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It is hardly novel to observe that an interest in, even a hunger for, spirituality
has been escalating throughout North America for several decades. This has
affected not only the general public, often in esoteric forms, but nearly all
churches as well. Along with most Protestant bodies, however, those descended
from sixteenth-century Anabaptism often assume that they lack a spirituality
of their own. To fill the apparent void, churches in all these traditions turn to
others, most frequently the Roman Catholic. Such explorations have enriched
Anabaptists. I have joined in and gained much from them. Nonetheless, as
Anabaptists seek not only spiritual nurture, but also to rediscover and re-form
their own identity in rapidly changing social circumstances, few, regrettably,
realize that their own heritage offers rich spiritual resources.1

In seeking this identity, North American Anabaptists have been greatly
aided by Harold Bender’s Anabaptist Vision. Bender defined historic
Anabaptism’s “essence” as discipleship, expressed through the church as a
voluntary, close-knit fellowship, distinct from “the world,” which applied an
“ethic of love and non-resistance” to “all human relationships.”2  Despite
Bender’s intention, this Vision was often reduced largely to social-ethical
dimensions. Not surprisingly, the Anabaptist Vision, when so construed,
eventually gave rise to complaints about its “spiritual poverty.”3  It was often
assumed that historic Anabaptism itself shared this lack.4

To help correct this, I will briefly chart the course of a spiritual stream
that flowed through early South German/Austrian Anabaptism. Often called
Rhineland Mysticism, it arose in medieval Catholicism. Yet as this current
approached and then entered early Anabaptism, features central to the latter
movement emerged more distinctly. For example, while the Rhineland stream
remained deeply “spiritual” in the inward devotional and mystical sense, it
increasingly assumed outward ethical and social form. I will first trace its
course up to, and then part way into, early Anabaptism. Then I will suggest
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that such developments render it surprisingly relevant to the pressures and
problems, personal and social, of our highly materialistic, consumption-oriented
age. This spirituality can help actualize the Anabaptist Vision’s social-ethical
promise while alleviating the “spiritual poverty” which results from interpreting
it solely in those terms.

Rhineland Mysticism
The source of this spiritual current is usually identified as the Dominican
theologian, vicar general, and mystic Meister Eckhart (1260?-1328?). Eckhart’s
mysticism itself bore few direct social implications. He strove for union with
a mysterious Ground of Being, which he found so overwhelmingly real that
he often spoke as if the creaturely world were hardly real at all.5  Nonetheless,
that world seemed solid enough to most people. According to Eckhart, they
lost sight of Being because they became attached to particular creatures –
as Paul said in Romans, they worshipped the creature rather than the Creator
(1:18-25). That is, most people place great, often ultimate, value on finite
realities such as their children, spouses, possessions, social reputations, ethnic
groups, or nations. Through their desires to grasp and possess these creatures,
the latter take root, as it were, in the ground of peoples’ souls.

The mystical process for Eckhart involved painful detachment from
these creatures (Geschiedenheit): ripping up, or allowing God to rip up, the
roots we let them plant within us. When the soul’s ground is cleared of these
entanglements, it can be filled with, or open up to, its deeper Ground, which is
God. Human souls, for Eckhart, originally came forth from God, as the Son
comes forth from, or is perpetually begotten by, the Father within the Trinity.6

Souls then came into this world, as did the Son through his incarnation. But
now our souls must make their way painfully back to God through this world,
as did the Son though his life, death, and resurrection. Eckhart could call
this process a path on which we follow Jesus, or the way of the cross. This,
however, was largely symbolic language for the soul’s inward return to
God. Indeed, since God, or Being, was so much more real than our spatio-
temporal world, Eckhart perhaps regarded the soul, in its depths, as already
divine.7  This mystical process could be called divinization – possibly in the
literal sense that humans become, or already even are, identical with God in
essence.
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The Rhineland current rolled on through channels like Eckhart’s
younger Dominican contemporary, Johannes Tauler (1300?-1361) and the
unknown author of a mystical writing, The German Theology (ca. 1430).
They accelerated its flow on its way to Anabaptism in several significant
directions. First, while they still called the spiritual process divinization, it
became increasingly evident that they did not regard humans as divine, or
capable of becoming so, in essence. They meant to say, rather, that through
grace and the operation of what we might call divine energies, people could
become more and more like God – through a union of wills, not a union of
being.8  Second, these later mystics often worked with ordinary lay people.
They stressed that divinization need not be sought in the cloister but could be
attained through the challenges of everyday life.9

Third, the main obstacle was still attachment to creatures. Less often,
however, did it seem that creatures themselves blocked the way to God – by
being ultimately unreal, or even evil.10  More often, attachments to creatures
– precisely, inordinate attachments – were pinpointed as the problem. That
is, plants, animals, persons, and many forms of human relationship were not
themselves illusory or evil. But human attitudes towards them, or uses of
them, usually were. This did not make detachment easier. The roots which
inordinate attachments sink into our being, crowding out God, entangled even
the will. People could be released only through a continual purging, and
increasing conformity to God’s will, by grace.

Tauler and The German Theology, like Anabaptists, frequently called
this extirpation process Gelassenheit.11  Anabaptist scholars often translate
Gelassenheit simply as “yieldedness.” I find this far too general and tame to
express such a wrenching loose, in the depths, from those ties which separate
people from God and draw them into possessiveness, war, and Death.

Fourth, these mystics, like Eckhart, taught that we can return with
the Son to the Father and become one with him. Yet Jesus’ earthly journey no
longer functioned chiefly as a symbol for an inner mystical process. It also
provided the pattern for pursuing this process in one’s concrete daily walk.
Tauler urged his hearers to accept “the cross, from whichever direction it
comes, from outside or from within . . . follow your crucified God with a
humble spirit, in true abnegation of yourself, both inner and outer . . . and
unite yourself with him.”12  Eventually, this inner crucifixion would lead to
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resurrection. This clearing of the soul’s ground would unclog that “delectable
and pure stream” flowing from its deeper Source,13  which “will overflow
with living waters which stream forth to eternal life.”14  This “lofty drink” will
be “diffused by God’s loving ardor into all the members, into our entire life
and being.”15

Before the Rhineland current entered Anabaptism, it took another,
sharper turn through Thomas Müntzer (1491?-1525). This radical priest led
German peasant armies to disastrous defeat by their noble overlords.
Nonetheless, Müntzer drew this spirituality’s social implications more fully
into the light. That grasping for creaturely things, he claimed, that desire to
possess and control more and more – lands, persons, wealth, large territories,
and much else – was social inequality’s very source. It bred conflict and war,
through which some people accumulated vastly more possessions and power
than others.

Such injustices, however, could not be redressed simply by redistributing
property or redesigning institutions – not unless God first plowed up inordinate
attachments from the ground of many souls so that spiritual seed might grow.
Müntzer himself endured a plowing so severe that even God disappeared.
Yet this, he claimed, purged his soul so thoroughly that God’s Spirit could
write directly on it, bypassing even Scripture.16  This Spirit revealed that God
would very soon plow society, uprooting the rulers and the rich.17  Then earth’s
bounty would flourish, and those whose souls were purified would distribute it
equally. Who would they be? Peasants. For hard experience had already
loosened their attachments to material things.

Why did this vision fail? Partly because Müntzer experienced God
chiefly as harsh and violent. He knew well the bitter Christ of the cross, but
deplored talk of a sweet Christ and knew little of joy and resurrection. Müntzer’s
inner experience lacked intrinsic connection with that Jesus who, for Tauler
and The German Theology, provided an outer pattern for its expression. That
pattern, the way of the cross, suggested that spiritual growth requires patience.
But Müntzer expected his harsh God, whose Spirit sent sudden revelations, to
rapidly expunge weeds from peasant hearts and feudal society.18

Despite Müntzer’s failure, let us not overlook his insight that the same
grasping for creaturely goods which draws people into themselves and away
from God also draws them away from, and then into conflict with, each other.
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South German/Austrian Anabaptist Spirituality
Sweeping past Müntzer’s debacle, the Rhineland current poured into early
South German/Austrian Anabaptism. Within a few years, however, its four
main leaders – Hans Denck, Hans Hut, Leonhard Schiemer, and Hans
Schlaffer – were dead. Still, they managed to channel some waters further in
several directions.

First, as Anabaptists were persecuted publicly, they felt they were
experiencing “none other than Christ experienced.”19  Jesus became an even
more explicit behavioral norm than for Tauler or The German Theology.
This way of life, or following “in the footsteps of Christ,”20  can be designated
by Bender’s term, discipleship. Yet it is crucial to add that, in South Germany/
Austria at least, this was the necessary outward social-ethical expression of
an inward spiritual participation in Jesus’ “conception, birth, death, and
resurrection in us.”21  These severely persecuted people could hardly have
undertaken the outer journey had it not been strengthened by the inner.
Conversely, the inner would hardly have been true transformation in Christ
had it not taken this outer form. Here again, the process was often called
Gelassenheit, and transformation was understood as divinization.22  To dispel
the notion that this meant actually becoming God, and was ultimately ethereal
and socially irrelevant, I would call it Christomorphic divinization.23

Second, the uprooting of attachments to creaturely goods intrinsically
led to sharing those goods with others. These Anabaptists applied literally
what The German Theology had said: that sin arises “when the creature
assumes for itself some good thing . . . as though the Good belongs to the
creature” or assumes that it is one’s “own property.”24  The Gelassenheit
process, then, not only purified people “inwardly from greed and lust” but
also outwardly and socially, as Müntzer had claimed, “from injustice in our
way of living and our misuse of the creatures.”25  It led to baptism and church
membership, which involved sharing of possessions.26  This profound
spirituality was taking on specific ethical, economic, and communal forms.
Scarcely had this commenced, however, before its four main early proponents
were dead and many of their followers deceased or scattered.

Nonetheless, these socio-economic implications soon became visible.
Several Anabaptist groups formed as communities of production and
consumption. Foremost were the Hutterites, who still exist today. According
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to their theologian, Peter Riedemann, creatures had been made to lead people
to God.27  God had created all of them for everyone; none, therefore, should
be owned by anyone.28  Humans, however, had so misused material things,
by turning them into objects of greed, that these now led people away from
God.29  Sin originated in “wrong taking”30  which filled the heart with these
creatures and left no room for God. Salvation, accordingly, included surrender
of everything that had been wrongly appropriated – that is, all private
property.31  This struggle of detachment was painful, as in all Rhineland
spirituality.32

For Riedemann also, salvation was plainly divinization. Yet his
Anabaptist predecessors, burdened by heavy persecution, had focused on
inner crucifixion with Christ. Though Riedemann and the Hutterites were
hardly strangers to such suffering, they experienced occasional respite from
it. This may partly explain why Riedemann often celebrated inner resurrection
as well, usually in vivid organic and personal terms. For example, repentant
persons are grafted into Christ by the Spirit, who “makes them one with him
in mind, in his very character and nature so that they become one plant and
organism with him. . . . Christ is the root and the vine, and . . . as the sap rises
from the root and makes the branches fruitful, so the Spirit of Christ rises from
the root, Christ, into the branches and twigs, to make them all fruitful . . . of
the same nature as the root and bear[ing] its kind of fruit.”33

Simultaneously, Jesus provided divinization’s outward or
Christomorphic pattern. For “When Christ begins to work in people, he causes
them to do nothing but what he himself did during his life on earth.”34  Jesus’
earthly comportment, however, emerged from deep spiritual roots in the Trinity,
as Eckhart also had said. For “the Father has nothing for himself, but everything
he has, he has with the Son. Likewise the Son has nothing for himself, but all
he has, he has with the Father.” The incarnate Son, moreover, shared and
continues to share all that he has with us. Consequently, by sharing what we
have with others, we can become “one with the Son as the Son is one with
the Father.”35  The journey back to the Father with the Son was not only an
individual but also a corporate venture.

The Rhineland current flowed further into Anabaptism, mingling with
other streams and forming new branches through Pilgram Marpeck and the
Dutch. But since its social implications attained a clear expression with
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Riedemann, I will stop here. What resources can it provide for Anabaptists
and others today who seek a deeper spirituality, especially a socially relevant
one?

Contemporary Significance
We often hear that our era is postmodern, and that people are, or should be,
more concerned with promoting particular local values, identities, and projects
than alleged universal principles and movements. Though this is partly true, I
propose that all facets of life today are increasingly being pervaded by a
process that is perhaps modernity’s climactic expression: globalization.36

Particularly through world-wide communication webs, corporations and
financial markets are interweaving with a celerity that overleaps national
boundaries, outracing many customary governmental and socio-cultural
restraints. Through this global networking, the pursuits of profit, consumption,
and expanding production – all modern forces, unleashed through early
capitalism – are surging towards their maximum unhindered operation. Note
that I speak only of unrestrained maximization of profits, consumption, and
production, unchecked by other values. I am not critiquing all forms of these
forces, for many are moderated by other forces. Unlike the Hutterites, I am
not rejecting all private property. Neither do I mean to portray globalization as
entirely negative. It harbors great potential, for instance, for increasing
understanding among nations, peoples, and classes.

Nonetheless, it is clear that globalizing megaforces often disrupt and
destroy local less developed economies or render them permanently dependent.
This faceless process repeatedly disintegrates communities and social and
religious networks, and disorients people displaced in their wake. Additionally,
globalization impacts society not only by reshaping such structures but at
least as much by shaping its members – inwardly and psychically. It seeks
above all to construct us as consumers. How many websites can you simply
search for information without flashing signs or intruding spam urging you to
purchase something? How many companies can you call with simple questions
about service or charges without being urged, usually at the start, to buy
something else? If pursuit of profit, production, and consumption increasingly
mould a society’s members as well as its structures, every social injustice will
be shaped by them on both levels.



100 The Conrad Grebel Review

The Anabaptist Vision implies that injustices are best addressed by
communities which draw on Jesus’ distinctive life-pattern to propose and
provide creative, alternative approaches to the issues involved. But if the
Vision by itself cannot affect inward “spiritual poverty” among its adherents
and others, how might South German/Austrian Anabaptist spirituality help?
Primarily, perhaps, by warning that we cannot attack the roots of these
problems if the desires and patterns which produce them are rooted in ourselves
and also in their victims. Appeals to consume do not simply impinge on people
from outside, as on a blank slate, leaving them fully free to respond. They are
woven through nearly everything we experience. Frequently unnoticed, they
arouse cravings to possess more and more. Often subliminally, they incessantly
seek to shape the very character and patterns of one’s desires and choices.
If we seek to alter today’s systems while we and their victims are still deeply
structured by these creaturely attachments, we will, at best, produce some
altered version of them.

South German/Austrian spirituality tells us that to really combat these
systems, people must be restructured – inwardly and outwardly. This will
involve identifying and letting go, often painfully, of ways they have become
inordinately attached to values, behaviors, persons, and things. These must
be replaced at equally deep levels by healthy, non-grasping, non-possessive
ways of relating to all other creatures. By themselves, however, intellectual
recognition of negative and positive patterns, or volitional efforts to reject the
first and adopt the second, will scarcely penetrate the levels where structuring
and re-structuring occur.

To apply the Anabaptist-Rhineland diagnosis to these levels, I should
clarify several points. First, creaturely attachments are not simply to
possessions, as if sin were merely desire for, or accumulation of, objects.
Quite often desires for security, self-worth, even love and affection lead us to
grasp after not only material goods, but also persons or social position or
reputation or power, and to possess them. Second, since this spirituality stresses
crucifixion of these desires and attachments, it might seem to imply that all
desires are evil and that spirituality’s goal is simply renunciation. However, it
is inordinate attachments that must be uprooted. Attachments are inordinate
when they bind us to anything that keeps us or others from receiving what
they legitimately desire and really need. Some such attachments, indeed, are



101A Sixteenth-Century Anabaptist Social Spirituality

clearly negative: people are often bound internally to destructive self-images,
self-defeating behaviors, and oppressive relationships. But attachments to
good things often become inordinate also – say, to a loved one, when the
lover’s fears, possessiveness, or demands destroy the relationship. Grasping
for or clinging to good things, moreover, draws these goods and ourselves
away from, and creates conflict with, other people who want them; and above
all, away from God. Inordinate attachments, then, must be uprooted to open
us to non-grasping relationships with other creatures and people that will
fulfill the real needs and desires of all.

Third, this detachment from old patterns and movement towards new
ones is simply the inward, personal dimension of transformations in outward,
interpersonal relationships with material goods, people, and structures. Inward
sanctification, at least in Anabaptist developments of Rhineland spirituality,
cannot occur apart from outward actions. But neither can lasting individual or
social change emerge apart from inward participation in Jesus’ life, death,
and resurrection. Since these inner experiences and outer actions, among
Anabaptists, transpire in a communal context, patterns of corporate life quite
different from those governed by creaturely attachments will emerge. Since
these communities continue to extend Jesus’ cruciform yet resurrected life in
the world, they will inevitably affect, and perhaps alter, broader social behaviors
and structures.37  In today’s world, the Life so extended will clear many a
person’s “inner ground” of roots by which consumption- and profit-driven
force have entangled it, thereby opening its deep longing to God’s presence.
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