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Particular and Universal:
Shaping Twenty-first Century Anabaptist Identity (ies)
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Introduction
Let me begin with a few statements that try to locate me – location is an
important part of what I want to say about Anabaptist1  identities in the many
settings around the world where we Mennonites and Brethren in Christ people
now find ourselves. While none of us is as ready to proclaim our objectivity as
were scholars of earlier periods, a bit of vulnerability still persists when one
decides to connect her academic thoughts with a personal narrative.
Nevertheless, here is a bit of what I am and what I am not – I am not a
theologian, and not a scholar of Anabaptist history. By practice, I am a historian
of early Christianity with a deep interest in how that community is portrayed in
the New Testament and in the centuries that immediately follow. By experience,
I am the child of Brethren in Christ missionary parents who grew up among the
Navajo people of the southwestern United States. I lived for a year and a half
in France; worked with Mennonite Central Committee in Congo and Burkina
Faso; did a two-year study project with my husband Paul Longacre, during
which we visited churches and other Mennonite friends in 45 countries; and
have been involved with Mennonite World Conference since 1995. So I also
have a deep interest in the way our churches live and witness in diverse settings.
These lectures are part of my ongoing process of trying to hear the conversation
between what I have studied and teach, and what my life experience has been.

I begin this conversation by looking at the efforts of early Christians
to identify themselves as “the third race,” suggesting that these efforts reflect
the tension they experienced between the particularities that identified them
and their sense of call or desire for a universal identity. Early Christian
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particularity, or peculiarity, was a given of their emergence from within the
Jewish community, which in the broader Mediterranean context had been
known as different for centuries. Christian identity was further determined
by the move, witnessed in the New Testament, to fully include Gentiles in the
community. Thus, aspects of particularity were givens in the early Christian
period but, as the exploration of second and third century documents will
show, Christians also clung to their particularity.

While recognizing the strengths of what set them apart, Christians
also were drawn toward a universal vision.2  To the extent they chose to
define themselves in universal categories rather than live within the tension
between universal and particular, I suggest they opened themselves to the
problematic consequences of what is often called “Constantinianism.” With
that backdrop, I will then return to questions of twenty-first century churches
in the Mennonite World Conference community, placing in dialogue John
Howard Yoder’s concept of “catholicity” with that of historian Justo Gonzalez.
This dialogue will suggest that catholicity opens a space for the many
particularities within our family, while offering an understandable identity we
can invoke in our invitation to those around us. I will suggest that the reality of
our performative3  experience, that is, our lived-out experience, in the global
Mennonite and Brethren in Christ community is one of many particularities
who have chosen to be together in a common commitment that offers hope in
our world.

In the study of early Christianity (I will not seek to describe the
diversity that characterized the movement from the first century onward),4

traditionally scholars of Anabaptist history have identified the most
determinative event as the transition that took place for Christians in the
Roman Empire in the fourth century, when the Emperor Constantine
proclaimed tolerance for Christianity as a religion. The extent to which this
perspective has shaped the thinking of contemporary Mennonites who study
church history is reflected in the fact that most people who have heard of
Constantine report that he installed Christianity as the official religion of the
empire, a transition that actually took place more than fifty years later under
Theodosius.5  Nevertheless, the problem of the “Constantinianization” of the
church has been perceived in various streams of the Christian movement
ever since. The choices made during that period were frequently critiqued by



13Particular and Universal

John Howard Yoder, choices defined in his naming of “the recurrent accents
of the anti-Constantinian critique”:

• its concern for the particular, historical and therefore Jewish
quality and substance of New Testament faith in Jesus;
• its holistic inclusion of communal and cultural dimensions of ‘way
of life’ within the faith (decision-making patterns, e.g., or
economics) as religious issues, rather than making them peripheral
behind the priority of spirituality or dogma;
• its insistence on the voluntariness of membership in the visible
church, usually expressed in the baptism of persons old enough to
confess responsibly their own faith;
• its rejection of the support, defense, and control of the church by
the civil rulers;
• its relativizing of the hierarchal dimensions of the church in favor
of maximum freedom and wholeness in the local congregational
fellowship.6

Based on this list, I suggest that the primary aspects of the Constantinian
temptation are a quest to establish a universal identity, dogmatic spirituality,
coercion, civil control, and hierarchy. For this paper, the temptation of a universal
identity will be specifically in focus.

Walter Sawatsky has criticized the traditional Mennonite reading of
Constantinianism within a “fall of the church” paradigm.7  However, for Yoder,
the Constantinianization of the churches and of society was not something
linked with Constantine himself. Yoder acknowledges that this process was
going on for much of the early Christian period before Constantine himself
became emperor (a process we will explore below), and that “the use of his
name does not mean an evaluation of his person or work.”8  Further, Yoder
sees the problems of the churches over the centuries as a series of
compromises, which he dubs “neo”-Constantinianisms. Writing in 1966, for
example, he comments: “Something of the same character takes place in
Latin America when Christians give their a priori approval to the political
revolution that they consider imperative and, therefore, imminent. Such advance
approval of an order that does not yet exist . . . we would call ‘neo-neo-neo-
neo-Constantinianism.’”9
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The “Third Race” or “New People”
In order to consider the particular-universal tension with which the early
Christian movement lived, we should look at several documents from before
the Edict of Milan in 313 C.E. The specific discourse to be considered is the
efforts of Christians to define themselves in conversation with the ethnic
categories that shaped the self-understanding of the peoples of Late Antiquity.
Early Christian writers frequently used the terminology of “the third race” or
“a new people” to talk about their identity. An inquiry into this discourse
points out the unhelpfulness of the assumption that the rise of Constantinianism
represented the fall of the church. Rather, the temptations to which the bishops
yielded when they agreed to go along with Constantine’s maneuvers had
always been present. While some aspects of the situation of twenty-first
century participants in the Christian movement are vastly different, the loss
of old identities that has accompanied the demise of Christendom suggests
helpful analogies might be drawn between early Christian reflection on these
matters and our own situations.10

At least thirteen references to Christians as a “third race” or a “new
people” are found in second- and third-century texts. Each reference
manifests both a sense of particularity as definitive of the Christian community
and a pull toward the universal. The ancient Christian writers who used this
language were not oblivious to tensions within their thinking, but rather than
naming those tensions as between particular and universal, they were more
likely to articulate them first on the spectrum between physical and spiritual.
A second, multi-layered tension is equally visible within traditional binary
oppositions such as Greek/barbarian and Jew/Gentile, and the relationship of
those oppositions to an understanding of a human community as made up of
a complex mix of peoples.

The Epistle to Diognetus articulates both physical/spiritual and
Greek/barbarian tensions. The writer begins by identifying his audience as
one that wants to learn “the religion of the Christians.” Asking “why this new
race or practice has come to life at this time, and not formerly,” the writer
situates his response between the Greeks, who “reckon as gods” those things
that Christians do not accept as divine, and the Jews, who “keep . . .
superstitions.” Thus the apologist has firmly established the boundaries from
whose limits the author claims “the religion of the Christians” can liberate
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one, and has offered a “new race,” Christians, as the answer to older problems
of identity.11

If a universal calling is hinted in this introduction, it is articulated
more forcefully as the text proceeds. The theme of newness in relationship to
old oppositions is underlined in section two, where the audience is enjoined to
become “a new person” ready to listen to “a new word.” The problem with
the old opposition between Jews and Greeks is spelled out as a problem with
their respective cults. The text’s famous fifth section is introduced by the
promise of a revelation of “the mystery of the Christians’ own religion.”
Christians participate in the particular behaviors of many cultures, but their
identity is distanced from the daily realities of human culture: “Yet while living
in Greek and barbarian cities . . . and following the local customs, both in
clothing and food and in the rest of life, they show forth the wonderful and
confessedly strange character of the constitution of their own citizenship.”12

The remainder of the treatise (not including the last two, somewhat
separate sections) completes the portrait of a reality that goes beyond the
known cosmos, referring to Christians as the “invisible” soul of the world,
formed by the Creator himself. For all of its questing toward a new universal
identity, the Epistle to Diognetus nevertheless remained in conversation with
the particular. For within this section the early Christian commitment to
nonviolence is inscribed within a very particular understanding of God: “Did
(God) send (Jesus) as a man might suppose, in sovereignty and fear and
terror? Not so, but in gentleness and meekness . . . not compelling, for
compulsion is not an attribute of God.” This non-coercive view of God is tied
directly to the perseverance of Christians under persecution.13  The remainder
of the text nevertheless insists on the spiritual foundation of Christian identity,
manifested through faith rather than nature, and ordered by a God of mysteries
who lives in heaven.14  The text’s overall leaning is toward the universal,
describing an identity that it was hoped would come to characterize all of
humanity.

Another second-century text, the Apology of Aristides, considers
questions of identity in even more detail. The author’s initial question about
the nature of God is answered throughout the body of the text with extended
discussion about the various “classes” or “nations” of humanity. The Syriac
text lays out a system of four classes – barbarians, Greeks, Jews, and
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Christians. The Greek text names instead pagans, Jews, and Christians, perhaps
an echo of the “third race” concept. However, it also recognizes greater
complexity in human identity, as it subdivides pagans into Chaldeans, Greeks,
and Egyptians.15  Both versions then proceed through a description of the
errors of the cult of the “nations” they have named, including barbarians,
Greeks, Egyptians, and Jews, with the culmination being a description of the
proper worship of the Christians.16

In addition to this nuanced portrait of human experience, Aristides,
when he comes to the Christians, does not spiritualize their way of life but
defines them according to a series of concrete practices, including doing good
to enemies, delivering orphans from those who mistreat them, and taking
strangers into their homes. The importance of actual practice is further
underlined as he commends Christian modesty that does “not proclaim in the
ears of the multitude the kind of deeds they do.” Yet the spiritual nature of
Christian identity is not forgotten and indeed is linked directly to their status
as “a new people,” for this people is visible by “something divine in the midst
of them.” Further, as for Diognetus Christians are the soul of the world, for
Aristides “the earth abides through the supplication of the Christians.”17  Thus
while Aristides articulates a strong sense of Christian identity as marked by
the performative and particular, his use of “new people” language also evokes
a universal vision.

Several other works that may be situated in the second and third
centuries likewise use the language of “third race” or “new people.” The
Epistle of Barnabas twice mentions a “new people,” both times as part of
an explanation of the significance of Jesus’ death and resurrection.18  Both
references lie within the internally contested space of Jewish-Christian identity.
Its non-literal reading of the scriptures places it within the territory of the
quest for the universal, as the treatise calls for circumcision of the heart
rather than the flesh, and for a spiritual understanding of the food laws.19  The
Sibylline Oracles provide a fascinating illustration of complex but
universalizing negotiation of identity spaces, as both Jewish and Christian
writers claim to be reading pagan sources as witness to their particular truths.
In one of the Christian sections, a retelling of the events of Jesus’ life, death,
and resurrection describes the result of the resurrection as the sprouting of “a
new shoot . . . from the nations.” This conclusion follows the placement of
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the story within the Jew/Gentile opposition, describing “Hebrews” as “stumbling”
against the stone of the son of God, but Gentiles being “gathered under his
leadership.”20  De Pascha Computus, a third-century Carthaginian text dealing
with the date of Easter, calls Christians “the third race of humanity,” a reality it
locates as a spiritual identity by using the additional descriptive term “mystery.”21

Clement of Alexandria makes frequent use of “new people” language.
At least four references to laos kainos are found in The Instructor, in contexts
that suggest both the Jewish-Christian frontier and the emergence from the
Jew/Greek opposition. In an explanation of how Christians are children of
God, Clement speaks of “new people” as a biblical term,22  later juxtaposing
the childlikeness of Christians with the hard-heartedness of the “ancient
race.”23  In his discussion of how Jesus as Instructor spoke through the Hebrew
Scriptures, he links the new name given to Jacob by the wrestling angel and
a “new name” “reserved . . . for the new people.” Later in the same section,
Clement describes the progression of Logos beyond the Old Covenant: “To
the fresh and new people has also been given a new covenant, and the Logos
has appeared.”24  While elsewhere in The Instructor Clement is exceedingly
concerned with practical details of Christian life, his references to the “new
people” clearly seem to choose a spiritual, universalizing approach.

In the Miscellanies, Clement moves along the edges of the Greek/
barbarian tension, although at various points he refers to the more complex
world of Egyptians, Scythians, and Greeks.25  His one reference to Christian
identity as emerging from such a tension is a citation from the Preaching of
Peter, where that work calls for worship of God going beyond the cult of
either Greeks or Jews. Having located himself on that boundary, however, he
moves to redefine his desired territory: “But we, who worship Him in a new
way, in the third form, are Christians. For clearly, as I think, he showed the
one and only God was known by the Greeks in a Gentile way, by the Jews in
a Jewish way, and in a new and spiritual way by us.” Throughout, the spiritual
realm is the place of true Christian experience.

Clement’s North African contemporary Tertullian sounds a different
note. Tertullian’s use of the “third race” is found in his attack on those who
suggest that Christians can avoid persecution by confessing their identity in
heaven rather than on earth. This reference is unique, putting the language of
a new identity in the mouths of Christians’ opponents, and with a negative
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connotation: “Will you plant there (in heaven) both synagogues of the Jews
. . . before which the apostles endured the scourge, and pagan assemblies
with their own circus . . . where they readily join in the cry, ‘How long shall
we suffer the third race?’” Although the Jew/Gentile border is visible in
Tertullian’s articulation, in an interesting divergence from the other passages
under consideration, he also locates the expression in a concrete setting –
that of Christian martyrdom. Further, his scorn for those who seek to avoid
suffering offers a twist; his opponents are placed in heavenly territory, while
his view of Christian identity insists on an earthly location. Tertullian has
broken the ground for this unique perspective earlier in the chapter, when he
looks not forward but backward, asking whether Christ “preserved a race
such that He is looking for a testimony to Himself from them. . . .”26

Origen’s argument Against Celsus offers a final third-century
perspective on questions of Christian identity in the struggle between particular
and universal. In Book 8, Origen deals at length with the pagan philosopher’s
critique of an aspect of Christian particularity – the lack of support for the
empire. For all of its philosophical posturing, Against Celsus in this final book
takes on the cast of a dispute over practice. Somehow the points raised by
the earlier critic have drawn Origen toward the realities of the everyday.
Celsus had raised the question of Christian refusal to honor the daimon or
fortune of the emperor, paraphrasing or misquoting the gospel text by stating
that Christians said they could not serve many masters. He thus seemed to
suggest it was the Christian rejection of the ambiguity of a world of many
powers that made their way of life a problem for the empire. Such talk, he
insisted, was “the language of sedition, and is only used by those who separate
themselves and stand aloof from all human society.” For Celsus, the conflictual
territory was between those people who could place their religious practice
within the framework of the empire, and those who could not.

In his reply, Origen took up Celsus’ argument that if Jesus had been
God, punishment would have come upon those who caused his suffering. He
describes Jesus’ death as God’s plan, but sees it as related to the physical
visibility of Jesus’ suffering. The concrete location of what has happened in
the polis is then underlined: “Some new thing, then, has come to pass since
the time that Jesus suffered – that, I mean, which has happened to the city, to
the whole nation, and in the sudden and general rise of a Christian community.”



19Particular and Universal

Origen’s “new thing” is thus both particular and universal, the latter inclination
being sustained elsewhere in his explanation of how the Roman empire made
possible the spread of the Christian message.27  Like Clement, Origen also
spiritualizes the potential of Christian identity, when he refutes Celsus’ claim
that “any agreement between the inhabitants of Asia, Europe, and Libya, as
well Greeks as Barbarians, (is) impossible.” Impossible, Origen retorts, for
all of these people within their physical identities. However, it is possible
when humans are “released” from the body.28

In their negotiation of the limited space of a proscribed practice within
the pre-Constantinian empire, then, early Christian writers demonstrated that
they were aware of the identity tensions within which their communities grew.
Their choice of the images of a “new people” or “third race” represents both
an awareness of their particularities and their desire to belong to something
universal. To the extent they were able to live within the tension in the early
centuries, their community life and their theological energy led to their growing
appeal among the peoples of the Mediterranean world. Before the end of the
period when Christianity was an illicit religion, it had spread not only north
into Europe but beyond the borders of Rome’s sway, south into Ethiopia and
east into Persia. However, the reality that within decades after the Edict of
Tolerance, Christian writers such as Lactantius had moved from a powerful
articulation of the reasons that Christians would not fight to a spirited defense
of the right of the emperor to use force suggests that the intersecting of the
universal vision of the church with the universal vision of the empire created
a deadly mix.29  When the “third race” was understood to define a universal
reality rather than a definition of particular spaces lived out where Christian
faith was taking root, it defined a vision fraught with peril for the churches.
Yet other early Christian language pointed in a different direction.

“Catholicity” as Another Approach
The “catholicity” of the church was another vision articulated among early
Christian communities. This term can be used to describe the kind of
experience reported on the second-century epitaph of a Christian from Asia
Minor named Avircius Marcellus. Avircius had traveled as far west as Rome
and as far east as Nisibis, east of the Euphrates. Everywhere he went, the
epitaph reports, “he found other Christians who set before him ‘the fish’ . . .
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from ‘a holy virgin’ . . . , accompanied by bread and wine.”30  In contrast to
later doctrinal arguments Avircius’ observations were metaphorical and
couched in terms of practice. This usage suggests an understanding of
Christian identity discussed in the second-century writings of Ignatius and
Irenaeus. Ignatius brought the word “catholic,” literally “according to the
whole,” into Christian discourse early in the second century, in his critique of
so-called heretics.31  Their error, as Justo Gonzalez reads him, was to sow
division by claiming universal status for their particular teachings rather than
by paying “heed to the entire ‘catholic’ witness of the entire ‘catholic’
church.”32  Later in that century, Irenaeus explained why four gospels were
included in the New Testament canon:

It is not possible that the Gospels can be either more or fewer in
number than they are. For, since there are four zones of the world
in which we live and four principal winds, while the Church is
scattered throughout all the world, and the ‘pillar and ground’ of
the church is the Gospel and the spirit of life; it is fitting that she
should have four pillars, breathing out immortality on every side,
and vivifying men (sic) afresh.33

For Gonzalez, this passage, often ridiculed as a simplistic or magical perspective,
offers a description of catholicity, connecting as it does the gospel accounts,
both normative and plural, with the geographic diversity in which they were
finding homes. Gonzalez links this understanding to the related concept of
apostolicity. While it “later became a means of excluding all who could not
claim a literal, mechanistic succession from the apostles,” in its earlier uses
apostolicity was intended to oppose those who claimed secret or elite status
based on the teaching of one apostle rather than from “the open tradition
received from all the apostles, through all their successors, and shared alike
by those successors and by all those others who agreed with them.”34

Elsewhere, Gonzalez reiterates his definition of catholicity, warning against
the tendency to equate “universal” and “catholic.” While the universal “is
that which is uniformly present everywhere; ‘catholic’ is that which is according
to the whole, that in which all have a place.”35

Gonzalez raises the issue of catholicity and its definition as inclusive
of Christian diversity in a context of stressing the danger of what he calls
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“sectarianism,” the claim that one’s own group possesses all the truth.
Acknowledging the countervailing danger of “syncretism,” he proposes the
solution the early Christians worked out in the spreading diversity of the second
century – the solution of creeds, canon, and the authority of the episcopacy.36

For descendants of the sixteenth-century Anabaptists, the sound of
those “safeguards” has a highly problematic ring. Yet within our own extended
family, we too have manifested a yearning for an understanding of our defining
central idea(s). Proposals for naming Anabaptist defining ideas have been
made by Donald Durnbaugh, J. Denny Weaver, and C. Arnold Snyder. While
they do not entirely agree, these proposals manifest a degree of coherence in
their insistence on discipleship, community, and peace.37

The desire for an agreed-upon expression of what everyone in the
Mennonite/Brethren in Christ family shares is not uniquely northern, although
northern theologians have been especially engaged in the effort to define
such ideas for the whole. For example, in a discussion about Anabaptist
distinctives at the Consultation on Theological Education on Five Continents
in 1997 in Calcutta, one participant from the global south insisted that the
consultation should determine the central “doctrines” of the Anabaptists, which
could then be taught in all our theological training programs. A move in that
direction is the statement of “shared convictions” presented for discussion to
MWC member churches by the General Council in Zimbabwe. As important
as this process is, it has not made specific space for the different histories
and processes of coming into the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ community
that have shaped the nearly 100 member churches of MWC.

In a study of how biblical texts serve as sources for character
formation, Lisa Sowle Cahill describes a tension which pushes us a step further
in understanding how our particular and universal identities might both be
honored in our community. She criticizes biblical scholars for the perpetual
lifting out of the diversity of voices within the biblical record, and agrees with
Carol Newsom that Christians must agree on a “‘single, fairly coherent story’
of Jesus as the Christ” as central to our identity. Commitment to diversity
alone, she argues, is of little use in ethical discussion, for it makes possible the
argument that any behavior might be acceptable under particular
circumstances.38  Agreeing with Cahill, John Howard Yoder goes so far as to
pronounce pluralism as “lazy.” Pluralism, or Cahill’s diversity, he suggests, would
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defend the Crusades by seeing them in light of Bernard of Clairvaux’s deep
piety. In contrast, the NT perspective of diversity is that of “several members
of one body, several functions with the same purpose, numerous people doing
different things but each in unity with the others. Accountability and
commitment to truth are important aspects of the church’s unity in diversity.”39

Despite his sharp critique of pluralism, Yoder does not propose a
simplistic universal agreement among the churches. Although he seems
surprisingly unaware, even in 1990, of the growing international reality of and
diversity among Anabaptist-related groups, his work on ecumenicity speaks
to related issues. Drawing on the definition of catholicity of fifth-century
Vincent of Lérins, he argues for catholicity as “what has been believed
everywhere, always, by everyone.” He argues that the only way to apply this
definition is to look at specific places and times, that is, “locally.” Veteran
missionary to India Stephen Neill defined this local-based vision as representing
an area “small enough that one can get to open fields by walking twenty
minutes.” Yoder adds to this geographic proposal a practical ecclesiological
criterion: locality requires that what the church is supposed to be like must be
possible. So, if the Eucharist is a regular part of church life, then those who can
offer Eucharist regularly need to be readily present. “Catholicity has . . . been
‘located’ in that no one place, not Rome or Canterbury or Rhodes (nor, we
might add, Kitchener-Waterloo, or Elkhart, or Strasbourg) is privileged; such
conversation must take place everywhere.”40  Yoder’s articulation does not go
far enough, for it does not deal with the question that arises within a global
fellowship. If the church must make possible what it proposes as authentic, and
if mutual accountability is to be taken seriously, then members of a community
need to be able to talk with each other. The givens which must be opened up
for scrutiny are those which assume the impracticality of Elkhart talking to
Kinshasa, for example, or even more critically for Djakarta to talk to Sapporo.

Yoder does locate the particularity in the particularity of the witness
that is normative for the church, the New Testament writings.41  He does not
naïvely insist that the normative witness look alike in all its genres. Rather, his
work supports the reflection of others that even in the normative biblical
witness, the particular people of God were always negotiating their identity in
relationship to the broader forces around them. Walter Brueggemann makes
this case for the prophetic witness of ancient Israel. The prophets recognized
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that “the pressure of a ‘universal identity’ is always a threat to a particular
identity; assimilation is ever a clear and present danger.” Yet they constantly
interacted with the very identity they perceived as a threat. So “Hosea seems
to mount a polemic against ‘fertility religion,’ but does so by a Yahwistic
appeal to the modes and images of fertility.”42  Paul’s use of both rabbinic
argumentation and Greco-Roman rhetoric in constructing his argument for
Gentile inclusion in Galatians offers a NT example of the same negotiation at
work. Indeed, the matter of NT normativity is itself caught up in the reality
that it is impossible to determine exactly when the NT period was over.

Thus, the story of Jesus and his first followers, as it grows into the
story of the spread of the world Christian movement, is one of continuing
negotiation between the universality of God’s call and the particular places
and times where that call was answered, as has been documented in our
discussion of the “third race” conversation above. Rebecca Lyman describes
the work of Justin Martyr in the second century against “heretics” as
representing a similar negotiation. Justin’s efforts to articulate Christian thinking
in philosophical terms “is not a transformation of ‘Hellenism’ by ‘Christianity’
or a cultural takeover by an external ‘third race,’ but a reconfiguring within
the religious culture itself as a means of understanding ontological universality
and multiple cultural identities.”43

Dale Irvin and Scott Sunquist’s effort to present the geographical
and theological diversity of the Christian movement is replete with illustrations
of the perpetual Christian experience of defining ourselves to each other and
in relationship to the contexts in which we find ourselves as both similar and
as different. M. J. Heisey insists that this process has continued throughout
the story of modern descendants of the Anabaptists. Her study of the Brethren
in Christ peace witness in the United States and Canada in the period between
World War I and World War II notes the BIC effort to define themselves
while participating in and being influenced by many cross-currents. Quoting
Martin Marty, she refers to their identity as full of “cross clefts and
crisscrossing.” Building on the stories of many who participated in this body
of peace practices, she describes the quest to maintain a peace witness as
“messy.” The ideals articulated by the leaders often conflicted with the realities
of daily experience, yet concrete expressions of the peace witness sometimes
expressed the gospel more faithfully than the leaders’ pronouncements.44
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It may seem that historians are addicted to the messiness that
theologians are determined to correct. Here I find helpful the intersection of
the articulations of Yoder as theologian and Gonzalez as historian. While
Gonzalez’s discussion of catholicity seems largely focused on doctrinal matters,
perhaps understandable for one whose career has been marked by reflections
on the history of Christian thought, at one point he names “North Atlantic
sectarianism” and “socioeconomic sectarianism” as problems of practice that
threaten to overcome the Christian community, threats that are not foreign to
a global Mennonite and Brethren in Christ community.45  Yoder, as a theologian,
also insists on geographical and practical realities of catholicity:

Catholicity is not ‘looking for a home’ in the sense of a vagabond
who ‘once lodged will no longer roam’; it is a lived reality that will
have its place or ‘location’ wherever all comers participate, in the
power of the Triune God, in proclaiming to all nations (beginning
where they are) all that Jesus taught. Only if the avowed agenda
is that broad and that open can we claim the promises of the Lord
who pledged that he would accompany us to the end of the age.46

Mennonite World Conference has operated with a membership
application procedure that has been criticized as “loose,” yet it has been able
to respect the particularities among us. It is true that some member groups
reflect very little practice or teaching that Northerners would find recognizably
“Mennonite” or “Brethren in Christ.” Yet the membership process begins
with a group that expresses an interest, even a choice, to belong. In the first
stage of the process, the applying group receives a short questionnaire that
includes the following questions: “What are your reasons to consider yourselves
Mennonite?” and “What are your relationships to other Mennonite groups in
the world?” After a visit from MWC representatives, a report is made to
delegates from member churches in the continent of the applicant church.
Upon the recommendation of those continental caucuses, the church is admitted
to membership. The document outlining this procedure stresses that the main
objective of the procedure is for both the applicant church and MWC, especially
in the continent where deeper relationships between churches might practically
be developed, “to learn to know each other more fully.”47

The statement of “Shared Convictions” adopted for study by the
General Council of MWC during Assembly 14 seeks to provide material that
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can deepen applicant churches’ understanding of the question, “What are
your reasons to consider yourselves Mennonite?” Beginning with a statement
of the importance of a catholicity which goes far beyond our own family, it
claims that we are “part of the one body of Christ at all times and places.”
The document then proceeds to name both what we share with other Christians
and what we consider distinctive to our particular faith story: the church as a
community “following Christ in life,” the interpretation of Scripture in the
community “under Holy Spirit guidance” and “in the light of Jesus Christ,”
“becoming peacemakers who renounce violence, love our enemies, seek justice
and share our possessions with those in need,” and “the spirit of mutual
accountability” in the faith community.48

These “Shared Convictions,” it is hoped, will prove helpful as they
are used for the conversation and relationship outlined by the membership
application guidelines. We still face the process of going beyond adopting
these convictions for study to choosing them as central to our identity. It is not
clear what currents of experience, history, or relationship to other parts of the
church will come to bear on our efforts to provide this degree of self-definition.
It can be hoped that we can agree on something manageable in translation,
and at the same time clear and allowing room for member groups to use it in
more particular self-definition within their specific locations.

Northern Anabaptists in the twentieth-century “rediscovery” of our
sixteenth-century European heritage have at times chosen to describe ourselves
as a “third way,” “neither Catholic nor Protestant” reality.49  This naming
brings to mind the early Christian exercise of the language of the “third race.”
While this construction may have been valuable in considering relationships
to our European and North American ecclesiastical history, it is not likely to
be useful for the global community of Mennonites and Brethren in Christ in
the twenty-first century. Some might propose an alternative, “neither
Evangelical nor Pentecostal,” but the reality is that in many places our sister
churches fit one of those identities as much if not more than they do any
traditional Anabaptist self-understanding. So it seems critical that rather than
trying to find a new universal name for ourselves, we accept the particularities
that we represent and learn to find in them gifts that we offer to each other.
We follow our Anabaptist heritage in choosing to belong to one another as we
follow Christ. Our particularities – the witness for justice of the church in
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Colombia, the energetic evangelism of the church in Ethiopia, the openness to
new learning of the church in the Netherlands, the creative worship of the
church in the Congo, the service to the poor of voluntary service workers in
Canada and the United States, and the practice of smallness as sign of the
church in Japan – all of these have something to add to our community of faith.

We cannot be like each other in most ways. We can choose to walk
together, to support each other financially, in prayer, and through meetings
when it is possible for us to gather. We may not be in a position to measure
the results of our becoming a global community within this collection of
Anabaptist identities. Yet we carry within us the hope that our catholic witness
will offer an invitation within the broader church and in the world to join those
who, following Christ in life, are leaning into the coming fullness of God’s reign.
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