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    What We Believe Together: Exploring the “Shared Convictions” of Anabaptist-Related Churches is published in cooperation with Mennonite World Conference (MWC) and has been selected for its Global Anabaptist-Mennonite Shelf of Literature. MWC urges its member churches to translate and study the book, in an effort to develop a common body of literature.

    Mennonite World Conference is a global community of Christian churches who trace their beginning to the sixteenth-century radical reformation in Europe, particularly to the Anabaptist movement. Today, more than 1.7 million baptized believers belong to this faith family. About 66 percent are African, Asian, or Latin American.

    MWC represents 101 Mennonite and Brethren in Christ national churches from 57 countries on six continents.

    Mennonite World Conference exists to: 1. be a global community faith in the Anabaptist tradition; 2. facilitate community among Anabaptist-related churches worldwide, and; 3. relate to other Christian world communions and organizations.

    MWC’s General Secretary’s office is in Bogotá, Colombia. For more information, visit its website at www.mwc-cmm.org.
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  Introduction

  

  Can we walk together as sisters and brothers? Does Mennonite World Conference (MWC) have a framework that will help us become more interdependent and accountable to each other? These are the kinds of questions that MWC receives from Anabaptist communities who are exploring joining our global family of faith as members.

  Mennonite World Conference is a global community of more than 100 national churches who trace their beginnings directly or indirectly to Anabaptism, a movement of reformation in the Christian church of the sixteenth century. Today this movement, with more than 1.7 million baptized members, is present worldwide in more than 80 countries.

  Due to the amazing diversity and pluralism that exists in our global body, the questions mentioned above are more than understandable. The “Shared Convictions of Global Anabaptists” is a way of responding to those questions. Larry Miller, former MWC General Secretary, explains how this statement came to be:

  
    After MWC’s Faith and Life Council gathered confessions of faith from member churches, it compared them. Then the Council organized an international body of seven individuals to write a brief, simply stated document of “Shared Convictions.”

    The statement was digested and discussed by MWC’s General Council, made up of representatives from the 97 churches which [at that time] belonged to the MWC community. Over a three-year period, these delegates, often in consultation with their churches, worked persistently and patiently to reach agreement on a statement that each could heartily claim, and which they could also recommend to their local and national churches.… This statement was received, discussed, and approved by the consensus of the General Council in March, 2006.”

  

  MWC’s “Shared Convictions” are the result of a process that looked for Anabaptist convictions arising “from below.” These “Convictions” are offered both as a testimony of our faith walk as a global family, and as a calling. They invite conversation with other traditions, and among members of our own. Through them, we hope to explain with humility and clarity our own experience of following Christ.

  In this book, Alfred Neufeld, a theologian and professor from Paraguay, offers historical and theological background for these “Convictions,” their biblical roots and what it means to practice them today. His rich style and Global-South perspective, along with the study questions prepared by Phyllis Good at the end of each chapter, will help with study, reflection and practice of the “Shared Convictions” in churches around the world.

  Can we walk together? Yes—but not because we share a set of theoretical doctrines that we must confess intellectually. Instead, we share convictions that are the fruit of our walk with Christ, as our forebears of the sixteenth century did. You are welcome to join us.

  César García,

  General Secretary, Mennonite World Conference

  Bogotá, Colombia
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  General Secretary

  César García


  Statement of “Shared Convictions”

  

  By the grace of God, we seek to live and proclaim the good news of reconciliation in Jesus Christ. As part of the one body of Christ at all times and places, we hold the following to be central to our belief and practice:

  [image: image]   God is known to us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the Creator who seeks to restore fallen humanity by calling a people to be faithful in fellowship, worship, service and witness.

  [image: image]   Jesus is the Son of God. Through his life and teachings, his cross and resurrection, he showed us how to be faithful disciples, redeemed the world, and offers eternal life.

  [image: image]   As a church, we are a community of those whom God’s Spirit calls to turn from sin, acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord, receive baptism upon confession of faith, and follow Christ in life.

  [image: image]   As a faith community, we accept the Bible as our authority for faith and life, interpreting it together under Holy Spirit guidance, in the light of Jesus Christ to discern God’s will for our obedience.

  [image: image]   The Spirit of Jesus empowers us to trust God in all areas of life so we become peacemakers who renounce violence, love our enemies, seek justice, and share our possessions with those in need.

  [image: image]   We gather regularly to worship, to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, and to hear the Word of God in a spirit of mutual accountability.

  [image: image]   As a worldwide community of faith and life we transcend boundaries of nationality, race, class, gender and language. We seek to live in the world without conforming to the powers of evil, witnessing to God’s grace by serving others, caring for creation, and inviting all people to know Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.

  In these convictions we draw inspiration from Anabaptist forebears of the sixteenth century, who modeled radical discipleship to Jesus Christ. We seek to walk in his name by the power of the Holy Spirit, as we confidently await Christ’s return and the final fulfillment of God’s kingdom.

  Adopted by Mennonite World Conference

  General Council

  Pasadena, California (USA)

  March 15, 2006
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  Good News

  

  By the grace of God, we seek to live and proclaim the good news of reconciliation in Jesus Christ. As part of the one body of Christ at all times and places, we hold the following to be central to our belief and practice:

  Only God’s grace enables us

  The most amazing miracle, and perhaps the reality most difficult for human beings to understand, is the grace of God. Why should God take interest in arrogant and rebellious human beings?

  Why should the good shepherd leave 99 sheep alone and go after the lost one? How is it possible that while on the cross, Jesus reacted with meekness to those who mistreated him?

  The apostle John, describing his life with Jesus, said, “We have seen his glory…full of grace and truth. From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another” (John 1:14-17).

  The first person to be enthused about God’s grace in the New Testament, together with Zachariah and Elizabeth, was Mary, the mother of Jesus. When she received notice of the role she would play in the history of God’s redeeming grace for humanity, she composed a magnificent poem to exalt this grace (Luke 1:30-35).

  Grace is the free gift of God’s love. It aims at the well-being of humankind, who do not deserve it and are not able to pay for it. The apostle Paul was a violent religious fanatic who persecuted the first Christians. But when he met Jesus Christ, he experienced a radical change. He realized that God’s purpose is “to show in the coming ages the incomparable riches of his grace.” He discovered that salvation, as well as any good works one does, are results of the intervening grace of God (Ephesians 2:7-10).

  St. Augustine from Hippo was a young, brilliant North African of the fourth century. After a disorderly life and a passion for philosophy, he experienced the redeeming work of Christ, thanks to the constant prayers of his mother, Monica. As a prominent teacher of the church he is remembered as the “Doctor of Grace.”

  Martin Luther was a German monk burdened with feelings of guilt. While studying the theology of Paul, he discovered that what we might be able to achieve does not count in the eyes of God. Even more so, God’s grace is enough, because “the power of God is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). His large reformation work within the church, which he did together with his wife Katharina, fit within his understanding of “sola gratia” or “grace alone.”

  Menno Simons was a Dutch Catholic priest in the sixteenth century. He performed his priestly duties very superficially, being more attracted to money and card-playing. But when he experienced the transforming grace of God, he, together with his wife Gertrude, became faithful and long-suffering pastors and teachers of the dispersed Anabaptist believers.

  Arnold Snyder was the son of Mennonite missionaries to Argentina. Nevertheless, the student revolts of 1968 drew him into rock music and drugs. He experienced change and once told me, “I know what it means to experience God’s grace.” He became a teacher and researcher of Anabaptist theology. In his book, From Anabaptist Seed, written for the Mennonite world family, he summarizes the Anabaptist understanding of grace:

  God’s grace regenerates former sinners and makes them into new creatures. Believers who have been born again and regenerated by the Holy Spirit have been fitted to interpret and understand God’s will in Scripture and to live new lives (page 17).

  We seek to live and proclaim good news

  If we are true Christians, our lives and our words are inseparable. In fact, our faith and lives will agree to a maximum, so that our communication and our witness have credibility.

  The saving grace of Jesus Christ provides salvation and good works, and both are necessary for the proclamation of the Gospel. When God communicated with humankind, it was through deeds and through words. God saved Israel from slavery in Egypt, and gave them a good law of instructions for a new life in the Promised Land. The prophets of God also communicated the message through deeds and through words. Jesus himself gave his disciples “the great commandment” and the “great commission.”

  Jesus taught that loving God and loving one’s neighbor make up the greatest commandment (Matthew 22:37-40). The good news is that God has poured out love into our hearts (Romans 5:5). And the Bible is clear, claiming that love has to do with deeds and not with words (1 John 3:18). Jesus promoted holistic mission and told his disciples, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21).

  [image: image]

  In his great farewell commission (Matthew 28:18-20), Christ sent his disciples to all nations, so that they would make disciples. The commission includes the mandate to baptize, to teach, and to keep the commandments of Jesus. That is why the Christian vocation is both to be and to make disciples.

  Reconciliation comes through Jesus Christ

  Violence, conflicts, abuses, wars, confrontations, injustice, mutual humiliations—this is the news that invades us daily. Humanity throughout history has had so many bad experiences when trying to solve differences by enmity and vengeance. Yet we seem unable to be cured from this evil.

  The Bible tells us, and our experience confirms it, that Jesus Christ makes it possible to overcome hostility and violence. This is the center of the Gospel and of our mission. After the formation of the people of God in the desert, Moses established a great day of reconciliation once a year (Leviticus 23:27). Together with the Jubilee (Leviticus 25:9-10), these celebrations served to establish reconciliation with God and within the community.

  With the coming of Christ, the hope of a lasting reconciliation was fulfilled. Jubilee, and the overcoming of hostility, became permanent practices for the community of believers (Luke 4:17-21). The faith community not only aims at being a community reconciled with God and with each other, but it also has received the mission to reconcile. Even more so, God calls the faith community to become an ambassador of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:14-21).
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