following Confession of Faith

and Communion among Brothers and Sisters

On the evening of the same day (January 21, 1525) the Grebel circle met in Felix Mantz’ house in the Neustadtgasse to talk about how to proceed. After a long period of consultation and prayer, Georg Blaurock, a priest from Graubünden who had recently joined the group, asked Grebel to baptize him. He did, and then Blaurock baptized Mantz and about ten other people. Baptism was “a symbol that one had died to one’s sins and would remain so, walking in a new life and spirit.” Later on, it also meant that the baptized person became part of the church, which was seen as the visible body of Christ.

The next day, Conrad Grebel celebrated the first communion of the Anabaptist movement in Jakob Hottinger’s house in Zollikon, together with a gathering of like-minded people. It was a simple communion: Grebel read one text about communion and preached about it. The participants sat around one table; a plain loaf of bread was in the middle as well as a pitcher of wine. Both were passed around the circle. The participants took part in communion with the intention “that they henceforth would lead and keep living a Christian life.” They wanted to “have God in their hearts at all times and think about Him.” Others called the communion “a bread of love,” a “symbol of peace.” They really did not have a different interpretation of communion than did Zwingli. It was celebrated as a remembrance of salvation through Christ and as an incentive for preaching. Communion was a symbol of fellowship and emphasized the ties among brothers and sisters.

In the week after the first baptisms, the first Anabaptist congregation came into being in Zollikon. At the same time, the revival movement had reached the neighbouring communities. Soon there were arrests, and with them came the end of the new congregations.

Expansion through Exile

The Anabaptists were driven out of Zürich and its surroundings. They travelled through the country, evangelized, and talked with relatives and acquaintances, among whom they could expect to find listening ears and open hearts. The first men who were baptized did not long survive the baptismal event. Felix Mantz was drowned in the Limmat River, near Lake Zürich, on January 5, 1527. In 2004, a plaque was placed there as a public memorial of the martyrdom. Conrad Grebel apparently died because of the plague; Haetzer and Blaurock were publicly burned at the stake.
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Place of the drowning of Felix Mantz in the Limmat river in Zürich.

After their expulsion, Wilhelm Reublin and Johannes Brötli left Zürich and travelled to the Klettgau, between Schaffhausen and Waldshut; together they started an Anabaptist church in Hallau. Reublin made contact with the preacher from Waldshut, Dr. Balthasar Hubmaier, and was able to fire his interest in an Anabaptist Reformation. At Easter, 1525, Hubmaier and sixty citizens of Waldshut were baptized by Reublin, and soon after about 300 people from Waldshut were baptized, among them most of the council members. However, after the victory of the Swabian League (Schwäbischer Bund) over the army of the peasants, Waldshut also had to give up its Reformation and capitulate to the arrival of Hapsburg troops.
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Portrait of Balthasar Hubmaier (1480?–1528), vice-chancellor of the University of Ingolstadt, preacher in Regensburg and pastor in Waldshut before he joined the Anabaptist movement to become one of its major theologians.

Hubmaier, who escaped Waldshut, travelled via Zürich and Augsburg, arriving in Nikolsburg (Mikulov), Moravia in April 1526, where Count Leonhart of Liechtenstein had offered a homeland to refugees of faith. They were to help rebuild the land which had been exhausted during the Turkish wars. With Liechtenstein’s support, Hubmaier was able to establish an Anabaptist Reformation. Nikolsburg and Hubmaier became the focus for a large people’s movement. Around 1527, some 12,000 Anabaptists, mostly refugees, lived in Nikolsburg. This surge in membership led to some public differences of opinion. Under the influence of the Swiss Brethren, a group formed in opposition to Hubmaier. They criticized his cooperation with the authorities and urged defenselessness. Along with the Schwertlern (“sword bearers”) under Hubmaier’s influence, more and more Stabler (“staff bearers”) could be found in Nikolsburg. In the late summer of 1527, Hubmaier was arrested by the “Anabaptist hunters” of the Archduke Ferdinand of Austria (the later King and Holy Roman Emperor). Hubmaier was burned at the stake in Vienna on March 10, 1528, charged with heresy and high treason.

The Swiss Brethren

Michael Sattler and the Schleitheim Articles

After Grebel’s early death, the drowning of Mantz, Blaurock’s retreat into the mountains, and Hubmaier’s removal to Moravia, the existence of the “Brethren in Christ” in Switzerland was endangered. All attempts to establish an Anabaptist Reformation in Switzerland had failed. Many Anabaptists were unnerved and intimidated by the energetic action of the authorities. In this situation, Michael Sattler (ca. 1489–1527) took on a significant leadership role. He had been the prior of the Benedictine monastery of St. Peter’s of the Black Forest and had joined Anabaptists in the course of the year 1525. He was active as a missionary in the Zürich lowlands, in Lahr, and in Strasbourg. Early in 1527, he summoned his fellow believers to an assembly at Schleitheim in the Randen mountain chain in the region of Schaffhausen. At Schleitheim, those present “united” in a confession that became constitutive for the Swiss Brethren. It describes the “path into separation” as the fate of a Christian congregation.

In the “brotherly union,” the remnant of the persecuted came together, borne by the consciousness of election. This “tiny flock” consulted and agreed upon principles that became the constitution of a Free Church, as it would be called today. The consequence was the founding of congregations free from governmental and societal influence, and also free from ecclesiastical paternalism and clerical domination. In this sense, Schleitheim represents the first step from an unstructured, lay protest movement toward an organized “Free Church.”4 The Swiss Brethren organized themselves and grew stronger with the Schleitheim Articles. The “brotherly union” also meant a turning away from the attempt to impose an Anabaptist Reformation according to the model of the established church.
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Title page, “Brotherly Union” of Schleitheim (1527).

Sattler, his wife, and several other Anabaptists were arrested in Horb on the Neckar River several days after the Schleitheim meeting by henchmen of Archduke Ferdinand. After an imprisonment of two months, a brutal judgment was pronounced: “In the matter between the advocate of His Imperial Majesty and Michael Sattler, it has been found, and rightly so, that Michael Sattler should be given into the hands of the hangman. The latter shall lead him to the public square and there, first of all, cut off his tongue, then chain him to the wagon, tear his body twice with red-hot tongs, and do so again five more times on the way to the place of execution. Thereafter, he shall burn his body to powder, as is done with an arch-heretic.” In his farewell letter to the congregation at Horb, Sattler expressed his conviction “that the day of the Lord might not be delayed any further.” He died on the gallows in Rottenburg on May 20, 1527. His wife Margaretha, who also refused to recant, was drowned in the Neckar river two days later. On Pentecost Monday, 1997, on the 470th anniversary of this martyrdom, a monument was unveiled in Rottenburg. Mennonites, Baptists, Lutheran and Catholic Christians gathered together on this occasion for a memorial worship service in the St. Moriz Catholic Church to remember Michael Sattler as a father in the faith.

The Mennonites

In the Beginning were the Melchiorites

The Reformation in the Netherlands began with the “prophet” Melchior Hoffman (ca. 1495/1500–1543), who had begun his Reformation activities as a lay Lutheran preacher. He was the most successful lay preacher of the Reformation era and brought the Anabaptist movement to east Friesland and the Netherlands—of course, in a different form than it had existed previously. His preaching sparked a mass movement. Hoffman came to believe in the freedom of the human will against Luther’s doctrine of justification and, as a consequence, advocated baptism upon confession of faith. Along with this, he developed his incarnational doctrine of the “celestial flesh of Christ” that passed through Mary like “water through a pipe,” and thus received no “accursed Adam’s flesh” from her.

Hoffman arrived in Emden, the commercial centre of the county of Frisia, in May, 1530. His preaching in the Groote Kerk (Great Church) in Emden triggered enthusiastic approval. He is said to have baptized more than three hundred persons as “comrades in the covenant with Jesus Christ.” The congregation he left behind still exists today and can look back upon an unbroken tradition. From Emden, Hoffman sent out “apostolic messengers” to the Netherlands; the seed he sowed there fell upon fertile soil. In June, 1533, he was thrown into the tower in Strasbourg and died there after ten years of imprisonment, worn down, plagued by sickness, and abandoned by his followers.

The Anabaptist Kingdom of Münster

In 1534, some of Hoffman’s followers used a political opportunity to oust the Bishop of Münster, in Westphalia, and established an Anabaptist Reformation in that city. The Bishop thereupon summoned aid and besieged Münster. The rule of the Anabaptists quickly degenerated under the external pressure, and turned increasingly repressive. Expropriations, polygamy, and a reign of terror took place in the besieged city which, after a year’s time, fell by an act of betrayal to the besiegers, who then exacted a bloody judgment of their own upon the Anabaptists. The “Anabaptist Kingdom of Münster” defined the image of the Anabaptists for the next 250 years because all baptizing dissidents were identified with the terrible scenes that occurred in Münster.

Menno Simons becomes the Leading Figure

In spite of this catastrophe, however, the Anabaptist movement was not at an end. Many Melchiorite groups gathered anew in the following years. One of these groups was led by the brothers Obbe and Dirk Philips; a priest named Menno Simons (1496–1561), from Witmarsum in Friesland, joined them. He was baptized and installed as elder in 1537. As a point of departure for his further work, he chose Paul’s confession in 1 Corinthians 3:11: “For no one can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.” He began with the gathering and renewal of the Melchiorites in east Frisia, where everything had started, and then worked in north Germany and in the Cologne area. He died in 1561 at Wüstenfelde, near Oldesloe, where he had operated a printing press in his last years. This house, the “Mennokate,” can still be visited today. It commemorates the man whose name was given as early as 1544 to peaceful Anabaptists, the man who developed into the outstanding figure among the second generation of Anabaptists in the Netherlands and north Germany.
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Menno Simons (1496–1561). At the occasion of the commemoration of Menno’s 500th birth year, the Dutch artist Aizo Betten composed a new portrait of Menno, based upon the existing engraving of Christoffel van Sichem (1607; the first known portrait of Menno, done 45 years after his death) and a woodcarving by Warren Rohrer (1961).

Menno’s thought is recorded in his early major work The Foundation of Christian Doctrine (1539), the so-called “Foundation Book”: “The entire matter and the whole of true Christianity is rebirth, or a new creation, true repentance, dying to sin, and a new walk in life, righteousness, obedience, blessedness, and eternal life in an upright, active faith.” His doctrine was aimed primarily at the practical demonstration of faith in the life of the Christian. In this, he emphasized love for the neighbour, and especially the defencelessness growing out of it.

The End of the Persecution

Apart from Menno, there were many other peripatetic elders in the Netherlands, such as Lenaert Bouwens and Gillis van Aken, who disseminated Anabaptist ideas rapidly, even if they did so at great personal sacrifice and daily difficulties. From the beginning Dutch Anabaptism was also an urban phenomenon; it easily found resonance where trade routes crossed and the craft trades flourished. For this reason, it was also easy to establish at those locations.

The persecution of the Anabaptists after the incidents at Münster resulted in numerous martyrdoms. Many Anabaptists fled into the northern Netherlands, to England, and to West Prussia. Many of the congregations that were founded in rapid succession dispersed when their elders were arrested by the officials sent out by the Emperor to hunt them down. In this period, Calvinism took over the leading role in the Netherlands not only in the Reformation movement, but also in the political struggle for independence from Spain. By mid-century the Anabaptist movement had passed its high point. In the southern Netherlands, today’s Belgium, persecution, emigration, and a militant Catholic revival led to the disappearance of the Anabaptists; they were able to survive only in the north, the present-day Netherlands. They remained an important minority force in the Reformation, alongside the dominant Reformed tradition.

The Refuge of West Prussia

The delta at the mouth of the Weichsel and Nogat rivers belonged to the Kingdom of Poland. Wars in the years before 1530 had depopulated and devastated the country. The delta of the Weichsel as far as Marienwerder was low-lying, swampy land and frequently stood under water. The political and economic situation offered many opportunities for refugees, most of whom came from the Netherlands. Dutch farmers who understood something about dike construction were highly welcome, even if they were Anabaptists. They were needed in the settlement and drainage of the Werder (boggy land between a river and a body of water) and in rebuilding destroyed villages. Mennonite artisans and merchants settled in the commercial centres of Danzig and Elbing.

The Anabaptist immigrants found it difficult to gather themselves into congregations. They came from quite different regions, such as Flanders, Limburg, Friesland, or the Lower Rhine area, and had different social and cultural backgrounds. As refugees persecuted for their faith, they also brought with them their different experiences and fears. Nevertheless, as a minority in West Prussia, they distinguished themselves through their cohesion and their industry. Although the urban Mennonites were forced into a limited number of professions, they quickly drew attention to themselves through outstanding achievements in these professions. Most Mennonites settled as farmers in the lowlands of the Werder, which they drained and made fertile by constructing dikes and canals.

The Controversy about the Pure Congregation

From the very beginning, the young movement experienced many tensions. These frequently could be attributed to contradictions present at the origins of Dutch Anabaptism. From the beginning, there were revolutionary and peaceful groups among the Melchiorites. The biblicist understanding of Scripture was represented among them, as was also a more spiritualist understanding. In addition, there was still Melchior’s special view that Jesus had brought a “celestial flesh” from heaven, and the resulting conclusion that the congregation needed to be “without spot or wrinkle.” This latter emphasis led in 1556 to a schism concerning the purity of the congregation when the controversy about the ban and avoidance of banned members (shunning) reached its climax. Some were worried about unity; others were worried about the purity of the Bride of Christ. In the end, the “Waterlanders” separated from the Mennonites. They called themselves henceforth the Doopsgezinden (“baptism-minded”) and, at times, were more numerous than the Mennonites.

The Frisian-Flemish separation two years later once again divided the Mennonites in the Netherlands. This time the issue was the different attitudes of the Flemish and Frisians that quickly led to personal friction. The Flemings felt themselves discriminated against when they were passed over in regard to a local affair. Thereupon, the local Frisian and refugee Flemish Mennonites in many congregations gradually separated from each other and met in their own congregations.

The Beginning of Official Toleration

From 1550 on, Genevan Calvinism began to spread in the Netherlands and east Friesland. It offered a uniform and understandable theology. The five Calvinist principles of the irresistible grace of God, God’s unconditional election, the human being’s complete subjection and lack of will, “limited” reconciliation, and patient waiting on the part of the saints were not compatible with the Mennonites’ belief in a God who daily says yes or no to the conduct of human beings. Above and beyond this, Calvinism permitted resistance to tyrannical governments. Dutch Calvinists considered it to be the duty of the Christian to overthrow a godless regime, such as the one they believed was clearly embodied by the Habsburg Philip II of Spain, in order to make “the progress of the Kingdom of God” possible.

In this situation both Mennonites and Waterlanders quickly lost importance as Reformation parties. Their belief in the defencelessness of the Christian did not permit a political statement, much less participation in the struggle for independence. They were not so much interested in freedom from the “Spanish yoke” as they were in a life of sanctification in a gathered congregation. To this were added the schisms and tensions within the movement. Thus the Anabaptist congregations lost their attraction and appeal, in comparison with the younger Calvinist movement.

The persecution of the Mennonites and Waterlanders ended when the “Staten Generaal” in the present-day Netherlands won independence from Spain. In 1579 the Union of Utrecht guaranteed the freedom of religious confession. The broad toleration and the economic development in the Netherlands resulted in the Mennonites and Waterlanders quickly assuming a role in public life and becoming good patriots. They did not lead lives in separation from broader society, as did their co-religionists in south Germany. They soon were active in all the professions and, in the course of time, produced outstanding ship owners and merchants, well-known engineers and artists, as well as prominent doctors and modern farmers.

The Hutterites

Jakob Hutter and the Community of Goods

In the course of his flight to Moravia in 1529, Jakob Hutter (ca. 1500–1536), an Anabaptist from South Tyrol, encountered Anabaptists who had introduced community of goods into their congregations. Impressed, he joined them and began to campaign for the emigration of his fellow countrymen to this community. Hutter assumed the leadership of the community in 1533. He was successful in sorting out the forces contending with each other and in uniting them in a brotherly and sisterly community. His model was the original Christian community in Jerusalem. Hutter did not originate the partnership of life and labour later named after him, but he gave this community a shape and form that extends into our own time. He encouraged his followers to hold fast to their faith, “to cultivate the garden,” and imparted to them a great sense of mission. In November, 1535, Hutter was arrested and, in February, 1536, he was burned at the stake on the market square in Innsbruck.

An Overview of the History of the Hutterites

As the political pressure on the Anabaptists in Moravia receded after 1540, many Hutterite groups were successful in obtaining land from Moravian magnates for the erection of Bruderhöfe, tracts of land on which they could realize their ideals of the “commonality” of production and consumption. The high point of Hutterite history in Moravia was the “Golden Age” between the years 1560 and 1590. The Hutterite school system and their codes of regulations for the craft trades were considered exemplary, even after their expulsion. As a result of the tumult of the wars that engulfed Moravia after this period, and also because of the re-Catholicization of the territory, the Hutterites were required either to conform or to leave the country.
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A Hutterite family dressed in traditional apparel.

A small group of Hutterites came to Siebenburgen in 1621-22 at the invitation of the Reformed prince Bethlen Gabor (1580–1622). Approximately two hundred settled in Alwinz. Here they abolished community of goods and gradually conformed themselves to their German-speaking, Protestant environment. In 1755, several religious refugees from Carinthia joined them. These Carinthian Lutherans read Hutterite literature and became convinced that Christians ought to live in community of goods. Together with the Hutterites from Alwinz they founded a new Bruderhof, but they soon were expelled by the Austrian government. The Hutterite remnant found refuge in the Ukraine for a time, but then all Hutterites emigrated after 1874, settling in North America, where they are still found today.

Tendencies and Factors

In the almost 300 years of Anabaptist and Mennonite history, one can detect several basic trends and patterns of behaviour that occurred repeatedly.

General Political and Social Conditions

Anabaptists were able to survive in locations where political circumstances were not firmly established, and where the larger confessions eyed each other suspiciously. This was the case in the imperial cities and smaller principalities and many ecclesiastical territories, but not in the Hapsburg lands (with the exception of the Netherlands), in Bavaria, or Saxony. In regions far from the centres of power, such as Frisia, the Emmental, West Prussia, or Moravia, various branches of the Anabaptist movement could feel quite at home for a longer period of time.

In the Netherlands, after independence from Spain, the situation was different. Here, the Anabaptist groups could develop without being oppressed by the emerging state authority. In a climate of freedom and economic competition, many of the baptist-minded became economically successful and influential in Dutch society. They thus found themselves in the position of being able to help their hard-pressed brothers and sisters in the faith in West Prussia, the Palatinate, Alsace, and Switzerland by providing money and wielding political influence.

With the exception of the Netherlands, the Thirty Years’ War represented a turning point for the Anabaptists-Mennonites, leaving Anabaptist congregations in the Emmental, Alsace, east Friesland, and West Prussia on the periphery. Since reconstruction after the War could be carried out only with the aid of all available forces, individual rulers tolerated the influx of Anabaptist immigrants in order to encourage trade and the crafts, and to reinvigorate agricultural production.

On the basis of this more practically-motivated toleration of people who had been persecuted earlier, under the diminishing influence of mainline churches, and as a result of the Enlightenment, toleration began to take shape as a basic right that guaranteed the equality of all citizens. With the adoption of constitutions in individual European countries, a process concluded by 1820, Mennonites became citizens with rights and duties equal to those of other citizens.

Theological Convergences and Divergences

Personal faith and the inviolability of an individual’s conscience, which Grebel and his circle in Zürich emphasized as central Reformation teachings, were also decisive for many other dissidents. Although some of these dissidents shared certain convictions with others, they were not ready to compromise in questions of faith that they considered necessary. The lack of willingness to compromise and the tendency to transform individual themes into decisive community issues contributed to the numerous schisms among Anabaptists-Mennonites. Differences of opinion frequently led to schism; the schisms, however, endangered the credibility of the Anabaptists-Mennonites internally and externally. Their history could also be described as a succession of conferences and separations, of confessions of faith and appeals to reflect upon Anabaptist origins.

On the basis of respect for personal conscience, the Anabaptists-Mennonites drew two, apparently conflicting, conclusions: the Swiss Brethren sought the path of separation from society at large, while the Mennonites in the Netherlands and the northwestern German cities found their place in the societies surrounding them. Both started with individual, personal decisions for Anabaptist faith convictions. The one group believed it was possible to live out their faith only as “the quiet ones in the land”; the others, who understood themselves as “light” and “salt,” attempted to live as Anabaptists-Mennonites “in the world,” oriented not on separation, but rather on a fundamental openness.

The appeal to the individual conscience called congregations into being that were free from state intervention, free from hierarchical domination, and free from binding dogmas. Membership in these congregations was voluntary. The individual became a member of the congregation through a confession of faith, a confession that, in the beginning, was coupled with mortal danger. Baptism following confession of faith was the path into congregations of believers of like mind, believers who had confessed Jesus Christ and were ready to change their lives. In the process, they also accepted potential martyrdom for themselves.

The readiness to change one’s life was the starting point for a major ethical claim that influenced Anabaptist-Mennonite congregations more than the formulation of theological principles: orthopraxis always was more important than orthodoxy, life more than doctrine, doing what was right more than believing the right things.

The congregation of confessing believers understood itself as the Body of Christ; it stood in contrast to the churches of the old and new confessions in which believers and non-believers were gathered together. In the Anabaptist congregations, only followers of Christ were to be members. The congregation was supposed to keep an eye on its members and exercise congregational discipline. The ideal image of the “congregation without spot or wrinkle,” as advocated by the Melchiorites and then also by the Mennonites, quickly showed its negative side in divisions and painful separations. In retrospect, we can say that its effect was more destructive than constructive.

In contrast to the large state churches, the Anabaptists-Mennonites had neither a supreme leader nor a doctrinal office that could decide what was to be believed and what was to be done. These decisions had to be made by individuals and congregations for themselves. Because such decisions were difficult, things tended to remain the way they always had been.

In regard to the doctrine of Christ, the Anabaptists-Mennonites pursued two concepts: the Swiss Brethren advocated the Christological interpretation that emphasized two natures in one person, that is, Christ as the truly human and truly divine, while the successors to Melchior and Menno emphasized that Christ was in essence God who, during His sojourn upon earth, did not assume an essential human nature. From these divergent Christologies, there arose in each case a different doctrine of reconciliation. In the first case, the crucified and resurrected Lord is the Saviour from sin, death, and the Law; in the other, the earthly Jesus is the model which it is necessary to imitate, in order to enter the Kingdom of God. This latter interpretation tended towards works righteousness. Historically, Anabaptists-Mennonites found it difficult to keep the earthly Jesus and the resurrected Christ together.

Toleration and Adaptation in the Eighteenth and
Nineteenth Centuries

Mennonites and Waterlanders in the Netherlands

The Mennonite/Doopsgezinde congregations in the Netherlands had to hold their ground in the midst of a developing confessional diversity and economic and cultural upheaval. The need for confessional formulations had become clear as early as the sixteenth century. In composing these confessions the Dutch Mennonites mirrored Reformation practice. The confessions had a two-fold purpose: they were intended to make clear the Mennonite point of view in contrast to other confessions, and they were intended to unite diverging opinions in their own group upon a common basis. These accents characterized the Waterlander Confession of 1610 and the Flemish “Olive Branch” Confession in the Netherlands. The Dordrecht Confession of 1632 represented a high point. In the course of time it achieved a broad dissemination and acceptance: it was acknowledged not only in West Prussia, but also was adopted by the congregations in Alsace (1660), in the Palatinate, and in northern Germany. American Mennonites in Pennsylvania adopted it in 1725 and used it for many years afterward.
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Anabaptist Dirk Willems escaped from prison and crossed the thin ice of a pond. The guard who pursued him was stronger and heavier and did not make it across. Dirk Willems came back and rescued his captor, who took him back to prison. Later Dirk was burned at the stake in Asperen in 1569. Jan Luyken’s preliminary sketch, shown here, became the well-known etching in the Martyrs Mirror.

The Martyrs Mirror, published in 1660, also circulated widely. In the space of 1290 pages, Thieleman van Braght depicted a long series of the martyrs, beginning with Stephen (Acts 7:54) and continuing through the Waldensians of the Reformation period. There then follow 1396 Anabaptist martyrs, approximately half of them from the Netherlands, with an emphasis on the Flemish. About a third of the martyrs were women. One of the last blood witnesses was Hans Landis, who was beheaded in Zürich in 1614. The Anabaptist martyrs were thus placed within the context of witnesses to the faith from all periods of time, in a panorama of persecution and suffering throughout the centuries. The message was clear: the persecuted and slaughtered Christians are the true Christians. The true congregation of Christ is to be found among those who are persecuted for the sake of His name and His baptism. The Martyrs Mirror gave clarity to faith, inspired pious thoughts, and encouraged perseverance in a hostile world.

From an early time the Dutch Mennonites/Doopsgezinden saw themselves called to relief work outside of their own fellowship. They frequently came to the aid of the Swiss Brethren with petitions to the Zürich and Bern governments, and several times they provided money to Anabaptist groups for emigration and received individual groups into their own country. Deserving of special recognition are the major relief efforts in 1678 and 1696 for the brothers and sisters in the Palatinate, in 1672 for the Hutterites in Slovakia, in 1660 for the needy in Danzig, and in 1711-1713 for the West Prussians, who were struck hard by flooding. Significant contributions also were gathered for the settlement of Palatine Mennonites in Pennsylvania. In order better to co-ordinate these relief efforts, the Fonds voor Buitenlandsche Nooden (Fund for Foreign Needs) was established in 1710.

The general decline of the churches in the eighteenth century hit the Dutch Mennonites particularly hard. In this regard, it appears that the conservative churches in the countryside recorded fewer losses than did the liberal churches in the cities. Apart from the well-known causes such as spiritualism, rationalism, Enlightenment, and liberalism, under whose influence all confessions suffered, the Mennonites had to cope with the increasing number of confessionally-mixed marriages, the loosening of congregational discipline, and the noticeable lack of pastors, whose numbers steadily declined.

Nevertheless, Mennonites and Waterlanders, along with other groups such as the Remonstrants, assumed an outstanding position in the cultural and scientific life of the Netherlands in the eighteenth century, as well as being active as translators and publishers of religious and Enlightenment literature. They stood in the vanguard of social initiatives, such as the founding of fire departments and social welfare institutions, and also participated in the establishment and organization of adult education.
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Lord’s Supper in the Singel Church (Bij ’t Lam), Amsterdam, ca. 1750.

In 1735, the Lamist congregation in Amsterdam founded a seminary for the education of preachers. It was intended to help lead the Dutch Mennonites out of their crisis. One of the prominent founders and board members of the seminary was Jan Deknatel (1698–1759). He enjoyed a great reputation as a preacher and religious author. Deknatel was an early supporter of the pietist Moravian Brothers, and he had good contacts with his Zonist and more pietist colleague Hermannus Schijn. Count Zinzendorf arrived in February, 1736 in Amsterdam and visited with Deknatel, and several other Mennonites (coming from the circle of Collegiants) joined and financed the Moravian Brethren in Zeist. Deknatel also met John Wesley in Amsterdam in June, 1738. Deknatel’s devotional writings breathed a Pietist spirit and emphasized personal piety. Deknatel’s influence, however, was limited to only a few congregations, some northwest German and Palatine congregations among them.5

The City Congregations in Northwest Germany: Artisans and Merchants

The Mennonite congregations in Holstein were established in most cases by refugees from the Netherlands. These immigrants responded to invitations from local rulers, or moved to locations that were furnished with “freedoms” for the purpose of stimulating economic development. Regional rulers, to a greater extent than earlier, were in a position to enlarge their tax revenues by means of state-supported economic promotion (mercantilism). They sought groups that could stimulate trade and exchange (Danzig, Altona, Neuwied), or immigrants who were able to provide competition (as in Glücksburg and Altona) to economically dominant Hamburg, or to populate empty regions and make them fertile (as in the lowlands of the Weichsel, in the Palatinate, and in the Swiss Jura); or again immigrants able to introduce skills previously unknown in the country, such as dike construction, agriculture under difficult conditions, and textile production and trade. This princely “population policy” became important in the seventeenth century for the Mennonites of Krefeld, Neuwied, and Altona as well as for the Swiss Brethren of the Basel region, the Jura, Alsace, and the Palatinate. Toward the end of the eighteenth century the same policy was responsible for the settlement of Mennonites in southern Ukraine. Everywhere the Taufgesinnte, robbed of their homes and goods in one place, were invited to stimulate economic development and to lead the way for local populations elsewhere, through the good example desired of them by the inviting authorities.

The Mennonites remained aliens for a long time in their new environments. They spoke their original dialects, pursued their own forms of worship, restrained themselves in public, and were active in most cases only in modern professions outside of the guilds, where they did not have to be admitted on the basis of conformity to professional codes or be impeded by special conditions and traditions. They married only fellow members of the faith from the congregation, or brought their potential spouses from the old homeland.

The Mennonites in the cities enjoyed a minority status that was not rigidly controlled and that treated them rather preferentially in comparison with established citizens. Their conviction that they were required to provide an accounting to God for the entirety of their lives, including their professional activity, made it possible for them to accomplish outstanding achievements in collaboration with the sovereign’s patronage. Because the Mennonites were allowed to be active in only a few professions, the competition that thereby ensued in these professions sparked their capacity for achievement. The congregations had a greater chance for survival when their members were economically successful for, with growing prosperity among individual families, the external pressures also slackened. Economic success, however, was accompanied by the danger that Anabaptist concerns would be suppressed or reduced to mere formalities.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Mennonites made a name for themselves as producers of textiles and spirits, as traders in the retail, wholesale, and overseas trades, and as ship owners in the fishing industry. As prominent businessmen, they were for a time at the very top of their industries. Thus it is reported that in the last quarter of the seventeenth century, two Mennonite merchants in Hamburg-Altona dominated the fishing trade and the whaling industry in the grounds around Greenland, and that the von der Leyen family of Krefeld controlled the silk business in Prussia until the second half of the eighteenth century.

A dominant figure among the Mennonites in Altona in the seventeenth century was the elder Gerrit Roosen (1612–1711). In his long life, he distinguished himself not only as a versatile businessman and magnanimous donor, but also as a long-time preacher and elder of the congregation. Toward the end of his life he composed a catechism: Christliches Gemüthsgespräch von dem geistlichen und seligmachenden Glauben (Dialogue of the Christian Soul on Spiritual and Saving Faith). This small book went through twenty-two editions between 1702 and 1857, and was even translated into English. It breathed a mild, generous Christian spirit; traditional Mennonite concerns were mentioned only in passing. On the other hand, it emphasized the diligence and conformity displayed by the Mennonites.

The Mennonites in West Prussia

In spite of many setbacks, the Mennonites in West Prussia survived the political tumult as a firmly established group that distinguished itself from its neighbours through its faith, origins, language, cohesion, its agricultural ability, and its prosperity. A portion of their areas of settlement amid the Werder belonged to the crown estates of the King. The latter allowed the Mennonites to pay repeatedly for the privilege of an unhindered exercise of worship, especially when he was in urgent need of money. However, the ruler’s favour had to be bought anew at every change on the throne. Since the Mennonites were forbidden to evangelize new converts, they grew in numbers only through having large families. Of course, there were always increases as well as losses through marriage with non-Mennonite partners. The number of Mennonites rose from about 3000 (ca. 1600) to 13,000 (ca. 1780). The Mennonite community was firmly established through its family ties and was easy to recognize as Mennonite through family names.

Mennonites in the West Prussian Werder formed a social/religious organism that embraced their lives completely and kept them apart from the society surrounding them. A religious party grew into a living community. The colonies in Russia and later, the Old Colony Mennonites in Mexico, Bolivia, and Paraguay have their roots here. Many common interests contributed to this cohesive Mennonite world: the shared faith convictions for which their ancestors had to flee, the Low German dialects they spoke, the settlement in loose neighbourly groups (they shared their villages with others), the same type of labour in agriculture, and the shared economic and social tasks in the community. This firmly established Mennonite world insulated these communities from the outside world, and prevented a decline such as the one their co-religionists experienced in northwestern Germany.
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The former Mennonite church in Elbing, probably the oldest Mennonite church building in Europe, built in 1590. It served the congregation until 1900 when a larger church was constructed. The congregation was destroyed in 1945.

The achievements of the West Prussian Mennonite farmers were impressive. They were successful in draining the swamps by using dikes and canals; as a result the yearly outbreak of swamp fever disappeared and the country became inhabitable once again. The low-lying land had long been considered barren because of the persistent floods; now, it was transformed into fertile farmland upon which the Mennonites successfully grew grain and cultivated pasture land.

The sense of community among the Mennonites led to an exemplary social welfare system: every congregation maintained an orphanage and a retirement home for the care of those who could not help themselves. Around 1620, a fire insurance plan based on mutual aid was established; this was the first fire insurance plan in modern economic history, without which house ownership today would be completely unthinkable. Up to this time, the Mennonites had helped each other in case of fire or accident. Through the establishment of fire insurance, this neighbourly aid became an institution upon which every member could call without having to ask for help again and again.

Congregational discipline was strictly applied; confessionally-mixed marriages were not tolerated. As a rule, a non-Mennonite partner had to be accepted into the congregation through baptism. Congregational discipline threatened in cases of dancing, drunkenness, and gambling, and in cases of indebtedness, tax offences, or an extravagant lifestyle; it intervened in cases of adultery and also in criminal cases. Those who did not escape punishment with a fine were excluded from communion. After a certain period of time, with an apology and a promise of improvement, the disciplined person was readmitted once again. A member seldom was excluded permanently. In view of the close social cohesion of the group, a permanently excluded person had no choice but to leave the area. The Mennonites as a rule refrained from making use of the courts in disputes among themselves (see 1 Cor. 6:1–11). Conflicts and property or inheritance disagreements were settled by the elder, or many times also by the village mayors. The Mennonites separated themselves from the world by means of this congregational discipline, and they thereby distinguished themselves also from other farmers in the Werder. A Mennonite world had arisen marked by faith and tied together by agriculture. An island mentality and familial loyalty complemented each other. These Mennonites were characterized by a pioneer spirit and congregational discipline, as well as a simple piety and trust in God’s Word.
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