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Editorial

Several monthsago, our neighborserected asolid, 3 metre-high fencearound
themain part of their property. Surrounding residentswere puzzled by this, as
these peoplearenot reclusive, siege-mentality types. Y et we' vejokingly come
torefer tothisblight intheneighborhood asthe* Y 2K house,” recognizingthe
possibility that they may be stockpiling goods in preparation for post-
millennium chaos. Our humorouscynicismmay reflect what Ivan Emkerefers
tointhisissueas, “millennial fatigue syndrome.”

Emke, widely known for hishumoroustakes on Mennonitismin apast
column written for a Canadian Mennonite newspaper, contributes The
Conrad Grebel Review’ ssalutetothemillenniuminhisreflection, “Isthat the
timealready?’ Emke suggeststhat perhaps Mennoniteswill put more energy
into marking the “ Anabaptist Half-Millennium” in the year 2025 and, given
the penchant for anniversaries amongst historians of that tradition, | think he
isprobably right.

Conrad Grebel College, the University of Waterl oo church collegethat
publishes this journal, celebrated its 35" birthday in 1999. In recognition of
this, we solicited an article from Hans-Jirgen Goertz, whose 1998
biographical sketch of Conrad Grebel marked the 500" anniversary of the
birth of the 16" century Swissreformer. Goertz' sbook represented one of the
few acknowledgementsof thisevent (along with special -edition t-shirtsissued
at this college). Thisis perhaps not surprising given an interpretive process
which increasingly diminishes Grebel’s centrality to Swiss Anabaptism,
despite his main claim to fame which remains his act of performing the first
radical re-baptismin 1525.

By contrast, a great deal of fanfare accompanied the comparable
anniversary of the 1496 birth of Menno Simons, the Dutch Anabaptist |eader.
Inhisarticle on “Making Menno,” historian Royden Loewen reflects on the
process of image-making that has surrounded the positioning (falsely so) of
Simonsas‘founder’ of the Mennonites. Loewen suggestsan irony, giventhe
limited detail that exists about the former priest’slife, in the fact that Menno
Simons holdsthe place of an ethno-religious‘icon’ that has cometo embody
the group itself.



Editorial 5

For something completely different, Linda Boynton Arthur offers a
fascinating piece of her long-term ethnographic research on Holdeman
Mennonites. Inthisarticle, which bringstogether theorieson material culture,
gender, and the sociol ogy of the body, Arthur examinestwo aspectsof clothin
Holdeman culture: clothing prescriptions imposed on women and quilting
practise among women. In both cases, Holdeman women exercise resistance
and find self-expression within a community modelled around patriarchal
valuesand social control.

In addition to articles mentioned above, we are pleased to publish the
address given by noted Canadian theol ogian, Gregory Baum, at convocation
ceremonies of the Master of Theological Studies program at Conrad Grebel
College. Cincinnati-based writer DallasWiebe contributesproseon “Lovein
Old Age,” about which literary editor Hildi Froese Tiessen says more. Two
responsesto articles published in the Spring 1999 issue are included, aswell
as an assortment of book reviews.

Happy reading and happy millennium!

Marlene Epp, editor

On the cover: Sculpture titled, “Hermes Head or Skyblue the Badass’ by
Ohioartist John Leon (Leontakianakis). Thelatter title, accordingtoLeon, “is
in honor of my friend, the author Dallas Wiebe, wearer of bowlers, baseball
caps, and bobbies' hats.”



Conrad Grebel —A Provisional Life

Hans-Jurgen Goertz
I

I'n 1996 the memory of Menno Simonswas celebrated, who first saw thelight
of day fivehundred years ago. Hewas not afounding father but apastor tothe
persecuted Anabaptists who, in the Netherlands, along the Rhine, and in
Northern Germany, wereexperiencing acrisis. Heconferred anew identity on
them. Under hisleadershipthey became“theQuietintheLand.” Theresolute
and gentle character and the comfort that Simons offered, and thefirmnesshe
showed when necessary, could certainly arousethefeelingsthat father figures
evince. For this reason he is still lovingly honored. Such feelings did not
immediately arise when the 500" anniversary of Conrad Grebel’ s birth was
commemorated in 1998.*

His year of birth is not known precisely, but Grebel was doubtless a
young man when he became a co-founder of the Anabaptistsin Switzerland.
Infact, hewasthefirst person who dared break with thetime-honored, legal ly-
protected practice of infant baptism, and performed baptism upon the
profession of faith on aformer priest in aprivate housein Zurich “ because at
that timetherewasno appointed servant to perform suchwork,” asstated later
inabiblically stylized account of the origins of the Anabaptist movement.?
Grebel wassteepedin personal difficulties; hewasimpetuousand | acked self-
restraint, and was perhaps even violent-tempered. He had a humanistic
education, but he was anything but composed and moderate. He was
relentless, whenit cameto carrying through perceived truth. Hewasprepared
to suffer for the sake of the Gospel, but he could al so, whenthesignsindicated
stormy weather, pour oil on the fire of the peasants' revolts and forget any
thought of self-sacrifice as soon as the opportunity arose to build an
Anabaptist people’'s church and avoid the path to a Free Church. He was

Hans-Jirgen Goertz is a professor at the Institute for social and Economic History at the
University of Hamburg. Trandation by Michael Zimmerman, University of Waterloo.
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restless, intemperate, torn this way and that way, and he kept at a distance
everyone who came close to him. He does not arouse feelings of timeless
devotion and is not an easy person to celebrate.

Nothing had turned out well for Grebel. He had broken off studiesin
Basdl, Vienna, and Paris, and had fallen out with his parents; he could find no
way to asecure professional existence. He was dissati sfied with the course of
the Reformation in Zurich, though at first he had supportedit. Then heturned
against Ulrich Zwingli, the reformer of the city. Heleft hisyoung family and
went underground. After performing the bapti sm of therunaway priest Georg
Blaurock of Graubiinden, he strovein vainto re-establishthe pureform of the
church. While fleeing the henchmen of the authorities he hid away in the
vineyards of Maienfeld and died of the plague. It wasthe brief life of anon-
conforming, self-willed, radical. It is inconceivable how such a life could
produce something worth remembering.

Inthe1930sHarold S. Bender wrotethefirst academic biography about
Grebel. It wasthe subject of hisdoctoratein Heidelbergin 1936, but it wasnot
published until 1950.2 The visionary beginnings of the Reformation’s Free
Church tradition interested Bender. In 1943 he described “The Anabaptist
Vision,” aclearly outlined model following Christ that | ed to the separation of
church and state and to achurch that would refuseto have anything to dowith
religious justifications of the state's military actions, indeed, would not
tolerate the killing of anyone by human hands. In the meantime, it has been
shown how difficultitisto verify Bender' svision historically. The origins of
Anabaptism are cloudy, unclear, and contradictory. What interests me is not
thevision that can be held out asthe standard for the “true” church, but rather
the question of how it came about that Grebel took a path leading to radical
religiosity. Was it the boldness of thought, the religious virtuosity of a
humanistically-educated | ayperson, or everyday experiencesthat steered him
onto anew path?

[
Conrad Grebel wasnot the” Founder of the SwissBrethren, SometimesCalled

Anabaptists.” Bender exaggerated dlightly with this as the title of his
biography. Asfar as organization isconcerned, otherswere more successful.
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Grebel wasnot the " coryphaeus of the Anabaptists’ - asuggestively intended
metaphor taken from the ancient world of sport used by Zwingli to
characterize the humanistically educated, forceful champion of the
Anabaptists. He neither set thetonefor good or evil nor conceived theslogans
with which the Anabaptists defied ecclesiastic and secular authority or on
which they built their theological structure. Often theideaswere supplied by
others. He took them up, transposed them, and pursued them with rigor and
single-mindedness, not sparing himself when it was necessary to commit
himself to the Anabaptist rejuvenation of Christianity. Hewasnot anorigina
theological mind, even though he used his education in the service of
Anabaptism. The Anabaptist theologian of substance was Balthasar
Hubmaier, one-time professor of theology at the University of Ingolstadt. In
Zwingli's eyes, Grebel belonged, after he had fallen into disfavor, to the
theologically ignorant like Wilhelm Reublinwhom Zwingli judged as“ stupid
and brazen, verbose and of corresponding less understanding.”4

Grebel was not a comforter of souls like Menno Simons, who
accompanied the brothers and sisters with encouragement and comfort on
their path into martyrdom. Perhaps Grebel would have been able to offer
supportintheextremetrial of lifewhen called upon, drawing fromthewell of
hisideasonthefollowing of the suffering Christ. However, hedied beforethe
wave of severe persecutions came upon the Anabaptists. He was surely a
critical agitator. Zwingli experienced how his educated disciple from agood
family suddenly turned against himin 1523, showing solidarity with preachers
in the countryside and redirecting toward Zwingli and the city council the
effective agitation of emotions against the traditional clergy. That obviously
affected the reformer very deeply. Again and again he referred to it: “When
they first appeared, many of our own were taken in by them and were driven
to hate usthrough their lies, criesfor help, and hypocrisy.”® Zwingli was not
about to tolerate that. Heinterpreted hate against his own person as betrayal
against the Gospel which, he believed, was on theright coursein Zurich.

Grebel’ sstrengthlay inhisability to bring othersinto discussion, not to
dlacken off but to be relentless, even toward himself and his family when
fighting for thetruth ashe perceived it. Hisproclivity for polemical criticism
fit well into the existing anticlerical milieu of controversy. With merciless
perspicacity hecriticized the mistakesand deficienciesof priests, monks, and
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nuns, showing disdain for everything that they represented, including the
appearanceof piety they spread around themselvesand their cult. Zwingli was
asmuch disturbed by the hypocrisy among theclergy ashewasby thefeigning
humility of the radicals® In essence, Grebel connected with Zwingli’'s
criticism of the clergy and intensified it, one-sidedly, forcefully, and without
compromise. In contrast to the image of the deceitful clergy he upheld the
image of the pious lay person. He did not limit his criticism to insults and
denunciation but also outlined fundamental principles for a renewal of
Christianity, as represented and embodied practically by devout lay people.
The personalization of the criticism resulted in the personalization of the key
ideas of the reform movement.

Grebel had consciously absorbed the anticlerical environment of
conflict, and thus his thinking received a very definite orientation. (1) He
related the anticlerical contrast to his own existence. He experienced the
crucia turning pointin hisown lifeasthe conversion and rebirth described in
the New Testament and as atransition from the old to the new creation. The
singlemorality of the humanists changed to arigid form of Christian sanctity.
(2) He willingly opened himself to the concept of the priesthood of al
believersand took aim at the misdeeds of the church. (3) Sola scriptura could
be combined with the priestly self-image of the lay person. The reading and
discussion of Holy Scripturewithin thecircle of brethren becamethegerm cell
for a new understanding of the church. (4) The postulant of purity gains
validity inhislettersto ThomasM Uintzer asareactiontotheimpurelivesof the
clerics. Thelayperson perceived thereforming sola gratianot just asan act of
existential purification but as an admonition to submit oneself, through the
“rule of Christ,” to a permanent, communally controlled process of
purification. (5) It can thus be explained why the radicals placed such
emphasis on the practice of faith. Not only what the layperson believed, but
also, and above all, what he did, determined the possibility of afundamental
renewal of Christianity. (6) Accompanying thiswas the particular attention
Grebel devoted to the problem of church ordinances. They were not
“adiaphorous,” irrelevant to the faith, as Zwingli maintained, but rather
ordinances in which the life of Christians was actualized. Otherwise they
would not have been biblically advised. Thereformerswanted to wait before
renewing the ordinances in order not to burden the conscience of traditional
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believers and not to anger them unnecessarily towards the newly discovered
Gospel. The radicals saw it differently. They could not countenance
overburdening those who had just come to the faith and were dependent on
supportiveregulationsin order tomaintaintheir allegianceto Christ. They lost
faithin the phrase “ protection of the weak” and felt abandoned; but, in view
of the sole saving grace of God, they considered themselves to be the weak
who were unable to achieve anything on their own. (7) The anticlerical self-
image corresponded to theradicals’ views of secular authority. An authority
that is not prepared to utilize its power uncompromisingly in the service of
church which has already been led to godly truth hasforfeited its claim to be
“God’ sservant” (Rom. 13:4). Thereisnothing that such an authority “will not
stoopto,” and onecan not expect such an authority to contributeto therenewal
of Christianity. It hasno say inthe churchand may not be cooperated with. In
thisexperienceisrooted the subsequent demand of the A nabaptists: to strictly
separatethe Christian and civil communities, to di stinguish between the order
withinand outside of the* compl etenessof Christ” asstated inthe Schleitheim
Confession of 15277; in modern terms, to distinguish between church and
state.

At first glance this anticlerically-conceived framework gives an
impression of soundness. One thing fits the next. On closer observation,
contradictions are apparent. At one point Grebel refersto Zwingli as having
opened his eyes and those of his brethren to the Gospel; at another he
maintains that the truth of the Gospel was first revealed to them when they
went from being listeners to reformatory preaching to becoming readers of
Holy Scripture. Grebel would dispute any claim that he experienced
conversion through his encounter with Zwingli. At times he followed
Scripture to the letter, at other times he followed the spirit of Scripture or
outlined far-reaching connections in order to determine the meaning of a
biblical word. Here he sank into a exegetical method of which he reproached
Zwingli inthe Second Disputation on baptism. On the one hand, he observed
thesmall, defensel esscommunity prepared to suffer asthemodel of thefuture
church, asin hisletter to Mlntzer in September 1524. On the other hand, he
allowed al thought of achurch that evolved from the free choice of believers
and was visibly distinguishable from the civil community to recede into the
background when a chance to advance an Anabaptist peopl€e’'s church again
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presenteditself. Hiscriticism of M Uintzer’ srevol utionary militancy wasnot as
fundamental as might be assumed, if we consider how Grebel became
involved in the revolutionary situation in the Grininger district and how he
supported the Zurich citizens' struggle for freedom. Sources indicate a
fundamental agreement between Grebel and the rebels. Nowhere is there
criticism of revolutionary militancy and self-assertion.

The early Anabaptists, foremost among them Grebel, did not have a
uniform conception of reformation at their disposal. Nor did some simply
represent theideaof apeopl € schurch and otherstheideaof afreechurch. On
the contrary, especially the peace-loving, ready to suffer, signatories of the
letter to M Uintzer,® Conrad Grebel and Johannes Brétli, are the best examples
to show that the same A nabaptistsstood for the concept of afreechurchinone
situation and for the concept of apeople’ schurchin another. Everything was
till provisionary.

Accordingly, one could accuse Grebel of inconsistency, as did his
brother-in-law Joachim Vadian of St. Gallen later on. We could also gainthe
impression that he devel oped akind of improvised theology. Thereasonsfor
itaredifficult toexplain. Perhapsit wastheonly appropriateforminwhicha
lay person could make theological sense of the events in which he was
involved. Perhapsit was a desperate attempt not to be pushed to thefringein
the dispute over the Reformation. Perhaps Grebel surmised that the
Christian’ s existence would remain provisional in light of the “ perfection of
Christ.” Should this supposition betrue, then he stood nearer to Zwingli than
hewanted to admit, becausein Zwingli’ sOn Divineand Human Justice (Von
gottlicher und menschlicher Gerechtigkeit, 1523), the deficient, provisional
character of human existence and order is derived from divine spiritual
working that alone is perfect. Humankind's search to achieve a degree of
divinejustice and love remains desirable but unattainable. However, Grebel
drew adifferent conclusion than Zwingli. The reformer justified the secular
authority’ ssay inthechurch. It cannot act godly, but rather humanly —likeany
member of the community —and is compelled by duty to align the morals of
political action with the will of God. Grebel instead entrusted himself to the
social movement, whose realizable goal isnever set once and for all but must
first be sought in a concrete attack on the existing power structure. Like the
social movement, the corresponding theology was provisional. Zwingli
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thought in terms of a city order, as became evident at the end of the Second
Disputation (October 1523), while Grebel and his friends followed the
movement of communal self-liberation.

We can thus see that the same approach, namely an ontological
differentiation between thedivineworking of the Spirit and human action, two
divergent, indeed mutually antagonistic, positions could arise. From this
viewpoint Zwingli certainly interpreted the facts incorrectly when he
pronounced thisterse judgment on apostates. “ They are gone out from us; but
were not with us, otherwise they would have remained with us.”® Essentially,
thiswas not an objectivejudgment but abiblically cloaked denunciation. The
author of thefirst letter of Johnfrom whichthesewordsaretaken (1 John 2:19)
had apostates in mind who were causing unrest and confusion in his
community: “Children, it is the final hour! And as you have heard that the
Antichrist is coming, so have many become Antichrists; therefore we
recognize that the final hour has come” (verse 18). During the final daysthe
radicals were stigmatized as “Antichrists,” as diabolical monsters. Here
Zwingli adopted an anticlerical argument and turned it against his former
followers. Theradicals, likewise, did not spare Zwingli; they decriedhimina
similar way: “publically .. . with great anger, without restraint, [they say] that
| amaheretic, amurderer, athief, thetrue Antichrist, falsifier of the scriptures
and had done worse than the pope.”*® Zwingli and the Anabaptists had sunk
their claws into one another and resorted to the most extreme measures of
malediction, denunciation, and condemnation in order to stand up to each
other —with one exception: Zwingli was on his way to power, whereas the
Anabaptists daily became more powerless.

Whenlooked at rationally these adversariesappear to have stood onthe
common “ground of the reformatory gospel,” as Walther Kdhler once
thought.** However, the gospel took on adifferent forminthe civil situation
of the city than in the revolutionary movement of the countryside. In the
villagesthe Scriptureswereinterpreted differently thaninthecity; rulersdrew
different conclusions from the word of God than did the ruled; the powerful
heard sermons differently than the powerless. When the reforming camp
suddenly showed fractures and gradually broke apart, the reason was not
theological —at least not primarily. Rather, the break took place because the
political-social realm of experience to which the Gospel was applied was
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already torn apart. The experience not of an ideal world but of abroken one
wasgiventheological consideration and led to the break-up of the community
of reformers.

Again, it would be erroneous to suggest that Zwingli and the
Anabaptists lacked fundamental commonalities or otherwise would have
remained united and not come to blows. But it would also be incorrect to
believe that the break was not theol ogical in nature, but solely a problem of
church order and practice, of obedient faith vis-avis the commandments of
Holy Scripture and the judgment of the divine Spirit.

The break between Zwingli and the Anabaptists began before the first
confessional baptism, with the experiences that both had had with secular
authorities. Zwingli had experienced how the council in the city got behind
him, and hisformer followershad experienced how the council inthe country
went against them. However, thiswould explain only the opposition between
Zwingli and Simon Stumpf, who rose against each other at the Second
Disputation of Zurich, and not that between Zwingli and Grebel, because both
lived withinthesocial realm of thecity. But Grebel, through hisconversations
with the preachers in the countryside and in the circle of the book dealer
Andreas Castel berger, was aware that the true nature of the secular authority,
withwhich hehad collidedinthe past, showed itself inthe countryside. It was
this authority with which Zwingli had joined forces. This observation led
Grebel to join forceswith Simon Stumpf in the future and not with Zwingli.

Harold S. Bender claimed that Zwingli proceeded step by steptofinda
way for thereformation in Zurich; the sasmewasa so true of hisfollowers. As
demanded by the prevailing experience, they grew step by step in their
radicalism and finally into Anabaptism. Thisalso explainswhy Grebel tried,
ontheonehand, to devel op consistent views, and why, ontheother, hebecame
entangledin contradictions. It wasnot histheol ogical view that vacill ated, but
his experiences that he reworked theologically. The more sensitively he
reacted to them, the more provisional became what he thought and did.

Grebel did not put his stamp on Anabaptism but rather thought and
believed ashisbrethren did; he acted and suffered asthey did. Perhapshewas
shrewder, morecritical, inany casemore unrel enting whenit wasnecessary to
push through the recognized “truth” of Holy Scripture. His temperament
possibly played arole, asdid theexperience of feelinginferior and abandoned
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in conflictswith hisfather and with hisfamily, teachers, and the aristocracy.
Hefeltlikea“Nemo” (anothing and no one, “no longer Grebel”), ashevery
early adopted Ulrich von Hutten's famous self-accusation in order to
comprehend himself in his desolate situation.> A psychic pattern of
experience had begun to develop that suited the unassimilated, non-
conformist tendency of his Christian faith, with the conviction that God is
everything and man nothing. It was afaith which embraced the authority that
does not disappoint, with awillingness for martyrdom and acceptance into a
community which castsaside everything that standsin theway of theworkings
of the divine Spirit. In a similar way Heinold Fast has spoken of a
“foundational psychological structure” to which, above all, Grebel’s death
urgecould beattributed.*® Theisol ated son of apatrician, who washot ableto
find the way to a secure profession but who longed for security, hefound this
security inthe fellowship of outcast brothers and sisters.

Grebel stood at the forefront of a movement that was on the way to a
new church community. He did not, like Menno Simons, come upon it, but
rather contributed to its emergence. It was not yet devel oped to the point that
hecouldfind peaceandfulfillmentinit. In hisshort lifewe canrecognize how
unclear and confused the beginnings of Anabaptismin Switzerlandwere, how
contradictory, flustered, aggressive, and fragile. Themovement’ semergence
was euphoric, marked by a deep earnestness of faith but also by
opinionatedness, human weakness, denunciation, violence, and quiet
suffering.

No one knowswhat Grebel 1ooked like— this non-conformist son of a
patrician, the critic of pious pretense, thefirst Anabaptist —and no one knows
hisfinal resting place. All traceshave beenwashed away. Some of theimpetus
of hiswork did liveonin Swiss Anabaptism, which soon travel ed the hitherto
unclear path to the Free Church. It was still risky to base its existence on
Anabaptist non-conformism. Gone was the provisional, the groping and
seeking, thatisdifficulttounderstandin view of Grebel’ ssubversiveactivities
and that wasrepl aced with set-phrasesand hardened rul es. But the provisional
form of existence respectsthe signsof thetimes, and does not recoil from the
looming end of the world.
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Grebel fell by the wayside, Zwingli was successful. Who was right: the
powerful or the powerless? Each thought and acted according tothetruth ashe
perceived it in the Holy Scripture. Did the one understand it because of his
theological education, but the other misunderstand it because he was a
layperson who had only anincompletetheol ogical education? Such aquestion
does not touch on the crux of the controversy, because both Zwingli and
Grebel weredeeply convinced that Holy Scripturewasopentothelearned and
unlearned, the theologian and the layperson alike. Indeed, compared to the
priests of traditional belief, the lay person was virtualy predestined to
understand the Scripture and to judge the teachings of the theologians.
Zwingli and Grebel also agreed that the Holy Spirit working within people
opens up the meaning of Scripture. Although each accused the other of a
godless employment of theword of God, the question of their correct or false
interpretation of Scripture remains undecided.

The reason for Zwingli and Grebel’s divergent interpretations lies
elsewhere, namely inthe experiencesthat shaped each of them. Zwingli, it has
been said, had good experiences with the patricians, whereas Grebel had bad
experiences. Thelatter joined forceswiththe preachersinthe countryside and
began to see the circumstances of the beginning of reform through their eyes.
Harmony with secular authority led to the positive view of the relationship
between God’ sword and the secular sword, whereasthedissent with authority
led to a negative assessment of this relationship. The respective experiences
awakened the particular interest with which Holy Scripture was read. They
gavethereadingsform and determined how they wereread. They werenot the
source of religious content and did not determine what impacted on the
peopl€e’s faith. There was much room for the creativity of the Holy Spirit.
Nevertheless, the divided world, with the will of the rulers above and the
resistance of the people below, left behind traces in the relations between
Zwingli and Grebel. Both men found this hard to bear.

A senseof tragedy pervades Grebel’ slife, ashas sometimesbeen noted.
Zwingli also cameto atragic end. The " manwith the sword,” as Hans Rudol f
Hilty called him,** died by the sword during the Kappel Warin 1531. Hisbody
was quartered and burned. Both Zwingli and Grebel were carried off — as
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hereticsand somehow also asmartyrs. History, towhichweat timesentrust the
rendering of equitablejudgment can apparently not decidewhether to declare
one or the other correct. Out of this entangled contradictoriness a thought
emergeswhich Ernst Troeltsch devel opsin The Social Teachingsof Christian
Churches and Groups. He states that church and sects did not coexist in
irreconcilable, mutual exclusivity but rather complemented one ancther.
Neither the church (the established territorial protestant churches) nor the
sects (the communities of Anabaptists) succeeded in presenting the entire
truth of Holy Scripture. Each exercised itsright to cull itsown biblical truth
from the deficits of the other.*®* While Grebel wasalive, Anabaptism had not
developed into a sect. The later separatist tendencies were indicated, but
nothing more. Troeltsch did not perceive this. Nevertheless, the idea of
complementarity, in which one side completes the other is helpful.

Zwingli spokefor someand Grebel for others. Inadividedworld, itwas
obviously not possiblefor only onevoiceto proclaim Holy Scripture. Had the
newly discovered Gospel reached everyone, then Zwingli and Grebel would
have been well advised not to fight but to complement oneancther. Y et it was
necessary that one give way. Some voices nonethel ess, suggested that people
should treat each other more respectfully than had hitherto been the case.
Wolfgang Capitowroteto Zwingli: “ | amreally, truly happy that in our church
a gentleness prevails such that no one is judged peremptorily: we offer
ourselvesto theweak, yes, we surround the needy with support and direct the
power of love especially to whereimperfection isin greatest need of it. With
thisgift wewill bevictorious, my brother.” ¢ The Strasbourg reformer found
thesewordsin 1527, after Grebel had already died. No one had longed more
for this love than the first Anabaptist. For the people of that time Christian
burial was adeep expression of brotherly love: one was ushered by brothers
fromthislifeinto the next. But nowhereisit reported that Grebel wasgivena
Christian burial. Not only was his life provisional, but the mourning of his
death was also improvised.
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Notes

! This article is based on an passage from my book Konrad Grebel. Kritiker des frommen
Scheins: 1498-1526. Eine biographische Skizze (Konrad Grebel. Critic of Pious Pretense:
1498-1526. A Biographical Sketch). (Mennonitischer Geschichtsverein, Bolanden/Pfalz und
Kumpers Verlag, Hamburg, 1998).

2 Heinold Fast, ed., Der linke Fliigel der Reformation. Glaubenszeugnisse der Taufer,
Siritualisten, Schwarmer und Antitrinitaner (TheLeft Wing of the Reformation. Confessions
of Faith of the Anabaptists, Spiritualists, Zealots, and Anti-Trinitarians) (Bremen, 1962), 7.
3 Harold S. Bender, Conrad Grebel, ca. 1498-1526: The Founder of the Swiss Brethren,
Sometimes Called Anabaptists (Goshen, IN, 1950).

4Ulrich Zwingli to Konrad Sam, September 1527, quoted from MiraBaumgartner, Die Taufer
und Zwingli. Eine Dokumentation (Zurich, 1993).

®1bid., 191.

6 Huldreich Zwingli’s Collected Works, ed. Emil Egli, Georg Finder, Walther Kohler, et al.,
(Zurich, 1905). Volume I11, 421; Volume IV, 209.

" Fast, 66.

8 John C. Wenger, ed., Conrad Grebel’ s Programmatic Letters of 1524 (Scottdale, PA, 1970).
® Zwingli, Works, 1V, 208.

10 |bid., 208.

1 Walther Kohler, “The Zircher Taufer” in Gedenkschrift zum 400jéhrigen Jubildum der
Mennoniten oder Taufergesinnten (Commemorative Writing for the 400" Anniversary of the
Mennonites or the Anabaptists) (Ludwigshafen, 1925), 63.

2 Conrad Grebel to Joachim Vadian, 14 October 1524 (from Zurich), quoted from Leland
Harder, ed., The Sources of Anabaptism. The Grebel Letters and Related Documents
(Scottdale, PA, Kitchener, ON: 1985), 296, 686.

¥ Heinold Fast, “Conrad Grebel: The Covenant on the Cross,” in Hans-Jirgen Goertz, ed.,
Profiles of Radical Reformers: Biographical Sketches from Thomas Mintzer to Paracelsus.
(Kitchener, ON; Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1982), 130.

14 Hans Rudolf Hilty, Risse. Erzahlerische Recherchen (Rifts. Narrative Sudies), (Bern,
1977).

5 Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teachings of the Christian Churches (London, 1931);
Soziallehren der christlichen Kirchen und Gruppen (Tubingen, 1912). Compare Hans-Jurgen
Goertz, “ Religise Bewegungen in der Frilhen Neuzeit,” Enzyklopédie deutscher Geschichte
(Minchen, 1993), Volume 20, 60.

16 Wolfgang Capito to Ulrich Zwingli, 7 November 1527, in Baumgartner, Die Taufer und
Zwingli, 221.



Making M enno:
TheHistorical Images of a Religious L eader

Royden Loewen

All Canadian groups havetheir “ great man” or “great woman.” He or she has
been chosen as an icon to represent the very embodiment of the group. For
Canadian Ukrainians it might be Dr. Joseph Oleskiw; for the Norwegians,
“Jackrabbit” Johannsen; for the Doukhobors, Peter V. Verigin — al men
linked closely with Canadianimmigrantsand their successful integrationinto
the new land. Sometimes groups become sensitive about how their “man” is
represented; consider, for example, the statuary reincarnation of Louis Riel
during themid-1990son the banks of the Red River in Winnipeg, fromtwisted
and tormented prophet to smartly dressed Lower Canadian barrister.
Sometimes they create their particularly “Canadian” man as the Italians re-
Italianized explorer John Cabot, who wasactually their own Giovanni Caboto.
And German Canadians have discovered that it was not the Norseman Leif
Erickson alone who ‘discovered’ Canada, but Erickson along with Tyrkir, a
German crew member. Sometimes there is a*“ great woman” who intersects
thismaleiconography. Ukrainianshavetheir mythological PrincessOlha, the
Cossack Mother, and the Doukhobors their Anatasia Holuboff, who
challenged her son Peter Verigin, Jr. for theright tolead thismystical, pacifist
Canadian sect.!

During the last century Mennonites, too, have created a popular
representation of peoplehood. Thiswasespecialy trueduring 1996, the 500th
birthday of Menno Simons, the Frisian priest turned Anabaptist fugitive. It
may seem odd to makethisassertion: non-Mennonitesusually seem surprised
to learn that Menno Simons was not the founder of the Mennonites, and
M ennonitesthemselvesmight be surprisedtolearn that Menno wasrel atively
obscure until a century ago. Perhaps at no time has Menno the man been
spoken of as much asin 1996.

Royden Loewen holdsthe Chair in Mennonite Sudies and is associate professor of history at
the University of Winnipeg.
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During that anniversary year Mennonites created a blizzard of
activities. The Americans commissioned a musical, hosted severa
conferences, and published a dozen church magazine articles. The Soviet
Aussiedler Mennonites in Germany organized a four-day conference on
Mennao' s theology. The Manitobans sponsored a lecture seriesin April and
arranged to have world-renowned tenor Ben Heppner sing in Winnipeg in
November. The Dutch outdid all others: they hosted afour-day conference
attended by 800 people at Mennorode, they launched Piet Visser and Mary
Sprunger’ slavishly illustrated pictorial biography, they commissioned anew
official portrait, and they requested their government to create a special
Menno stamp. They even issued Menno memorabilia, including a “Menno
500" biodegradable pen and pencil set, a commemorative tin of sweet
stroopwafel, a battery-lessflashlight, and a 12-day bicycle pilgrimage guide
taking onefrom Menno’ shirthplacein Witmarsumin Friesland to hisplace of
death in Oldesloe, Germany .2

How did thisMenno cometo be made? Hiswork as Anabaptist leader did not
point unequivocally to a time when he would become the namesake of a
worldwide ethno-religious group numbering over 1,000,000 members. True,
he had a remarkable conversion. Mennonite students have now become
familiar with theeventsleading up to Menno’ s 1536 epiphany when, at age 40,
he exchanged hislife asarespected Catholic priest in Witmarsum for that of
an Anabaptist fugitive preacher, and how for the next twenty-five years he
travelled tirelessly, wrote profusely, and preached and baptized from
Friedandto East Friesland to Westphaliato Schleswig-Hol steinto Poland and
back usually while being pursued by authorities answering Charles V's
challengeto bring him in for a 100 guilder reward.

But in many other respects Menno was an unremarkable |eader. He
joined the Anabaptist movement ten years after it began in Switzerland in
1525. Hewasunlikethe early Swissradicalswho separated themselvesfrom
the corruption of the state church through the politically charged act of adult
believer’ s baptism, making church for them avoluntary and exclusive body.
Those early Swiss leaders — Conrad Grebel, Felix Mantz, Michael Sattler,
Margret Hottinger — were young, socialy radical, and often university
educated. Inevitably they met an early death, hounded to their demise by the
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plague; even morelikely werethey severely tortured and burnt at the stake, or
mercifully drowned if they werefemal e. When the movement spread north to
South Germany it took on mystical qualities: itsleaders— Hans Denck, Hans
Hut, Melchior Rinck — spoke of a spiritual bond with Christ manifested
diversely in apacifist love or achiliastic apocalyptic age of violence. When
Anabaptism spread eastward to Moravia, it took on radically communalist
properties: Jacob Hutter and Peter Riedemann spoke of an ontological
transformation from a life of violence and greed to one of selflessness,
simplicity, and common property. When Anabaptism moved westward to
Basel and Strasbourg, it exhibited itself in aveneration of prophetic voicesthat
proved most liberating for women | eaders; Ursula Jost and Barbara Rebstock
were only the most prominent of the prophetesses.

Menno Simons had no apocalyptic visions. He lacked a university
education, having learned Latin and only alittle Greek at the monastery near
his birthplace of Witmarsum. His attitude to women was pastoral but
paternalistic, and hiswife Gertrudeismentioned only oncein hisvoluminous
writings. His agenda was hardly socially revolutionary; true, he harshly
castigated the rich and the greedy, especially those religious leaders who by
declaring themselves sole divine negotiators “raked together money, gold,
silver ... cities, principalitiesand kingdoms,” but hereadily took shelter when
offered it by lenient princes and princesses, and he longed for a stable
community.® And arguably he devoted much of hiswriting to makethe point
that Anabaptism was not radical, but a manifestation of sober-minded,
dedicated servants of apeaceful Christ.

He did not even present the image of a radical innovator. The South
German Anabaptist Hans Hut has been described as“avery learned, clever
fellow, afair length of aman, arustic person, with cropped brown hair, apale
yellow moustache”4; the Swissleader Georg Blaurock bearsthehistoricimage
of a“man of striking appearance, his black hair and beard and hisfiery eyes
betray[ing] an impulsive character.”> The physical description of Menno
Simons presented by Professor Egil Grislisinagraduate Reformation history
classat the University of Manitobaduring the mid-1980swasthat of “ astout,
fat, heavy man, broken or rough of face [wearing] abrown beard [and unable
to] walk well.” Unlikehundredsof early leadersMenno did not faceamartyr’s
death; hewashever evenarrested or tortured. Hedied at age 65, avery old man
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for the 1500s, and was buried with dignity in a garden on the estate of a
sympathetic nobleman. When he engaged the authoritiesin debateit wasin a
voice of thunderous disdain and disapproval: “the Roman antichrist has
gained such respect . . . that even the imperial majesty . . . has to humble
himself to kiss hisfeet”; the village clergy engagein “shameful seduction of
women . . . . they have eyesfull of adultery, are at home with harlots, beget
illegitimatechildren”; theologiansenjoy “ perverted fleshly ease” and cherish
vain honor when addressed as* doctor, lord and master.” Thegeneral popul ace
of Christendom is not composed of followers of Christ: “verily you see
nothing anywhere but unnatural carousing and drinking, pride as that of
Lucifer” from people who then seek salvation in “hypocritical fastings [and)]
pilgrimages’ and revere“ dumbidolsof stone.”® Contrast thisto the engaging
witty debatesof Michael Sattler during histrial in 1527 or of Lijsbeth Dirksin
15357; there wefind uneguivocally aman who saw thingsin black and white
terms, one who smothered his opposition with bombastic, thunderous, and
continual denunciation.®

What makes Menno an unlikely namesake of the Anabaptists, too, is
that less is known about him than about almost any other early leader. By
contrast, we know much about that first man to rebaptize an adultin 1525, the
26-year-old Conrad Grebel: we know that he attended universitiesin Basel,
Vienna, and Paris, and that hisfather was Jacob Grebel, his mother Dorothea
Fries. We know that Jacob was a wealthy iron merchant and member of the
Zurichtown council. We know that Conrad was at oddswith hisparents, who
disapproved of hislicentiousand violent lifeasauniversity student and of his
marriageto awoman of lower social status. Weknow in detail the process by
which he fell out of favor with Ulrich Zwingli, even the very date of his
baptism as an adult — 21 January 1525 —in Felix Manz' s house. We have ho
suchdetailsfor Menno. Historianshave specul ated that hisparentsweredairy
farmers, that he studied with the Premonstratenian brothers, and that he was
baptized early in 1536 by Obbe Philips, the surgeon barber of Leuwarden.®
But thisisall conjecture. Most details of Menno' slife remain amystery.

Y et it was M enno who gave hisnameto the Anabaptist movement. The
reason for this has generated some debate. Menno was neither the only
Anabaptist leader nor the only prolific writer, and his particular ideas of a
pacifist and biblicist sectarian religion werenot especially uniqueor profound.
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Hewasoneamong many others. Indeed, thefirst referenceto” Mennonite” or
“Mennist” occurredin 1541, whenin East Fries and the authorities exempted
his brand of Anabaptism from the Davidites (who at that time were more
numerous) and the Batenburgers (who were better known, even if it was for
their violent, thieving, iconoclastic Anabaptism).’° [ronicaly, the name
would not take root in Menno’ s own territory; Dutch Anabaptists refused to
take the name of their own “reformer” and are known to this day as the
Doopsgezinden, the “ baptist oriented.” ! The nameitself spread to groups of
Anabaptistswho did not know Menno personally and was used by groupswho
disapproved of some of his central teachings. The Swiss Anabaptists, for
example, never met Menno, abhorred hisdocetic christol ogy, and opposed his
strict views of the ban and shunning. Y et by 1600 they had taken the name
“Mennonite” to distinguish themselves more fully from the name
“ Anabaptist,” which by that time had cometo be associated with the violence
of Thomas Mintzer in 1525 and, much worse, the chiliastic horror of the
Westphalian city of MUnster in 1535. Menno cameto stand for something at
aparticular juncture of Anabaptist history.

Indeed, it was the debacle at Minster that drew Menno to the
Anabaptists. Therethousandsof half-starved, unemployed North German and
Dutch Anabaptists used political and military might to take over the city and
purify it for theanticipated return of theLord in April 1535. What ensued was
an eighteen-month reign of terror: polygamy was legidated, the ferocity of
leader Jan van Leiden struck fear into hearts, and non-Anabaptists put to
death. Menno knew some of these poor disenfranchised folk, for they cameto
Witmarsum asking for assistance. He respected their willingness to suffer
death, and he was attracted by their impatience with a structured society that
had turned religion into a commodity and Christianity into a meaningless
cultura signifier. He was especially drawn to them when he heard there was
aminority of Anabaptistsinthe Netherlandswho al so preached aseparate and
exclusivechurchantithetical to sacramentsandwerewillingtofollow Christ’s
way, the nonviolent, suffering, path of the regenerate. When Minster was
destroyed by a cohort of Catholic and Lutheran forces and thousands were
executed on a single day, Menno was moved to leave the old church and
preach a peaceful, biblicist, and christocentric walk. Hisintended audience
wastwofold: (1) the Anabaptistswho had fallen prey to the apocalypticism of
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Jan van L eiden and who needed shepherding into a separate congregation of
only those who would follow Christ literally; (2) the Reformers and Princes
who needed to be told that the Anabaptists were nothing but a beleaguered
group of pious, peaceful people whose only text was the Gospel of Christ.
Thiswas Menno’ smessagein theforty booklets, tracts, and lettersthat came
to congtitute histhousand-page literary corpus.

These writings coalesced similar-minded Anabaptists. The Swiss
Anabaptiststook his name with them to Pennsylvania, the Dutch carried it to
Poland and Russia and then to North and South America. But even as they
cameto beknown asthefollowersof the man named Menno, few Mennonites
had a clear idea of who their Menno was. Indeed, the literary corpus
Mennonites carried with them from one continent to another was dominated
by other books: their songbook, the Ausbund; their statement of faith, the
Dordrecht Confession; and their mythological history, the voluminous
MartyrsMirror that provided testimonial s of 1,500 A nabaptistswho paid the
ultimate price. And even among the accountsin the Martyrs Mirror, Menno
receivesonly passing mention. Solittleisknown about him, though, that even
these details are crucia in giving biographical shape to his post-conversion
life. His itinerary is known because the Martyrs Mirror contains the
testimonies of several Anabaptists put to death for dealings with the fugitive
Menno: Tjard Reynolds of Friedand in 1539 for having housed him; Jan
Claeszoon of Flandersin 1544 for possessing 600 of his books; aboatman of
the River Massin 1545 for whisking him out of Holland, and so on.

Oral tradition that informs other groups about their leaders is aso
significantly absent in Menno’s case. Indeed, only two frequently retold
stories about Menno have survived, or perhaps more correctly, have been
created over time. Both suggest why solittleisknown of him; hewasafugitive
and hisfollowers had avested interest in relaying as little information about
him as possible. It ishighly unlikely that even these stories came from his
followers, for both put the piousMennoinamorally compromisinglight. The
first story is innocuous enough although as Ervin Beck suggests it makes
Menno into an “innocent deceiver.” A coach carrying Menno is stopped by
Anabaptist hunters who demand to know whether Menno is aboard. It so
happens that he is riding on the seat with the driver and in answer to the
sheriff’ s query he stoops down, opens the door of the carriage, and thunders
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out that they want to know whether Menno “isin there.” The answer from
withinis“no,” andwiththisinformation Mennotellsthe bounty hunters, “they
say Menno Simons is not in the coach.” The second story is more
controversial: Menno is preaching in a secluded barn in the Dutch
countryside; heisstanding atop acasket of molasses, women and children are
seated on the ground around him, and the men stand on the barn’ s outer edges
to guard the clandestine worshippers. Suddenly acry alertsthe piousthat the
sheriff and his men are approaching. The heavy-set Menno movesto descend
from the barrel, but the lid splinters and he finds himself thigh-deep in
molasses. Horror setsinwhen it isrealized that if Menno should run now, he
would leave an easily detected trail of sweetened sugar. Theanswer isfor the
women and childrento gather around himand lick themolassesfrom hisboots
and trousers. Menno escapes and the church continues growing, although the
taleal so suggestswhy the children of Holland had asweet tongue ever after.?

Over the centuries Menno the man remained relatively unknown. Even most
of hiswritings became foreign to Mennonites over time. As both the Dutch
and Swiss Anabaptists became Germanized, adopting the German of the
Palatinate or of the northern lowlands, most of Menno’ swritingsremainedin
Dutch. Therewasa 1575 German trand ation of hisimportant Dat Fundament
der Christelychen Leers which was brought to the New World by Swiss
Mennonites and even reprinted along with eight other works during the
nineteenth century.®® But aslrvin Horst notes, “the editorsavoided Menno's
polemical works, which textually made up more than half of his tota
writings’* and, one might conclude, in the process they produced a one-
dimensional Menno, a pastoral, quiescent man whose only antipathy was
towards the outside corrupted world.

Other eighteenth and early nineteenth-century publication effortswere
similarly skewed. Ina1753 work, sel ected portionsof Menno’ swritingswere
tranglated into German by Dutch pietist Joannes Deknatel. But as Robert
Friedmann has argued, the end result of this book, known popularly as Der
Kleine Menno, wasthat a“ pietistic” Menno Simonswas produced. Deknatel
ignored the socially charged Dat Fundament, presenting only those
“selectionsout of Menno Simons’ workswhichfitinto thenew trendsof piety
.... Thus, agood orthodox theol ogian and exhorter for amoreliving faithwas
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well presented, but the great leader of a brotherhood which actualized atrue
Chrigtian life . . . was dropped.”®> The first effort by Dutch-Russian
Mennonites to trandate parts of Menno’s works faced its own handicap. In
1835 when the Kleine Gemeinde Mennonites sought to bring reform to the
Russia Mennonite community, future bishop Abraham Friesen and his
merchant brother Peter von Riesen turned to Menno’ sDat Fundament and had
it retrandated. However, issuing the book was held up for a decade when
Mennoniteministersin Prussia, whereit was published, ordered theentirerun
hidden for fear of aggravating their tenuous relations with Lutheran
authorities. AsDelbert Plett has observed, even then the book was not widely
recognized by the Mennonitesin Russia.'6

Not till the 1870s, when American Mennonites began leaving their
isolated communitiesand began to acquirethe English language en masse, did
acompletetrand ation of Menno’ sknownworksappear. Itisnoteworthy that
the first trandlation of these Dutch writings was not into German but into
English, and by the Chicago publisher John F. Funk. Thus Menno was
reintroduced to the Mennonite world only after American Mennonites had
begun assimilating into the mainstream of American society. To halt that
assimilation was the clear purpose of Funk’s 1871 English tranglation: “the
writings of a good man, when read with an unbiased mind . . . are always
beneficia . . . . Such writing may be the means of doing much good among
men, especially in thesetimes of worldly conformity inwhich thereissuch a
great opposition to the cross of Christ; in which men love ease and pleasure
and make many devicesto avoid those self-denying principlesof thereligion
of Jesus.” " To spread theword about M enno, thecompl etewritingswereonly
now further trand ated into German and issued to the Russian Mennonites.

Still, littlewasknown about Menno theman. True, the 1575 tranglation
of Dat Fundament highlighted excerptsfrom a 1554 writing in which Menno
outlined his dynamic “enlightenment, conversion and call.”® However, this
was but a short period of his entire life. Even though Walter Klaassen has
arguedthat the nineteenth century produced “ avery impressive successi on of
writings on Menno Simons,” he has a so contended that those writings bore
significant limitations. Mostly they were short and incomplete pieces,
emphasi zing particul ar aspectsof Menno' slife. An attempt by Heinrich Jung
Stilling in 1813 reinforced ideas of Menno the pietist; an 1853 biography by
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the Baptist J. Newton Brown created a Baptist Menno, a proponent of
immersion baptism; and a 1864 work by Dutch Mennonite J.G. de Hoop
Scheffer, “the first to do careful scholarly work . . . using al the existing
sourcesand literature,” was till unsure of Menno’ sdates.™® Although at least
eight sympathetic biographi cal sketcheswerewritten, thefirst comprehensive
biography to be* based on accumulated research findings® of the 1800streated
Menno with “apolemical edge.” This 1914 biography, by Dutchman Karel
Vos, wasthefirst to ascertain that Menno wasbornin 1496 and died in 1561.
But Vos also conjectured that Menno first learned his Anabaptism from the
apocalyptic mystic Melchior Hoffman, that he lied in his writings about
knowing no Minsterites, and that his closest confidents, Obbe Philips and
others, probably were M Uinsterites.?

Thefirst sympathetic biography of Menno that was as comprehensive
asVos swasissued in English by an American Mennonite. It would follow
the same logic that Funk used in his 1871 trandlation of Menno’s works.
Employing the very biographical detail provided by Vos, American
Mennoniteleader John Horschwrotethisfirst English-languagebiography in
1916, at thetimewhen Mennonitesinthe U.S. werejust beginning to receive
unprecedented bad pressfor their pacifist stance. Horsch’spreface saidit all:
“the writer has been led by the desire that a better acquaintance with the life
and teachings of the earlier heroes of faith may becomethe common property
of all who would follow their footsteps as they follow Christ’s.”? Horsch
excused Menno for waiting ten years to join the Anabaptists; he was not
cowardly but was waiting for the Protestant state-church to carry through
reform. Horsch defended him on the issue of the M Uinsterites by arguing that
Menno knew no Minsterites even though he referred to them as his “dear
brothers.” Horsch built aselectiveportrait of Mennowhoseincreasingly harsh
views on the ban and shunning were simply ignored and never entered this
biography.

Horsch’ swork would become the source for one American biography
after another, each adding to Menno' sfineimage. In 1936 Kansas historian
Cornelius Krahn wrote an even more detailed life?? Krahn came to be
associated with a de-emphasis of Menno's early ties to mystical and
apocalyptic Anabaptism. Menno’ s were the cautious words of one who had
opposed the M iinsterite experiment: “ publicly from the pul pit and privately,
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he denounced its evils,” Krahn explained, and although Menno “even had
some discussions with leaders of the Minsterite movement” he had a
reputation of being ableto “silence them beautifully.”? Indeed, Menno had
attained hisideasfrom no other sourcethan the scriptures. |f anything, hehad
been influenced by the native Dutch ascetic tradition of “Devotio Moderna”
and “Imitatio Christi” taught by the devout and peaceful Brethren of the
Common Life, whoseideaswere mediated through the humanists, especially
theteaching of Erasmusand refinedinthe L utheran-spawned Sacramentarian
movement.? Perhaps M enno was uncouth and unlearned, but these were his
very strengths: hewasacommon man, motivated not by theological intricacies
but by the concerns of one who wished nothing more than to attain alife of
Nachfolge Christi ineveryday life. Theseviewsal so informed the writings of
Harold S. Bender, America’'s most influential mid-century Mennonite
historian. Inhis1944 biography, refashioned later for an edition of Menno's
complete writings, Bender produced a Menno exorcised of any social
revolutionary tendency: A reader of thelater 1956 version saw aMenno who
was not only abiblicist but a convert whose experience resounded with the
same heartfelt repentance called for by American evangelist Billy Graham,
and whose religious practi ce was hothing | ess than the most respectableform
of Christianity based on the “ideal of practical holiness and the ideal of the
high place of the church in the life of the believer.”%

The battle over the real Menno was not settled by mid-century
American Mennonite Church leaders. During the 1970s a new and
iconoclastic school of social historians of Anabaptism arose and challenged
the Horsch, Krahn, and Bender views of abiblicist, pacifist, and evangelical
Menno. James Stayer of Queen’'s University and Werner Packull of the
University of Waterloo in Canada were among a group of young historians
who emphasi zed the early Anabaptist linksto mysticism and apocal ypticism;
they wereamong anew guard of scholarsknownto advancethe* polygenesis
school,” drawing attention to Menno’s medievalist ideas, to his ambivalent
pacifism that left room for Christian leaders to forcibly eradicate false
teachings, and to an ecclesiology that exorcised apocalyptic versions of
Anabaptism only after they lost credence among the common people.?6

During the next decade or so ideasthat disparaged Menno spread from
the secular academy to the church seminaries. In 1986 Walter Klaassen
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concluded that although the study of theology in Menno’ sworkshad survived
thenew interest in social history, writingsabout Mennowere*“ now much more
nuanced andlessapol ogetic.” ?” Indeed, theleading seminary history textbook
on Anabaptism during the mid-1990s, written by C. Arnold Snyder of Conrad
Grebel College, declaredits“indebtedness’ in part to the polygenesisschool.
In thisreading the “great man” Menno took a back seat. Snyder’s 430-page
text granted Menno a biography of less than one page, and squeezed it in
between other short biographies of the “terrorist” Anabaptist Jan van
Batenburg, the“ spiritualist” David Joris, and the“ strict disciplinarians’ Dirk
Philips and Leenaert Bouwens.® Although Snyder applauded Menno’s
“literal Christocentric hermeneutic” and “high doctrine of regeneration,” he
was not uncritical: when writing about the ban, for example, Menno lacked
“measured judgement,” wasa“tool” inthe hands of younger leadersand “ran
aground on the rocks of legalism.”?® Ironically, of the comprehensive
scholarly treatments of Menno during the late 1980s and early 1990s, none
was as positive asthework of Lutheran scholar Egil Gridlis, who published
half adozen articleson Menno in the Journal of Mennonite Sudies. Gridlis
rediscovered in Menno an evangelical biblicist orthodox in his views of
religious regeneration and possessed of only an innocuous form of docetic
christology.®

As the Mennonite laity focused on Menno’s 500th birthday in 1996,
they were introduced to a rehabilitated Menno yet again. Mennonite
newspapersand church magazineslauded him. They reminded their readersof
the 1980 conjecture of George Epp, founder of the Mennonite Studies Centre
at the University of Winnipeg, that asapriest of the Premonstratensians, who
emphasized thorough training, “Menno [must have] received afairly good
education.”3t They were also reminded of Menno's links to Christian
humanism. Santa Barbara University historian Abraham Friesen, having
turned the radical Thomas M Uintzer into a proto-Marxist, now turned Menno
into arespectable Erasmian. Thetwo Dutchmen shared witty bombast and an
optimistic anthropology, a view of salvation that tied human fate to human
goodness. How much better for the Mennonite leader to be linked to the
intellectually agile humanist Erasmus than to the apocalyptic mystic
Hoffman!® Aswell, popular books now brought together Mennonites of all
stripes, from liberal Dutch seminarians to conservative American Old Order
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writers, toreproducetheworksof Menno, that “ anti-clerical |eader of the‘ true
penitents.’”33

Inthe most important international work of 1996, acelebratory picture
book by noted Dutch historian Piet Visser and American scholar Mary
Sprunger, yet another laudatory image of Menno arose. True, the book
featured forty-five pages of portraits of an invariably somber, bearded,
unequivocating Menno, indicating a continued hiatus between the sixteenth-
century reformer and the modern permissive Dutch readership. ButtheMenno
in those portraits had been rendered harmless. He was clearly areligious
antiquarian. Y et the book made him relevant by making him the courageous
icon not merely of the Dutch Mennonite Church, but of Dutch society as a
whole. Thebook’ sopening sal vo asserted that Menno “wasthe only Reformer
nativetothe Netherlands.” Themodern Dutch could concedethat Menno was
no magnanimous man: he “shaped” a movement that created “its own New
Testament norms’ and led a community “both marked and purified by
intolerance.”* But intolerance no longer mattered. What was important was
that Menno' s descendants in the Netherlands rose “ on the wings of the new
spirit of the young Dutch republic . . . out of the dark swamps of death and
oppression to the shining summits of peace and prosperity.” Menno was not
the ultimate Dutchman, but he was foundational for the ultimate Dutch
identity.

Little was known about Menno Simons the man until the twentieth century.
Large sectionsof hismassivewritingsremained hiddeninthe Dutchlanguage
until thelate nineteenth century. Asthe Mennoniteswho bore hisnameforgot
the Dutch language and took on a variety of German dialects, they would
continue to know the martyrol ogies, hymns, and confessions of the sixteenth
and seventeenth century Anabaptists, but they would know little of Menno
himself. When Dutch biographers did write about him in detail early in the
twentieth century, they described someone who was a curious mix of
intolerance and equivocation. It was the American Mennonites, caught in an
increasingly intrusive society, who found in Menno an evangelical man,
soundly biblicist and committed to christocentric ethics. Such a man was
useful to American youth in search of a mentor. A more sceptical socia
hi story-based academy demoted M enno; hewasthelatearrival, propounding
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a strange doctrine, given to easy dichotomization. But in 1996, scholars
returnedto regenerate Menno. Hewasawell-trainedintellectual, an optimistic
Erasmian humanist, the only Dutch reformer, an anti-clerical champion of
common people. For the moment he had once again become anicon.

What will happento Menno asMennonitesseek grist for their collective
identity inanew century remainsto be seen. Wemay not find any new sources,
but that will not stop us from making another Menno.
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Cloth, Constraint and Creativity:
The Engendering of Material Culture Among the
Holdeman Mennonites

Linda Boynton Arthur

Clothing reveals both the themes and the formal relationships
which serve a culture as orienting ideas, and the real or imagined
basis according to which cultural categories are organized . . . .
[ Consequently] the principlesof aworld arefound wovenintothe
fabric of itsclothing.t

Theworld of the Holdeman Mennonitesisoneinwhich cloth, constraint, and
creativity areinterwoven; it isrich in meaning, especialy asit pertainsto the
engendering of women and their material culture.2 Clothing, in particular, isa
vehicle for the expression of both conformity and deviance. The power of
bodily adornment has been made visible through acts of rebellion and
resistance® becausein the act of dressing, we negotiate the awkward territory
between theintensely personal andthesocially constructed layersof social life
that are filled with prescriptions and proscriptions. At the same time, an
analysis of dress alows us to examine male-female differences and the
strugglesinvolved in constructing gendered identities.*

Cloth functions both to constrain and liberate women in Holdeman
Mennonite society. This paper describes how the Holdeman Mennonites
dress code constrainswomen'’ sbodies. It will explore, by contrast, therole of
quilted cloth in this society in relation to quilting as a creative art form.
Holdeman women use cloth to create stunning quilts as a means of self-
expression. They use cloth both overtly and covertly to negotiate their way
through this patriarchal society; they simultaneously repress individuality
through clothing, then allow it freerein in quiltmaking, which may be seen as

Linda Boynton Arthur is associate professor and curator in the Textiles and Clothing
Department, University of Hawaii at Manoa.
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a form of collective resistance to the constraints imposed on them by the
patriarchs.

Historical Background

Holdeman Mennonites began arriving in Americain the el ghteenth century.®
Their roots are in the Reformation of the sixteenth century, when their
Anabaptist forebears organized disciplined communities of believers and
stressed literal interpretation of the Bible. Known as the ‘Plain People’ for
their avoi dance of fashionable clothing, Anabaptistswere branded as heretics
and frequently migrated to avoid religious persecution.

Dissension has been along-standing problem for the Plain People; the
Amish broke off from the main body of Mennonites in the late seventeenth
century before the migrations to North America began in the eighteenth
century. In spite of religious differences, the Plain groups often settled in the
sameareas. Differencesover interpretation of the New Testament, symbolized
by adoption of new styles and technol ogies, led to numerous groups, like the
Holdemans, breaking off from the Old Mennonite Church.

TheHoldemansareamong themost conservative of Mennonitegroups,
and see themselves as a reform movement in that they require members to
remain constant to old separatist traditionsthat other Mennonite groups have
abandoned. What links socia control and clothing norms is the historical
pattern of Mennonite separation fromtheworld. Holdemansbelievethereare
two kingdoms, the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of theworld. Although
they are here in the physical world, the Holdeman Mennonites believe they
belong to the Kingdom of God. They repeatedly state that they are in this
world, but not of it. Historically, theintegrity of their separationfromtheworld
was easier to maintain while they were physically isolated in remote
communities. However, that separation ended because of the population
pressures of an expanding nation and the resultant impacts of their own
interacting with outsiders on their cultural cohesiveness. The threat was met
by retaining many of their old traditions, including plain dress, which had
merely been a custom but became formalized in both proscribed and
prescribed codes. Separation became symbolic aswell asphysical.

Throughout Mennonite history, the clothing styles adopted by various
sects were similar to those of other Plain People in that they resembled the
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styles of the time but were very plain. Citing a philosophy reiterated by the
Holdemans, Jacob Krehbiel, anineteenth century Mennonite minister, stated
that “ excessive display in clothing manifests on the outside what ishiddenin
the heart.”® The Holdemans claim that alack of emphasis on external beauty
leads to the expression of spirituality.” To justify their distinctive dress, they
cite the Apostle Paul’s instructions that women should focus on spiritual
matters and show that otherworldlinessin modest and sober dress.

Resear ching setting and methods

Bend, atiny river town in Northern California, is a Holdeman Mennonite
farming community.® While most of the men are farmers, all of the married
women are housewives, and families averagefive children. Beyond Bend, the
community interacts extensively with other Holdeman congregations; they
are linked through marriage as well, since the Holdemans are religiously
endogamous. Approximately half of the young women leave Bend to marry
men from other congregations. The combination of endogamy, patrilocal
residence, and rarity of convertsleads to acommunity in which most people
are related (at least distantly) to each other as well as to the many expelled
Holdemans who continueto livein Bend.

The current study culminates eight years of ethnographic fieldwork
with the Bend congregation.® Data was gathered through participant
observation, casual interviews, and focused group interviews, and from
libraries and Mennonite archives. Before my ethnography little had been
published on the Holdeman Mennonites, who avoid publicity.l® Since rules
were passed down orally, codes of behavior had to be investigated through
gualitativetechniques. My fiel dwork included attendance at church services,
Sunday school meetings, school classrooms, weddings, pot-luck dinners,
youth group activities, quilting bees, and humerous informal gatherings in
women' shomes. | collected most of the datathrough 100 interviews: eighty-
eight percent of theadult women under the age of fifty, seventy-five percent of
the older women, and all of the young unmarried women were interviewed. |
alsointerviewed seventy-five percent of thelocal expelled members. Having
survived the expulsion process, these peopl e were acutely aware of the power
of social control in Mennonite society. Expulsionwasthe most severeform of
control used by the Holdemans to insure conformity to their social norms. 1
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Constraint, dress, and tradition

As a“amirror to the soul,” Holdeman Mennonite dress provides a visua
display of conformity and religiosity. Sociologicaly, it does more than this.
Dressand, by extension, the body, are the siteswhere different symbolic and
gendered meanings are constructed and contested; such symbols arise from
pressureto create consonance between physiological and social experiences.
While compliance with group norms or personal control is required for al
Holdeman Mennonites, for women of the community, constraintsinvolve both
formal and informal controls on almost every facet of life.? The church
community, through its men, regulates social roles and social activities. If
thereisno specific rule, then usually a custom dictates the correct procedure
for any activity. Diversity in any manner isfrowned on. Following traditionis
the rule, a requirement which leads to homogeneity in the community.
Nevertheless, the women experience a measure of ambivalence. They find
comfort in samenessbut yearn for variety, especialy in clothing and quilting.

Although Holdeman Mennonites as a group feel threatened by the
outside world, women in addition fed threatened by the men of the
community. Because the women's need for variety and self-expression is
reflected through subtle variations in their dress, clothing is a source of
conflict between them and the men. In thisconflict men exercisecontrol, with
ministers having the most power. Women, however, walk afineline between
obedience to the norms and self-assertion when they react to the control
exercised by men.

Plagued by anxiety, women maneuver in a subtle manner. Through
deviancefromthenorms, they attempt to changethedetail sof their traditional
dress. Indoing sothey confront the establishedimageand carefully fashionan
aternativetoit, resisting what appear to be overwhelming constraints. Subtle
changes in dress, then, function symbolically to establish solidarity among
women and to circumvent patriarchal control. In the years before marriage,
young women bend thedress code, and their motherslook the other way. Thus
thecontrol of women’ sclothing by ministersaswell asthewayswomen resist
it represent anegotiation of symbolic meaning of thematerial culture. Because
women know themeaningsinvolvedindressand do not blindly conformtothe
code, they become skilled practitioners at bending constraints through
nuanced alterations. From this perspective, neither social control nor
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collective resistance is clear-cut. These issues are negotiated in everyday
interaction in even the most tightly controlled communities.

Since resistance to change is characteristic of Holdeman culture, the
changes that do occur are minute. Neverthel ess the tension between agency
and constraint, or power and resistance, becomes apparent in these subtle
struggles over the symbolic meaning of women's dress, defined by the
Mennonite social body asit exerts control over women’ sbodies. Since strict
conformity isequated with religiosity, complianceto strict codes of behavior
is demanded. While a woman’'s level of religiosity cannot be objectively
perceived, symbols such as clothing are evidencethat sheison the“right and
truepath.” Appearanceisconstantly scrutinized and interpreted asameasure
of her relative level of religiosity. If the symbol of clothing is interpreted
negatively, she is defined as deviant and subjected to formal and informal
constraints. Women and their dress are controlled not only by the men but by
thecommunity at large. “When | put on Mennoniteclothing, | putonall of the
Church’srules,” said Becky, ayoung Holdeman woman.

The codification of non-conformist practices among many American
M ennonite groups began in the late nineteenth century, and because clothing
was considered symbolic of acquiescence to authority, rigid dress codes
resulted in several churches.®* From the early days of their church the
Holdemans have focused on maintaining strict boundariesbetween members
and outsiders, and adopted morerigid symbols of social separation than other
groups.* Oneof the specific concernsof John Holdeman’ sreform movement
of the 1850s was that Mennonites had begun to dress more like the external
society since their relocation to North America. Holdeman interpreted this
practice as symbolizing theloss of distinctiveness. Following hisbreak from
the larger body of Mennonites, he insisted his followers wear clothing that
indicated their conservatism and separation from the world. He prescribed a
dress code for women, characterized by along dress with a high neck, loose
bodice, and fitted waist. Jewelry, cosmetics, and the cutting and styling of hair
were prohibited.®

While for Holdeman men clothing has changed with the times, for
women the overall dress and adornment practices have stayed rather
consistent with nineteenth-century practices. Women wear shirtwai st dresses,
typified by awide, long skirt and afitted bodice with buttons down the center
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to the waist. There is generally a small collar and belt. Holdeman men, by
contrast, cannot beeasily differentiated from other non-Mennonitefarmersby
their appearance. Thereare no specific dressrequirementsfor men, other than
the expectation that they dress plainly. As R.W. Connell notes, patriarchal
soci eties perpetuate inequality by creating social categoriesin which afocus
on the body becomes central to the ideological construction of differences
between men and women.*® The Holdeman case supports Connell’s thesis.
While the Holdemans state that clothing, like al of life, has to be brought
under the scrutiny of New Testament standards, in reality only women face
that scrutiny. “Womenwear ablack head covering over uncut hair pinnedinto
a bun to symbolize the woman' s submission to God and her husband,” said
Mary, oneof the Holdemanwomen. Thehead coveringisaflat black scarf that
lookslikeacap when pinned correctly around the bun; it isthe most regul ated
item of women'’ sdress. Thewomen'’ sattireattestsnot only to separationfrom
the external society but to separation of the sexes. Thisimportant distinction
is rooted in the perception of natural gender differences that underlies the
Holdemans' patriarchal social system.

Baodily constraint and clothing

The Holdeman socia body controls the expression of identity through rigid
norms for dress and behavior. The wearing of traditional Mennonite dress
indicatesawoman’swillingnessto submit to the control of the church and its
dictates. Objective evaluation of a person’s commitment to the faith is
impossible, so symbolic measures are substituted. Those who stray from the
social normsare considered deviantsand castigated through both internal and
externa socia control. Whilebehavior in general isscrutinized, externa forms
of self-expression are most closely monitored. Because appearance is
considered the external manifestation of inner attitudes, visual cuesareanayzed
for signs of non-conformity. As Sarah explained about a friend’s expulsion,
“Shewasill, spiritualy ill. We could all seeitin her dressand her behavior —
shewasjust out of control.”

Atissueisconformity to social normsrationalized by religiousdogma.
What theHoldemansregard assignsof religiosity are, fromthe perspective of
thiswork, signsof socio-religiousconformity. Intra-grouprelationsinvolvea
hierarchy that evaluates conformity, religiosity, social embeddedness
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(involvement), and ultimately, the assignment of status. At the top of this
stratified system are orthodox members who conform to the norms, are
thoroughly enculturated, and are thought highly religious. They dress
modestly. Lower statusisaccorded to memberswho deviatefrom many of the
social norms and are therefore considered less religious. These marginal
members are often young women who have not sufficiently repressed their
sexuality. As they learn to control and repress it, they become more
enculturated, and there is a corresponding decrease in external constraints
imposed by the group.

Control of female sexuality is essential in Christianity; control of the
self isat the center of Christianity’ s ethic of anti-sexuality. Cultural attempts
to control the body and its urges only makesthem more powerful and morein
need of control.r” Because female sexuality is considered both powerful and
threatening to the society, women have been restricted from becoming
ministersin the most conservative Mennonite churches. Occasionally, older
women are allowed to minister, but they are very aware of the need to control
their dress. Agatha, a minister, stated that by wearing make-up and fancy
clothing, women “arouse men and keep them from concentrating on the
sermon.”*® |n the Holdeman community, strict control of female sexuality
begins during puberty when a girl’s clothing undergoes a dramatic change.
Girlsmay choosefrom avariety of dressstylesuntil puberty, whenatransition
occurs to the one style available to adult women. “The pressure increases
continually,” Judith explained. “ There is almost no restriction on little kids
clothing, but there’ s less choice as we get older so by thetimewe arein the
youth group [16 to married] there' s auniform. Thisisto control sexuality.”
Her sister, Beth, elaborated on thistheme when she said that “ clothing shows
sexual repression, because it has to change in adolescence; it has to become
morestandard beforeyou canmarry.” At thesametime, both sexuality andits
repression by the culture are regarded ambivalently. Girlsstart using clothing
for sexual display at the sametimeministersare overtly repressing sexuality.
Asthey sew their dresses, girlsusenumerousdesign detailsto call attentionto
thebody; moreovertly, they adjust the garment fit. Depending on how closely
thedresshugsthebody, it can either conceal or reveal femal e contours. While
older, orthodox women will wear the dress fitted loosely and wear girdlesto
control movement, young women do the opposite. They abide by the overall
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dress code but usethefit of the garment to show off their sexuality during the
brief time available (about three years) to find a husband. Y oung women
designdresseswith additional detailsto draw attentiontothebodice. A young
expelled woman stated:

Youwant to bemarried at eighteen. If you' renot married by twenty-
oneyou'reanoldmaid. . . soyou put moredetail inyour dresses,
and fit the bodice as tight as you can. One time a Mormon guy
asked me why the Mennonite girls make dresses with four lines
pointing at the breasts. Well, the darts really do call attention to
the bust!

John, anexpelled man, stated that “ Y oung women haveto keep their sexuality
under control, but also be attractive to the guys and still meet the letter of the
law.” They must carefully walk the line between modesty and immodesty.

Once ayoung woman has “caught aman,” said Rosanna, “there’ s no
need to put so much timeinto awardrobe. Besides, pregnancy usually comes
right away.” After the first pregnancy, said Leah, “They expect you to calm
down [her emphasis] — to dress more plain. And you' ve probably gained
weight with the baby, and if you don't be careful, you'll get fat and lazy and
then be out of control, and in trouble for that, too.” AsMary said, “It’sgood
tolook sexy, but only for your husband. But if you look sexually attractiveto
others, you'll get in trouble. Y our best friends will warn you to dress more
modestly, and ministers will attack you and look for signs of sin.” Through
awareness of thislevel of scrutiny, awoman exerts personal social control.
When friends and ministers speak with her about her inability to repress her
sexuality, informal social control measures are thereby enacted.

Because rigid conformity is the norm for the Holdemans, it does not
take much to be labeled deviant. Ministers continually watch marginal
members for behaviorsthat can be so interpreted. Thisresultsin an unequal
enforcement of the rules. Jane was orthodox, but her sister was considered
marginal. The sister recalled a visit from the ministers in which she was
criticized for many things, including the dress she was wearing and had
borrowed from her orthodox sibling. “ Janeworeit many timesafter | did, and
never wasreprovedfor it. | wastheonly onewhowas. Andit wasbecausethey
saw measathreat . ... The ministersalwayskept their eyeson me.” Janewas



40 The Conrad Grebel Review

the plain daughter in the family, while her sister had a voluptuous body and
beautiful hair, which became a curse. Female sexuality is threatening to
individual men who may feel out of control themselves; it threatens the
patriarchy, and as Bryan Turner noted, must therefore be controlled.® Jane
explained why theministersexpelled her sister: “ Theministerswereafraid of
her — she is so pretty, and she wasn't willing to submit. They couldn’t get
anything onher, really, except for clothes, which waswhat they harped on, but
we often dressed alike and they never bothered me.”

The appearance of orthodox women clearly manifest personal control.
Emma, aminister’ sdaughter, ismarried to aminister and hasten children. As
a role model she diets and dresses plainly, and wears dark, solid-colored
dresses with no detail other than the required belts, collars, and buttons.
I nterestingly, she makeshand-worked buttonholesfor the buttons (asmany as
twelve per dress) that require weeks to complete. Although few women do
this, she says it protects her from accusations of “dressing fancy.” Hand-
worked buttonholes evidence her commitment to conservative dressand old-
fashioned ways while simultaneously calling attention to her plainness. This
use of old-fashioned behaviors as a means of asserting religiosity while
simultaneously drawing attention to it is not uncommon among orthodox
people, and can be a source of trouble if perceived as prideful behavior.
However, the use of these behaviors concurrently expresses Emma's
orthodoxy and high-status social |ocation.

Among the Holdemans, religious orthodoxy, lineage, and materia
wealth determine status. As with the Hasidic Jews in Williamsburg, New
York,® status in the community is reflected in ethno-religious clothing.
Charity is a minister's daughter whose mother is known for her highly
orthodox dress. When asked about her mother’s conservative clothing,
Charity stated that minister’'s families have to set examples. In her heart,
M other despises argumentsand confrontations. Theplain clothingisher way
of avoiding confrontations. “Interestingly, there can be pride in humility as
expressedin clothing. Following achurch service, | overheardaman say tohis
wife, “Mother, | believe we were the plainest ones there!”

Holdeman women are subjected to informal methods of social control,
ranging from gossip to reproval. Gossip is the most frequent variety of
informal control. Women spend much time in the company of their friends,
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with other members of the community as the main topic of conversation.
When shebreaksanorm, awoman knowsthetransgression will benoticed and
becomeacurrent topic of conversation. If that isineffectivein redirecting her
behavior, her best friendswill talk to her directly and utter their concern about
her spirituality as an expression of Christian love. Members are continually
aware of clothing and useit asagauge of aperson’ s submission to thewill of
thechurch. Indiscussing the expulsion of her aunt, Anharemembered, “ It was
so0 sudden. There were no signs that she was in trouble — no changes in her
behavior. Even her clothing was the same — I d have expected to see some
changes, like her dresses getting fancy or something.” Any signs of
individuality are seen as signs of regjection of group norms and values.
Naturally, the expression of individuality in clothing cannot be ignored. A
minister’s daughter, Judith, who left the church at nineteen but still livesin
Bend, concluded:

If your clothes are straight down the lines as to the rules of the
group, then everyone can see that you are submitting your will to
the church. The Mennonite dressiis like a uniform — it indicates
that you' re keeping everything under control. When you' re having
trouble with the [church’s] rules, your clothing can show it. This
iswhy everyone watcheswhat everyone elseiswearing and how
they are wearing it, because clothing shows acceptance of all the
rules of the church.

Intheory every Christian hastheright to monitor another Christian’ sbehavior,
butin practicehigh status(religiously orthodox) individualsreprovemarginal
and low statusindividual s. John noted that “those who reprove othersare of a
high status. Statusisdetermined by how much you believeinwhat the church
isteaching, and how verbal you areinexpressing that belief.” John’ ssister-in-
law remarked:

It's a status thing if you can criticize someone else’s dress for
being too loud, or worldly, or fancy, soif you can reprove someone,

you have power . . . but no one listens to anyone who hasn’t
established that power. I’ d buckle under to the ministersand their
Wives.

Women are reproved (by men) for various infractions, particularly clothing.
“Men do not get reproved very often: women arereproved by menin order to
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control them. . . but certain women do not get reproved,” said onemember in
a group interview. Her friends concurred. Women prone to reproval are
assertive, or from low-status families, and have not totally internalized the
social norms. Becausethey arenot suitably controlled onapersona level, they
are defined as deviant and subjected to constant scrutiny and informal
reprovals. However, if these are ineffective, formal measures are used to
encourage compliance. At thispoint, themarginal member generally getsinto
what is called “church trouble.” This term is used by the Holdemans to
describeformal social control.

As the most salient clothing symbol for Holdeman women, the head
covering isan extraordinarily powerful symbol of the control of their bodies
by the social body; it isimbued with great emotion and meaning. The head
covering representsawoman’ sacceptance of the patriarchal social structure,
and its symbolic power was especially apparent to expelled women who
immediately removed it when they | eft the church. They reported anincredible
senseof freedomwiththeremoval of the covering. (Often cutting of f their hair
followedthisaction.) Thehead covering’ ssymbolic power lastsalongtimein
the minds of ex-Mennonites. Judith left the church twenty years ago but
returnsannually tovisit her family in Georgia, and prior tothesedifficult visits
she has dreams about the head covering:

| have had dreams that | had to put the head covering back on —
it'slike ahorror dream. And | have woken up in horror . . . | feel
such pressure to do as they want. Before | go back to that

community, | haveto beinthat mold. .. .| think it'sfrom all of
the years of living around them and knowing that is what they
expect.

Socia control of the body isboth overt and covert in Holdeman society. The
ability of the body to visually represent numerous facets of the self is
acknowledged by the Holdeman Mennonites, who want their people to
experience a uniformly religious self. When that occurs, overt and formal
control measures such as reproval and expulsion are not needed, since
personal control isadequateto prevent conflict. Becky, who had been expelled
five times and wore fashionabl e clothing during that period, explained how
clothing illustrated integration of the personal and socia self, on the body:
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“When | grew to appreciate that God wants me in the church, | no longer
wanted worldly clothes. Eventually, putting on the Mennonite clothes and
head covering felt right.” She described a crisis of identity that was visually
apparent, with her clothes and body asthe focus of the conflict. Clothing can
symbolize not just group affiliation but enculturation of group norms.

Thereisno mindless subjugation of self in the Holdeman community.
While the women may appear submissive, their motivations are complex.
They reinforce the dress norms while al so resisting the image proscribed for
them by ministersthrough numerous subtle changesinthedresscode.? While
thereisovert submission, onacovert level thereiscollectiveresistancewhich
supports women's dissension. Women monitor their own and each other’s
behavior to protect themselves from men’s control. They simultaneously
protect themselves from male censure and fashion an alternative image to
counteract the one prescribed by men. Anindividual aloneis unable to bend
the rules, but women as a group can make small changesin the codes. While
sewing clothing that will lend itself toward self-expression is prohibited, no
restriction attachesto sewing itemsfor the home, particularly quilts. Because
quilting is a traditional activity with a functional basis, creativity here is
neither controlled nor repressed.

Creativity through quilted cloth

By working together, Mennonite women are able to balance the restrictions
imposed by ministerswith some measure of individual expression. Although
the needle arts with regard to sewing garments are constrained by the
community, creativity and individuality are not only allowed but celebrated in
another form of material culture, quilting. Becausethisform of self-expression
does not involve the body, it isless regulated by the patriarchy. The creation
of quiltsisthe one avenue of artistic expression allowed to Holdeman women.
It becomesan empowering form of femal e agency for womenwho find artistic
outlet in designing and creating stunning quilts. Here Holdeman women resist
the social control of their bodies.

Developed from afunctional need for warmth in the bedrooms of un-
heated houses during the Renai ssance, quilting originated in Europe and was
an activity generally pursued by the upper classes. When the Mennonites|eft
Europeduetoreligiouspersecution, they left most of their possessionsbehind.
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They camefrom apeasant background and thusdid not bring theart of quilting
to America; rather they learned to quilt from English women living alongside
them in the American Colonies. Fabric was scarce in the Colonies due to a
trade embargo by the British, who did not want the Col oniststo devel op their
own textile industry. Colonial women learned to make bedcovers from
remnants and used fabric; hence the American patchwork quilt was born.
Frugality and self-sufficiency, clearly established in Mennonite society prior
tothemigration to America,? allowed patchwork to fit neatly into their value
system. Although quilting began as a salvage technol ogy, with functionalism
adominant value, American quilters started experimenting with patterns and
techniquesto make visually exciting quilts. This happened by the nineteenth
century for most American quilters, but has only recently begun among
Holdeman Mennonites. The salvage aspect of quiltingisrapidly diminishing
asthe Holdeman quilters strive for aesthetic impact. As Susan Shantz notes:
“Whilequiltsliterally keep peoplewarm, they arelayered aswell with social
and symbolic warmth. Emotional warmthisembodiedinthe completed quilt,
sothat it becomes difficult to commodify —to trand ate the worth of the hand-
made object into dollars and cents. Like other products and work associated
with women, they have a substantial aspect of ‘gift labor’ . . . women are
supposed to labor out of lovefor their families and communities.” %

Creatingaquilt

There are three layers to a quilt — a quilt top (where the design resides), the
filling, and the backing. Thethreelayersarejoined together by hand stitching
with sometimes quite elaborate motifs. In constructing the quilt top, quilters
use two main techniques. The“pieced” quilt top iscomposed of small pieces
of fabric cut out in predetermined shapes and joined together in blockswhere
arepeating geometric design isachieved through the assembly of blocks pieced
together. Alternatively, the “ appliqued” quilt is made by cutting adesign out
of folded fabric, much like children cut paper snowflakes. The design is cut
into apiece of colored fabric, and the raw edges are turned under and stitched
down to the top of aplain background. Through color contrast, the designis
revealed. Freed from the limitati onswhich geometry imposes upon the pieced
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quilt, the applique technique allows for infinite variety in design. But the
appliquetechniqueisnot used by Holdeman quilters. “ It just makes no sense
to buy fabric, then cut it all up and sew it to another piece of goods — and
that’s doubly wasteful since one piece covers another,” said Rebecca. Her
sister Margaret added, “Well, the problem would be that the ministerswould
notice —it is such afancy way to make a quilt and would be asign of pride.
Not just because it's so hard to do, but because it's so different, and not
traditional.”

Historically, anumber of sourcesfor designswereavailableto quilters.
Some were simply geometric figures found in other places and timesand in
other mediums. Such designs as Baby Blocks, Nine-Patch and its many
variations, and the many star patterns are often found in architectura
decorations. Somedesigns, such asthe Wild Goose Chase, were direct visual
abstractions of objects and natural images, yet other patterns, like the
Schoolhouse, weredirectimages. A smaller number, of whichtheDrunkard's
Path is a good example, were visual representations of ideas. Most designs
were given names meaningful to the makersand drawn from thewholerealm
of their experience: among the prime sources of inspiration were nature and
religion.? This fina category of designs based on significant religious and
natural experiences was the prime source of inspiration for Mennonite
quilters. A well-known pattern from the Kansas plains, Turkey Tracks, is
occasionally seen in aHoldeman home. Ruth noted that “we call thisdesign
‘“Wandering Feet’ becauseit isbad luck to put thisquilt on the bed of ayoung
man, for fear he might wander away from the community.” The lessons of
Holdeman society arefoundin cloth.

Traditionally, Mennonites have readily adopted patterns from their
neighbors. Simpler designs, such as Nine Patch, Four Patch, and Pinwheel
werevery common. More complicated designs such as Baskets, Treeof Life,
Star of Bethlehem, and the Double Wedding Ring were exampl es of English
quilt patternsused by the groups. Holdeman quiltersuse print and solid cotton
fabricsof pastel colorsin most of their quilts. Bordersof Mennonitequiltsare
generally quite narrow, and the hand quilting wastraditionally intended to be
functiona rather than decorative. Today, though, it can be quite elaborate;
feather motifsin the stitching are most common.
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Quiltthemesoftenrunin families. Mary’ smother, Rebecca, generally
madefloral quiltswith large designssuch assunflowers. Mary explained that
shetoo prefersflower designs. In creating apieced quilt top, sheexplained that

as the mother, | get to choose the design, but | usually have my
girlscut out the pieces. First, | spend lotsof timethinking of what
| want the quilt to look like; as often as not | get the idea from
something here on the farm. The ideafor this one (referring to a
quilt in aframe) came to me when | was watering my flowerbed.
I noticed that the tulips were pretty much made of rectanglesand
triangles, so | figured piecing atulip quilt could be pretty easy!

Once she had designed the pattern, Mary sought the advice of her friendsand
sisters as to color choices. They poured out boxes of fabric scraps onto the
living room floor and sorted through them to get prints with vibrant hues, a
process that took an entire day. Mary later made another tulip quilt but
purchased all the fabric (in solid broadcloth, rather than prints) for thetop in
bright colors, which shereferred to as“crayon” colors.

It is customary for the quilt top to be pieced at home but quilted at a
quilting bee. Like most American quilts, the majority of Holdeman quiltsare
assembled in ablock pattern. (The block method is one in which arepeating
geometric design is achieved through the assembly of identical blocks later
pieced together to form the quilt top.) Most of the familiesin this community
haveat | east fifteen quiltsin use at atime. Holdeman women make more quilt
topsthan they can find timeto quilt; it is not unusual to have six quilt topsin
storage.

Quilting (inthe home) is saved for the winter monthswhen daily farm
work makesfewer demands on the agrarian woman. Because quilting frames
take up so much room, there is a concerted effort to finish the quilt quickly.
(The Holdemans do not purchase commercially available quilting frames
designed for asolitary quilter to work at for an extended period in aminimal
amount of space.) A quilting bee not only helps a woman to get her quilt
finished rapidly, it also satisfiesthe need for social contact for women whose
responsibilitiesconfinethemtothehome. Likemany Canadian and American
pioneers, Mennoniteshavetraditionally gathered to husk corn, build abarn, or
gtitch aquilt. These are all forms of mutual aid important in the preservation
of community.
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The social fabric of the community

Historically, quilting played a role in the social fabric of Mennonite
communities. Churches made quilts for appreciation gifts to people in the
community and for fundraising and missionary efforts. Aswomen met together
to quilt, they not only visited but assembled to reinforcethe values of Mennonite
life and thought.? In the Holdeman community, the quilting bee is often
referred to as‘ sewing circle.’

Sewing circleisaformal quilting bee held at the church once amonth.
During this day-long session, the women of the church and their pre-school
children gather to sew, gossip, and eat a spectacular meal. Quilts vary in
complexity, and several simple quilts produced for missions may be finished
in a day; these are yarn-tied rather than hand-stitched. Often, the focus of
sewing circlesisthe production of tied quilts for the needy, along-standing
Mennonite tradition.?® A traditional pieced quilt assembled with hand-
stitching may take several sessionsto complete, depending on the number of
women at the quiltings. The whole community of women come together at
sewingcircle. Not only isit abreak intheroutine of farm life, butitisaplace
to exchangeideas, patterns, and information. Creativity and individuality are
allowed freereign.

Thequilting frame, composed of four eight-foot pine boardson corner
supports, takes up most of the spacein aroom. To thisframethe quilterstack
inthequilt backing, ontop of whichthey lay thefilling andfinally thequilt top.
All threelayers are securely tacked to the frame and then basted. Finally, the
quilting design is drawn on with chalk or pencil. Templates or patterns are
used to draw the exact motifs that will be stitched. At this point, the quilt is
ready to be stitched and the quilting bee begins. Everyone has a place at the
frame, and | eft-handers such as myself are placed on corners so that the work
proceeds smoothly. #

Traditionally, Holdeman quilts have been made of cotton print fabric
scraps left over from sewing clothing, and as a result the designs were
somewhat random in appearance. Over time, quilters began to put blocks
created with scrapsbetween blocksof plainfabricinorder to makethedesigns
more apparent. Following that, borders and sashing were done in the same
fabric, further refining the design. Since the 1980s, it has been common in
Bend for Holdeman quiltersto plan, conceive, and design aquilt totally out of
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new fabric purchased intentionally for it. In this community, quilting is no
longer just a salvage technology, but has become a means of aesthetic
expression. Here, all Holdeman women quilt, even those who don’t enjoy
sewing and have seamstressesto make the family’ s clothing.

Creativity and quilting

“Sometimes it seemsthat all | do is rush about, taking care of Will and the
children. | so look forward to quilting, sincethat istime| can sit till. | love
quilting in the early spring, when all it doesisrain” (Ruth). Quilting hits a
chord of creativity in Holdeman women who might otherwisefed constrained.
“It seems like | have twenty dresses that look the same but are of different
fabrics. With quilts, each oneistotally different” (Martha). Rose hated to sew
clothes, and paid asister-in-law to make al thefamily’s clothing. Nonethel ess,
sheloved to quilt, for much the samereason cited by Martha. Shesaid: “1 love
planning my quilts, and often awakein the night with ideas that send meinto
my sewing room. | enjoy making them becausethey’real so unique—1 always
have at least ten tops waiting to be quilted.”

Since Sunday afternoonsare set asidefor visiting, the houseismade as
attractive as possible. Women wear their nicer dressesto church and put the
prettiest quiltson all the beds before visitors arrive for Sunday supper. “Y ou
haveto becareful not to betoo proud about your fancy quilts,” said Ruth. “It’s
clear that finequiltsshow that you haven’ t had idle hands, but you needtotake
care not to be prideful.” Aslong as a quilter assumes a humble stance, her
extraordinary needlework testifiesto her artistic skill and talent.

Outsidershave asked why the Holdeman M ennonites, who aredevoutly
committed to avoiding thefashionsof theworld, makebeautiful, eye-catching
quilts? Isit a contradiction that these plain and simple people, who disdain
fashion and prideful behavior, cultivate exquisite artistry in quilt making?
Thereisno denying that life in Holdeman Mennonite communitiesisrigidly
disciplined; all behavior isaffected by thereligioushbelief system and enforced
by strong social pressure. But theseboundarieshavedistinct advantages: there
issecurity in knowing the limits, and freedom within the boundaries. Among
these peoplebeauty ishandled gingerly. Thereisnoroomfor pridewithintheir
culture, and regulations on dress and lifestyle exist in part to squelch
temptations toward vanity. But the line here is delicate. In work, ajob well
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done is imperative, yet pride in that job is not tolerated. There are few
exceptions, but quilting is one of them. It is an avenue where awoman may
show off her skillsand abilities unashamedly. Quilting givesher avehiclefor
the expression of feelings otherwise restricted. Thisfreedom allowswomen
the opportunity for creativity in aworld of limited options. Through quilting,
utilitarian objectsare el evated through imagination, enterprise, andlovetothe
status of an original art form.

Why do Mennonite women who have so little free time because of
family pressures, devote much of that time to quilting? This apparent
incongruity isresolved when onelooks at the value of quilting as ameans of
self-expression. When | asked a grandmother why she spent so much time
quilting, she thought a moment and then answered softly, “I quilt for a
contented heart.” Although quilting is a form of self-expression, it is not
contrary to the Holdeman value system; indeed, their entirelife reflectstheir
religion. One afternoon, at a quilting bee at the church, another woman
reflected, “Making aquilt islike livin’ agood Christian life. . .. The Lord
sends usthe pieces, but we can cut them out to suit ourselves. And that’ sfree
will.”

Discussionsand implications

Constraints on Holdeman Mennonite women seem overwhelming. Yet, these
women were raised to suppressindividual needsandto yield to group control.
The community requires them to repress individuality and to submit to rigid
measures of control. Women's bodies are amajor source of conflict, and the
site of struggles between the patriarchal social system and women's agency.
In these struggles, not only clothing per seis negotiated. Dress isthe site of
conflict where symbolic meanings are negotiated and contested. Dress is a
metaphor; it isinterpreted asavisua symbol of the suppression of the self to
the demands of the community. Women's bodies become the focus of a
symbolic struggle over both personal and group identities—astrugglereflecting
how freedom and constraint go hand in hand.

Although constraint of women and their dress dominates gendered
discourse between Holdeman men and women, we also see freedom in their
material culture. Women not only overlook some deviations from normative
behavior, they actively find waysto circumvent the dress code; thusthey both
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reinforceand resist normative constraints. I n addition, women use quilting as
a means of self-expression. This art form is only minimally controlled,
probably becauseit isalong-standing tradition in the Holdeman community.
Skirting the dress code and quilting empower and build solidarity among the
women.
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“IsThat the Time Already?”
Reflections on Millennial Fatigue Syndrome

[van Emke

Oneof thequalities| inherited frommy mother isthe ability toworry about the
unknown. Anyone late arriving was bound to be stuck in aditch somewhere.
A child’' s stomach ache was apossible sign of the onset of appendicitis. A jar
of peaches that didn’t open with a comforting pop was probably spoiled
(though that did not stop usfrom eating it). This makes me aprime candidate
to be out there freeze-drying somefood for the new millennium. But I’ m not,
and that’ swhat scares me. In the flurry of discourse on the new millennium
and “the Y 2K problem” | remain quite nonplussed. But maybe I’ m missing
something here. Am | sojaded that | cannot even stir up abit of concern over
theimpending end of “timeasweknow it?’ Or, isit just that after afew years
of millennia tedium, | am simply fatigued by the whole topic? | would
diagnosethelatter.

There are some reasons why I'm not excited about the coming
millennium, and this essay is devoted to sharing them with you. Earlier this
year, | wasinvited to ruminate on thisevent and how | would approachit from
the various splinters of my own identity, as an academic, a researcher, a
Mennonite (albeit geographically-challenged) and a writer of sometimes-
humorousitems. | was honored to do so, but |et me be honest up front (asif |
won't beastheessay proceeds.) I’ mnot surewhat | haveto offer that well-read
and thoughtful people have not yet stumbled across. Nevertheless, | am an
academic, trained to think and write on command, and to speak in 50-minute
utterances. Thisismy utterance on the millennium.

Themorel thought about themillennium, themoreconvinced | became
that it isafine metaphor for “meaning” in our times. The coming of the new
millenniumisever-presentin social discourse, whichindicatesthatitislargely
irrelevant in “real” terms. If the new millennium really “mattered” in that it

Ivan Emke teaches in the Social/Cultural Sudies Program at Sr Wi fred Grenfeld College,
Memorial University in &. John’s, Newfoundland.
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would actually usher in some new way of living, then it would be too daring
tointerest Time and USA Today.

“When'sthe Party?” Synchronizing our watches

One of my primary complaintsisthat we've got the dates wrong. When the
current Western calendar was devised, we messed up a bit. We were out by
four yearsor so, give or take afew weeks. This meansthat Jesuswasbornin
about 4 BC, or four years“before Christ.” Tothosewho believein miracles, it
isno surprisethat he could be born years before he was born. When we moved
to our present calendar, we were out a week and a half, due to a
mi sunderstanding between the sun and seasons and our cal cul ations of them.
Thisresultedinlotsof creativetinkering, such ashaving to eliminateten days
from history to become aligned with the new calendar. Such afeat would bea
tough thing to pull off in these days of direct debit financing (would banks
honor the change, or dip out their mortgage paymentsasif theten daysactually
existed?).

More important, these chronological inconsistencies mean that the
millennium turnaround has come and gone, and we kind of missed it. If our
calendar was supposed to mark the years since the birth of Christ and we got
that one wrong, then athousand years after the birth of Jesus was about 996
and two thousand years after was 1996. Can you remember 1996? What were
thehigh points?Didit seemlikean earth-shattering turning point for you?Was
it the beginning of an anti-Christ-led “world government” ?| don’t remember
much about the year myself. We had a child (which may be why | don't
remember much), | went to work most days, poured the same ideas into the
same semi-willing receptaclesinmy labor, and so on. But if wewereto accept
the premise (made by free-ranging after-dinner speakers of both the
theological and secular persuasions) that there is something powerful about
the change from one millennium to the next, then 1996 should have been a
crackerjack time.!

| am playing dumb here, | admit. As one who has studied and now
teaches Anthropol ogy and Sociology, | realizethat the" magica” qualitiesthat
weassociatewithtimeare socially-constructed. Thus, itisirrelevant whether
our calendars are off — aslong as we think that a new millennium is coming,
thenwewill act asif that werethe case. Therein, though, liesmy problem and
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oneof thesourcesof my millennial fatigue. Not only isthe Emperor naked, but
he doesn’t even exist.

| adso know of the “magic” of numbers. We seem to believe that
guantification hints at reality —if you can put anumber to something, then it
must bereal. “ Onascaleof 5t0 10,” wemight say to our kids, “ how would you
ratethepaininyour stomach?’ On hearing anything above a5, we get out the
tummy drugs. | know the seduction of statistics— of taking complex human
phenomena and tranglating them into machine-readable data. The numbers
cometo“mean” something ontheir own—they have apower; anthropol ogists
might say that numbers are afetish in our culture. Thisworship of numbers
spills over into our observations regarding dates. Thus, the number 2000
implies something grand, as opposed to a bland number like 1914 or 1939 —
what could ever happen in ayear with such anon-descript number? Cometo
think of it, what happened in 19007 Anything earth-shattering? How about
18007 17007 1600? Despite marking the turns of centuries and being fine
numbersin themselves, these yearsturned out to beroyal disappointmentsto
thenumerologists.

So what'sthe occasion?

Maybe we all like to think that we live in interesting and pivotal times. This
desireto be onthe cusp of history fitswell with anew millennium, prompting
futuriststo shiver with delight. Thereisafegling in our culturethat these are,
indeed, special times. We're confronted by the dizzying speed of reading the
dizzying amount of material on the dizzying rate of change. We're so dizzy
we can't even think anymore. We save that for afew isolated peoplein old-
fashioned disciplines. A philosophy teacher observed the other day, “You know,
| can’t teach philosophy in only three months; it takes at least six months to
really teach anything of importance.” It struck methat such a statement was
out of sync with our times, when students pick up allegedly-marketable skills
in tidy packages of 10 to 13 weeks (plusthefinal exam).

Y eah, sure, thingsare changing. But not asprofoundly asthey changed
in my parents’ day or my grandparents’ time. The shift from horse-propelled
travel to automobileandthenair travel wasabig one. Themovefromface-to-
face and written communication to the telephone and radio was a big one.
They make the changes in my own lifetime look like distant cousins. | went



Reflections on Millennial Fatigue Syndrome 55

from talking on thetel ephone to sending e-mail messages. Thisisnot amajor
jump. Peoplefawn all over the Internet, saying thingslike “Oooh, | can send
amessage to my friend in Arizona and he can read it amost immediately!”
Have they forgotten about the tel ephone, which does one better and letsyou
talk in real time? I've seen the change from driving in cars at about 80
kilometersper hour ontwo-laneroadstodrivingin carsat about 95 or 100 kph
on four-lane roads. Thisis so small achange it hardly bears repeating. The
changes that really made a fundamental difference in the daily lived
experience of themajority of our nation had al ready taken placebeforel came
along (or before those blessed baby boomers who paved my way, and now
want meto pay for the road). Y et, we keep thinking we' re the ones who are
trying to keep up with the world.

Thisisnot to suggest that innovation isn't still occurring. They aren’t
about to closethe patent officesyet (although therewas allegedly someloose
talk about that in the late 1800s). It issignificant that marketerswho study us
endlessly arereturning to traditional selling themes—to theideas of stability,
bigcars, cigars, and happy littlefamilieson asidestreet. Maybethingshaven't
changed so much after all.

Y 2K 4U2: Everyon€' s post-millennial postal code?

The actual move from one millennium to the next, that one millisecond of
time, would be quiteirrelevant wereit not for the threat of time-synchronized
computersall over theworld going silly. Our popular namefor thisis*Y2K.”
When | hear the term, | keep thinking of a postal code. “Whereis Y2K,” |
wonder. In some unserviced area of the Yukon somewhere, | suppose (since
Canada Post’ s system doesn’t even get to Y 2A, let alone Y 2K). Maybe we
should all flock there on the appointed date? Maybe this is some kind of
coded message that a higher intelligence has been sending us? Maybe |'ve
watched afew too many “X-Files’ episodes! Y 2K isfar morethan atruncated
postal code; it is the grand computer mistake. In the past, the myth goes,
programmers felt space was at such a premium that they shortened our date
from four digits to just the last two. This worked for a while, but then we
inched ever closer to another century.

However, it has been some time since space in programming was at a
premium. Now there is so much surplus memory that we encounter
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phenomena called “cargo cults’ — when upgrading a piece of computer
software, aprogrammer may leave in bits of old programsthat are no longer
necessary instead of taking the time to delete them. Since space is not a
problem, it iseasier to simply disablethe old material and leave it therethan
to actively clean it up and delete thefiles. So the myth about limited spaceis
not convincing for most software. Why, then, did programmers continue to
forget to maketheir work viable on thelong term? For onething, it showsthe
stunning lack of foresight among people who are supposed to be guiding us
into the future. As someone pointed out, the computer industry still has not
learned the lesson — after all, they shortened the “Year 2000 Problem” to
“Y2K”!

At the height of Y 2K fanaticism, a couple of years ago, people were
arguing that our wholeworld would grind to ahalt — our watcheswould stop,
our microwaveswould refuseto cook, our CD playerswould play everything
sideways, and our carswouldn’t start. | could never quitegrasp thereason for
this, but then I'm no computer programmer. What does it matter to a
microwave, for example, what year it is? A couple of minutesafter midnight,
in search of some popcorn, would wetry to start our microwave and it would
think, “Uh, hey, it’ sJanuary 1st, 1900—microwavesaren’tinventedyet sol’'d
better stop working!” Unless|’ m very much mistaken, machinesdon’t really
carewhat thedateis—including computers. My antique computer at homethat
till does most of what | want acomputer to do (thissaysalot about my level
of computer intelligence) has had trouble with the date for along time now.
Currently, ittellsmethat itis“Novermber 12, 1993.” Jeepers, it doesn’t even
spell the blasted month correctly, let alone have any idea that it is actually
October 3, 1999 (when | wrotethis). But other than being in atimewarp, this
computer worksfine. Furthermore, it isof some great solaceto methat it has
the datewrong —at least it givesmetheillusion, every timel turnit on, that |
am the“master” and it isthe tool.

Thiswhole Y 2K thing showsthat McL uhan and the Amish wereright
about technology. McL uhan said something to the effect that “we shape our
owntools, and then they shapeus.” Andthe Amish understand that technol ogy
isnever benign, but needsto be chosen with an eyeto how it might affect what
we value. Thisisone of theironies, then, of our time. The more we rely on
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technology, the less control we have. Those who can face tomorrow without
fear are those who are behind the times.

The one piece of hope that is emerging is that people are beginning to
show signs of Y2K fatigue and Y 2K cynicism and even Y 2K dismissal. It
comes from being tired of talking heads on our TV swho sound like abunch
of doomsday cultists, except that they are up front about charging a hefty fee
for their chat. Themeaning of Y 2K ischanging, ascanbeseeninitsuseasan
advertising ploy. “Y2K” now accompanies advertisements for items as
disparate as car leases, bug killers, and flashlights. A hardware chain store
includes a “Y2K” page in its advertising flyers. A semiotician would be
interested in how this company “defines’” Y2K for its customers, how it
encodes this moment, by advertising our coming need for styrofoam plates,
plastic cutlery, duct tape, and lanterns. (When the millennium comes and the
power isout, why will we beforced to eat with disposable cutlery?) “ Always
be prepared,” the ad lectures, athough how a package of elastic tie-down
straps will help me survive is curious. (Will there be lots of wind as our
computers sit lifeless and quiet?) By the time advertisers pick up and use a
cultura item, it is often aready quite benign. Or, in the act of using it in
advertising, the item isemptied of social and political content, and rendered
safe. Advertising savesus again . . .

The millennium as doomsday

Attempts to predict the future are often cloaked attempts to control it —to
prescribe adirection for it, preferably onethat privilegesthe prophet’sideas.
Itisunfortunate that somewill use fears of the future asatool to gain power.
One of the links | cannot seem to understand in millennium-speak is the
argument that the breakdown in computerswill lead to some kind of massive
centralization and the emergence of an “anti-Christ” or world government to
control the chaos. | think that if computersall self-destruct in January, we'll
be much further from “world government,” whatever that is, than we areright
now. For such amajor centralization project, you' d have to have computers
and electronic linkages and so on. If you're planning to give everyone the
sign of the Beast, you don’t want their identity numbers scribbled on bits of
paper here and there! Besides, world government isalready here. Wejust call
it“Coke” or “Nike” or avariety of other namesthat I’ m probably not allowed
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to use without fear of punitive lawsuits. Frankly, the chaos and challengesto
our existence as aworld are all around us —we don’t have to wait for next
year. A world where the 500 richest peopl e control more wealth than thethree
billion poorest peopleis one that already seemsto be running out of control.

What doesthisall mean to your average Newfoundland M ennonite?

A curiousquestion, | suppose, and I’ m one of about adozen or so who might
try to answer it. Herein Canada’sfar east the millennium will arrive at least a
half hour earlier than elsewhere in the country. If you're really concerned,
give me your phone number and I'll call you after midnight (our time) to
reassure you that everything will beall right.

Now that | mention it, maybe this could be an entrepreneurial scheme.
I’ [l set up abig computer phonebank, and for arespectabl e but competitivefee
my computer will call you after midnight my time, and reassure you in a
steady, computer-generated voice: “Hi. I'm calling from Newfoundland,
where the new millennium has already begun. I'm OK, and still working, so
relax. Takeit easy. Don't bother with that last trip to the convenience storefor
more powdered milk. Put the plastic cutlery and el astic tie-down straps away .
Haveaniceday.” Of course, if you arranged the serviceand then the computer
doesn't call, then you can get truly worried.

Asfor the impact of the millennium on Mennonites, it reminds me of
the joke we used to tell on the banquet circuit early in this decade. We' d say,
“The Mennonite church isengaging in amajor changein focus. The mission
of the church used to be how to berelevant and propheticinthelate 1980s, but
now it hasshifted dramatically to how to berelevant and propheticintheearly
1990¢!” | redly don’'t think that the millennium will, or should, change
Mennonitism. There may be some aterations. Maybe this will be the
millennium when the “ Conference of Eastern Canada’ actually startsto get
congregationslocated in eastern Canada?

Thebig push for Mennonites, however, will be saved for the Anabaptist
Half-Millennium, to be celebrated in around 2025, depending on how you
mark it. Get ready for the themes now, the logo, the felt banners — “Half a
Millennium of Anabaptist Faithfulness,” “The Anabaptist Path: Fairway,
Concession, or Sideroad?’ or “ Anabaptism: No Longer aCult.”
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Intheend...

| don’t worry about surviving the shift to the new millennium. | worry about
surviving the endlessround of “Best of the Century” liststhat our mediawill
assail us with. Proving, once again, that if you let market forces determine
your media system they will seek the lowest common denominator. What's
the point of alist of the 100 Best Movies of the 20th Century” when most of
them are unavailable? Or the “10 Craziest Toy Fads of the Century” or the
“25Most Interesting People of Our Time.” Do wereally need to be reminded
of the antics of people like Henry Kissinger and Mikhail Gorbachev? These
are feeble attempts at giving us a sense of our own cultural past, recycling
nostalgiaashistory.

| actually look forward to the new millennium, despite my rather off-
hand dismissal of it throughout thisessay. Not because | expect theend of this
world and the beginning of some new age, but because all of the tedium and
sillinessof the pre-millennial tensionwe' vebeen surrounded by will finally be
over. It may takeayear or twotowaneentirely, but we' rebound to beleft with
asense of relief and renewed vigor. Then perhaps we can think again about
solving some of those old problems that have been around for the last few
hundred years.

Where will you be spending New Y ear’'s Eve? Will you be counting
down to the end of something, or to the beginning of something? Or will you
simply get on the bandwagon and spend the last moments of thiscentury (and
millennium) hanging around a cash machine to see what happens to it at
midnight? I’ d hope not.

Happy New Y ear, folks.

Notes

! Notethat | am not even engaging in the popular lunchroom argument about when the third
millennium allegedly starts— 1 January 2000, or 2001. | realize that, according to the rules, it
is1 January 2001. However, the big change for most of uswill come ayear before, when we
try to train ourselves to stop writing 1999, but to write 2000, on our cheques.



Faith and Reason

Gregory Baum

“Ever since the creation of the world, God'sinvisible nature and
eternal power, has been clearly perceived in the things that have
been made.” (Romans 1:20)

Thisfamous verse from Paul’ s Letter to the Romans has been interpreted in
two antithetical ways. Somereadershave argued that Paul hererecognizesthat
people, thanks to the gift of reason they have received, are ableto recognize
that thereisaGod. Even outsideof | srael, thenationsknew thislong beforethe
gospel was preached to them. They recognized that the world had not made
itself; they reasoned, therefore, that it must have been made by anintelligent,
transcendent power. Reason is understood here as a friend of faith.
Intelligence hel ps people to become believers.

Other readers of Romans 1:20 have interpreted this passage quite
differently. They read it in the light of the following verse, Romans 1:21,
whichsays, “Althoughthey knew God, they did not honor him asGod or give
thanksto him; they became futilein their thinking and their senseless minds
were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they becamefools. So they are without
excuse.” According to these readers, the Apostle here claimsthat, abstractly
speaking, human reason could come to the knowledge of God, but that,
concretely speaking, the exercise of reason has been distorted by the sin, the
inherited sin, that marks the whole of human existence. Here reason is
understood as ‘the wisdom of the flesh’ that leads people away from God.
Intelligenceisnot a friend of faith but its competitor or even its enemy.

Both these apparently antithetical interpretations may possibly be
correct: reason may be both a friend and an enemy of faith. This sounds
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paradoxical, but paradoxical discourse is often an appropriate way of
communicating religioustruth.

Does this debate about reason and faith concern us as theologians in the
present age? Doesit deal with questionsraisedintoday’ sworld?When secular
people look at the Solar Temple, the suicide cult that made the news a few
years ago, they find this cult totally irrational. They say these believers must
have been crazy. And what do these secular people see when they look at the
Christian church?What if they say that Christian believersarea soirrational ?
Why might they say this? Because Christians trust in something called God
that may not exist at all. What should we reply to such secular people? Should
wesay, No, no, wearenot likethe Solar Temple: our faithisnot irrational ?Or
should we say instead, Y es, you are quite right, our faith cannot be defended
by rational arguments?

L et me posethese questionsin abroader way. Should Christiansengage
in dialogue with non-believersin a rational search for common values and
cooperation? Or must Christians mistrust the intelligence of non-believers
because they still sit in darkness waiting for the light? Should we cooperate
with theworld on the basis of acommon intelligence? Or should weremain
aloof fromtheworld, blinded asitisby itssin? Theseareimportant theol ogical
guestions. They have been answered by Christians in different ways,
depending —in part at least —on their historical situation.

How did St. Paul deal withthisissueon hisvisitto Athens? In Acts17
:16-32 we find Paul standing on the Areopagus, the forum, in conversation
with Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. They say to him, “Y ou bring some
strangethingsto our ears: wewish to know what thesethingsmean.” Thecult
of aGod who resurrected the man Jesus seemed irrational to them. Thisishow
Paul replied to them: Religious people and many philosophers of your own
cultureacknowledgetheexistence of divinity. They know that thedeity exists,
but they are ignorant of what this God is like. Christians believe that this
incomprehensible Godhead has revealed itself in amazing events that
culminateinthelife, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Accordingto Actssome
of the philosophers mocked Paul’ s explanation, while others said, “We will
hear you again about this.”

Speakingin Athens, the Apostlearguesthat reason, at least inthe Greek
philosophical tradition, is capable of acknowledging the realm of the spirit
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sustained by divinity. In his conversation with the Athenian philosophers,
Paul does not identify human reason with the * wisdom of theflesh’ that leads
us astray and keeps us away from God. Reason, Paul here suggests, isahelp
to belief. Intelligence is a stepping stone or aladder leading up to faith.

Many early Christian theologianswere greatly impressed by the Greek
philosophical tradition. Why? Because its great thinkers offered rational
arguments for the existence of divinity, for the unity of humankind, for the
spiritual nature of the human person, and for theimperativefor avirtuouslife.
The theologians of antiquity praised reason as a friend of faith. For them,
‘Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the
contemplation of thetruth’ —thisisinfact aquotationfrom Pope John Paul 11’ s
recent circular letter on Faith and Reason.

At the same time, the same theologians of antiquity denounced the
practiceof theancient pagan civilization, itsidol atry, itsoppressive structures,
itsloveof pomp and pleasure, its pride and sense of superiority. Theseancient
theologians held that this unholy practice, guided by a distorted rationality,
stood under God’ sjudgment. At the end of the fourth century, St. Augustine
even foresaw the collapse of the Roman Empire and its civilization.

We notice here a curious paradox reminding us of St. Paul’s double
message. On the one hand, the dominant public culture of antiquity isseen as
shot through with error and evil, but on the other hand, a minority current
within this civilization is regarded as the bearer of great wisdom. Reason
associated with the dominant culture is distorted and leads people astray,
while a deeper form of reason, mediated by a minority trend, is a guide to
wisdom and astepping stonetofaith. Becauseaculturehasmany levels, it can,
at oneand the sametime, mediatetothe public at large both the wisdom of the
flesh’ that leadsto perdition and the ‘ wisdom of thespirit’ that leadstothetrue
and the good.

L et me now turn to our own civilization. One obviousway in which modern
thought differsfromthe philosophy of antiquity and themiddle agesistheloss
of metaphysical confidence. In moderntimes, reason hasincreasingly focused
on the empirical world and assumed its incompetence in matters spiritual .
Modern thinkers often distinguish between science, which provides certain
knowledge, and philosophical thought, which offers only opinions. Modern
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thought here deviates from the classical tradition which, as we just saw,
provided certain knowledge of the existence of a spiritual world.

The concentration of modern thinkers on the material world has also
affected their understanding of ethics. Many philosophers, especialy in the
British tradition, regard human beings as oriented by nature toward the
struggle for survival and the enhancement of their material conditions. This
view differsradically fromthethought of theclassical Greek philosophersfor
whom humans were, by their very nature, oriented towards the true and the
good. For the modern thinkers, people are essentially self-seeking, and to be
ethical, under these circumstances, meansto seek one' sadvantageinthemost
rational manner. Thisis called enlightened self-interest. Instead of aiming at
short-range benefits, the enlightened person opts for what is of advantageto
him or herinthelong run. Thisutilitarian ethicsis, infact, thedominant moral
philosophy of modern society. It goes hand in hand with the modern practice
of the self-promotion of individual sand hencewith the competition of all with
al. The image or symbol of human living is here no longer the pacified
community but the competitive market.

Thepurposeof offering thisanalysisisto shed light on the suspicion of
reason entertained by the original L utherans and Mennonitesin the sixteenth
century. They had a keen sense of the direction taken by the emerging
modernity: self-centeredness and self-promotion. This modern project was
guided by a rationality that did not deserve to be respected. Since modern
reason blessed individualism and materialism, it could not betrusted, eveniif
it claimed to demonstrate the existence of God. Luther put it rather crudely:
reason, hesaid, acted likeawhore: it went to bed with any manwho paid well.

Y et the paradoxical situation we found in the writings of Paul and in
Christian antiquity may also be true of modern civilization. The dominant
cultureand in it, the dominant form of reason, isindeed blind to the spiritual
world. Maodern techno-scientific rationality is not open to God. The type of
reasoning that rules the world militates against Christian faith. Mennonites
and Protestantswere quite right when they were suspiciousof thisreason. Y et
a the same time — and this is the paradox — there also exists in modern
civilization a deeper cultural current, a minority tradition, sustained by
religiousthinkersand philosopherswho have awider understanding of reason
and offer rational arguments for the existence of a spiritual world. For them
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intelligenceisa friend of faith. Herereason servesasastepping stoneor ladder
leading up to faithin God' s Word.

Let me say a few words about modern thinkers who think that
intelligencesupports Christian faith. They represent aminority trend. Typical
of most of them isthat they focus on peopl€e’ sinner experiences. They have
sympathy for St. Augustineg’ sadvice: “ Do not wander far and wide but return
into yourself. Deep within the human heart, there dwells the truth.” The
modern thinkers of whom | speak recognize that despite the awful things
people do to one another, many retain amoral conscience, acommitment to
love and solidarity, and ayearning for ajust and peaceful world. They carry a
utopiawithin their hearts. Some maodern thinkers marvel at this. What, they
ask, istheorigin of thismoral experience?How isit that inaworld dominated
by the lust for power and wealth, people arrive at such profound ethical
convictions, convictionsthat are morereal to them thantheknowledgederived
from science? This can only be explained if, in their conscience, people hear
a spiritual call, a transcendent summons, a divine imperative. Rational
reflection on this ethical experience assures these modern thinkers of the
reality of aspiritual realm. Reason applied to ethical experienceopensthedoor
to metaphysics. Intelligenceis here afriend of faith.

| wish to give one example of atwentieth-century secular thinker, the
German philosopher Max Horkheimer, who shared this intense ethical
conviction and who almost cameto believein God. Philosophers of antiquity
and the middle ages thought that human wisdom began with astonishment
over the beauty and wonders of the universe. They marvelled at the harmony
of the spheres. By contrast, Horkheimer was incapable of marvelling at the
world. All hislife he was deeply troubled by the injusticesin the world, the
suffering inflicted upon innocent people, and the death-dealing mal-
distribution of wealthand power intheglobal society. Hisentire philosophical
work dealt with the irrationality of the world. He did not marvel at the
universe, but sorrowed over the human situation in which the strong are
victorious over the weak. For him, the beginning of thought was not wonder
but outrage. He lamented that modern scientific reason was intelligence
disconnected from love. By bracketing the ethical dimension, he argued,
modern reason exercisesadehumani zing impact on society. Horkheimer was
not areligious man. Y et when he grew older, he began to marvel —not at the
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world—but at the power of hisethical conviction, the utopiathat haunted him
and so many other people, educated and uneducated. Horkheimer was
astonished that sunk into hisown being wasadesirefor thetrue and the good.
Thebook inwhich he offershisreflectionsonthismoral experienceisentitled
Die Sehnsucht nach demganz Anderen (The Y earning for the Totally Other).
Horkheimer did not become abeliever. He remained at the threshold. But he
argued that intelligence grounded in love is open to the possibility of God.

Some modern thinkers go further. They argue that theimpossibility of
being reconciled to an unjust society and the suffering of the innocent is an
experiential sign and expression of divine transcendence. Here reason is a
friend of faith. Reason, as St. Paul so clearly saw, has many faces. While the
dominant reason of his society wasinimical to divine revelation, at another
level, the reason of the wise —a minority trend — affirmed the existence of
divinity.





