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Editorial

Thecover photograph for thisissueof The Conrad Grebel Review, presenting
no obviousandimmediatesignification, begssomeexplanation. At first glance,
itisastudy in 1960s M ennonite headgear —themenfashionableintheir bowlers
andfedoras, thewomen modest intheir kerchiefs. But thereisanother “ gender-
political irony” here, referredto by Jeff Gundy in hisarticleon depression and
Mennonites. Thesettingisal960relief saleinlllinoisandthereistragic-comic
irony inthefact that thewomen behind the chain-link fenceare undoubtedly the
makers of the quiltsin the foreground, not the proprietary menin front. The
picturenoted by Gundy (p.14) isdightly different (wecouldn’t securetheexact
photo), but hisgrandmother EllaRingenberg, second fromtheleft, isin both.
Her life, and death, is one of the“ scatter plots’ around which Gundy’ s essay
isorganized. Histhoughtful and hopeful reflection beginswhat onehopesisan
increased discussion of the prevalenceof depressioninindividualsandfamilies
aswell asthe possibleintersectionsbetween melancholiaand particular ethno-
religioustraditions.

The other articles in this issue address questions about Anabaptism/
M ennonitism mainly from philosophical and theol ogical perspectives. Daniel
Liechty, writing from a background in theology and clinical social work,
explores the meanings of postmodernism for Anabaptism by tracing the
evolution of communications technology from the ancient through to the
postmodernworld. He proposesthat inthemove from areading-based modern
consciousnessto the currently devel oping oneoriented towardsvisual images,
Anabapti st adherentsmust caution against afixation onthewrittenword, which
Liechty describes as “a spiritual unity held firm by doctrinal conformity.”
Instead, he proposes that the “speech-action” modelled by 16" century
Anabaptists will be the best communicative tool to express ethical concerns
based on the gospel message of love.

Next, Paul Doerksen critiques theologian John Milbank’s notion of
ontological peace and raises questions about its relevance to Anabaptist
thought. Earl Zimmerman examines Menno Simons's model of a “pure”
church in a “corrupted” world and reflects on the relevance of that 16"
ecclesiological model for Mennonitechurchestoday.
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EricFriesen’ svoiceisfamiliar tomany listenersof classical musicradio
in both the United States and Canada. For many years a broadcaster on
Minnesota Public Radio, Friesen is currently heard throughout the week on
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’ s Radio Two network, ashost of several
classical music programs. We' re delighted to present hiswordsin print, ashe
reflectson hisaffinity for both classical and gospel music.

Winnipegwriter Sarah Klassen contributesashort story, introduced by
literary refractionseditor, Hildi Froese Tiessen. An assortment of book reviews
rounds out thisissue.

Marlene Epp, Editor

Cover photo: Mennonite Relief Sale, 1960, Morton, Illinois. Courtesy of the
Mennonite Central Committee photograph collection. Archives of the
Mennonite Church, Goshen, Indiana.



Scatter Plots: Depression, Silence,
and Mennonite Margins

Jeff Gundy

“It isaserious matter to bring someone back from the dead.”
-T.S. Eliot, The Cocktail Party*

Statisticianstalk about “ scatter plots,” aseries of pointson agraph that when
carefully plotted and analyzed can be made to yield all sorts of useful
information on the correlation between two variables. They have elaborate
and rigorous ways of calculating such correlations, and a considerable
vocabulary for discussing them.

Ontheinterlocking subjects of depression and silence and Mennonites,
there are many more than two variables, and | have no hope of achieving the
kind of rigor that statisticians pursue. After a summer of research | have
plenty of data, enough for hundreds of “points,” but those pointsresist being
plotted onto a neat graph or yielding a set of clear statistically significant
results. When dealing with the knottiest and most troubling human redlities,
simple conclusions are elusive. But we can hardly abandon those difficult
redities, or the people that find themselves within them, merely because of
their difficulty. So my effort here is to place some plots, some points, some
information, some stories, before you, and hopeto weavethem all together in
away that might lead toward greater understanding of how depression and
silenceand Mennonitetraditions haveintersected, resonated, and reverberated
inhuman lives.

Jeff Gundy is professor of English at Bluffton College, Bluffton, Ohio. This article
was originally delivered as the C. Henry Smith Peace Lecture of 1999.
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Pointsfor a scatter plot
Point 1

A voice, reading. Words from one of those Little Golden Books for kids you
can still get in supermarkets. A low, strangely flattened, dightly hurried voice,
asthough shedidn’t quitetrust the story but wasresigned to reading it through,
hoping it would not take too long. Why? What would be there when she
finished? Children don’t ask such questions, or if they do, they ask only in
selfish terms: Read another one, Grandma? One more? Read thisone again?

What was achild to know about her, there on the couch with the fuzzy,
pinkish-brown raised loop upholstery, there in the living room of the small
squarish brick house she and Grandpa had built in town. The boy wasyoung,
didn't remember much, didn’t notice much. Why would he remember the
note of sadness in her voice when for years he didn't understand it to be
sadness?

Point 2

The boy isten, on the floor in the upstairs room he shares with his younger
brother, atangle of small metal pieces around him. The Erector Set came to
him from hisfather or hisfather’syounger brothers, andit’sold, but it haslots
of parts and a heavy, clumsy electric motor with a complicated set of gears.
He'salready built the elevator and the merry-go-round, and now he’ sworking
onthe Ferriswhes!.

Footstepsonthestairs. It's hisfather, looking through therailing, with
something to say. Grandmais gone. The boy doesn't flail around or cry out.
They had gone to see her last night in the hospital, and his grandfather had
died awhile before. He knows he should be sad, and heis sad. Hewon't cry;
he'slearned on the playground and in the gym that only sissiescry. Though he
never exactly decidesnot to, hewill never finish the Ferriswheel.

Point 3

Henry Stalter, the boy’s great-grandfather, was a curly-haired, vigorous man
bornin 1872. Hisonly sondiedin 1915, and Henry decided in hisearly forties
that he' d had enough of farming. Herented out hisland, although he continued
to live on the farmstead, keep abig garden, and raise chickens. In 1921 his
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beloved wife Mary also died, and it was just the four girls and Henry. A
grandchild remembers Henry saying, “Why farm and work hard when there’s
no son to carry on the work?”’

Point 4

Music. Perhaps the invocation that used to be sung every Sunday in the
Waldo Mennonite Church: “ Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on me. Melt
me, mold me, fill me, use me. Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on me.”

Theboy remembersthat choruswell, and afeeling that comesalong withit: a
sort of yearning that hecan't quiteidentify, adesirefor somekind of miraculous,
transforming, otherly experiencethat he hasno languagefor except thelanguage
of the church. What would it mean, to be melted, molded, filled, and used? To
be taken out of hislittle self, away from the flat prairie and the farm and the
small church and the small town?

Point 5

Numbers. At least 11 million peoplein the United States have an episode of
depression each year, according to the Epidemiol ogic Catchment Area Survey.
Thetotal cost of the disorder has been estimated at $44 billion. Twenty-eight
percent of that isthe direct cost of medical, psychiatric, and drug treatment;
17% istheresult of the more than 18,000 associated suicides (at least half of
all peoplewho commit suicide are severely depressed); and 55% ($24 billion)
isdue to absenteeism and lowered productivity among the 72% of depressed
persons who are in the work force.?

Point 6

Definitions. What are we talking about? Professional stalk of two major types
of depressive disorders, unipolar and bipolar. The unipolar disorders, which
typically do not involve manic periods, include dysthymia (mild but persistent
depression), adjustment disorder with depressed mood, and major depressive
disorder. Bipolar disorders, which doinclude manic or hypomanic periods, are
further divided into cyclothymia, bipolar | disorder, and bipolar Il disorder.
The Diagnostic and Satistical Manual of Mental Disorders |V (DSM 1V),
the standard text of the psychiatric community, offers much more detail.
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Hereisasection of the description of bipolar |1 disorder, for example:

Theessentia feature of Bipolar |1 Disorder isaclinical coursethat
ischaracterized by the occurrence of oneor moreMajor Depressive
Episodes accompanied by at least one Hypomanic Episode.
Hypomani ¢ Episodes should not be confused with the several days
of euthymia that may follow remission of a Major Depressive
Episode. In addition, the episodes are not better accounted for by
Schizoaffective Disorder and are not superimposed on
Schizophrenia, Schizophreniform Disorder, Delusional Disorder,
or Psychotic Disorder Not Otherwise Specified. . . .2

Even academics like me might find such language difficult to read,
aloud or otherwise, without agood deal of pausing and knotting of brows. Yet
likemost professional discourseit sounds confident, rigorous, and definitive,
and in the DSM |V it's further supported by long, detailed lists. There are
exactly nine symptoms of major depression, and patients are to be diagnosed
withitif they meet “four criteriathat apply to aset of nine symptoms, five or
more of which must be observable for the same two-week period.”

Oneneed not beawild-eyed critic of the psychiatric enterprise to suspect
that these attempts at classification are hardly airtight, that such language
might provedifficult to correlate closely with actual human lives. Such critics
are easy to find; one web site quotes L.J. Davis's description of the DSM as
“the only catalogue in the world that makes money” and accusesit of being
“about as scientific and reliable as reading tea-leaves.”* Popular books and
filmslike One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and Listening to Prozac, and the
work of critics like R.D. Laing and Seth Farber have cast doubt on our
definitions of mental health and illness, and have argued that psychiatric“ help”
can be misguided and destructive even when well-intentioned. David Karp
has recently critiqued the “medicalization” of mental illness and the use of
disease modelsto addressit.®

Evenif wegrant theoverall good intentionsof mental health practitioners,
and the Mennonites among them in particular, it is a daunting task to make
any scheme, no matter how carefully constructed, do justice to the innately
subjective, individual, and often fiendishly complex welter of depressive
disorders. | have heard plenty of horror stories, and just as many healing
stories, about themental health system. Providing genuine hel p to peoplewith
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mental illness, | have come to believe, is one of the most innately difficult
challengesthat weface.

Point 7

Treatment options: atangle of drugsand therapiesand moreradical procedures.
Lithium and Prozac, Wellbutrin and Buspar, Xanax and Zoloft and Effexor.
. John’sWort and banks of sun lamps. Biopsychol ogical and psychodynamic
and behavioral and cognitive-behavioral and interpersonal psychotherapeutic
approaches. Hospitdization. Electroconvul sive shock therapy. Brain surgery.®
So many waysand means, al of them sometimesuseful, all of them sometimes
no good at al. Chekhov's words ring painfully true: “1f many remedies are
prescribed for anillness, you may be certain that theillness hasno cure.””

Point 8

Some things we do know. Though depression has no single origin and no
singlecure, thoughit existsin many formsand levelsof severity, that it troubles
and even destroys the lives of many good people is beyond question. While
much about it remains obscure, collectively we have an enormous experience
and a vast body of information on it. In fact we know a great deal, even if
much of it is confusing and little is conclusive. My hope, then, isto use this
space for some story-telling, discussion, and reflection on the subject of
depression, and some particular Mennonite experiences of depression, but
with no claimto being complete or definitive. | will offer some generalizations,
but with a keen sense that what | know is still partial, tentative, and open to
supplementation and correction.

Further plotting

No one who has battled a serious depressive episode, or walked along with
someone who has, would question that depression is a real and sometimes
devastating disorder. My nosing around suggeststhat few of usdo not have, at
the least, agood friend or relative who has struggled with major depression.
Yet depression remai ns under-reported, often misdiagnosed, dismissed asmere
gloominess or attitude, and treated casually or not at all. These dayswe may
accept intellectually what we hear from mental health authorities—that severe
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depressionislargely aproblem of brain chemistry, an organicillnessno less
than chicken pox or measles. But old fears and stereotypes are not easily
disodged. Isn’tit very different to hear that an acquaintance or arelative has,
say, diabetes, than to hear they are in a mgjor depression? Indeed, we may
never hear about the depression at all, or hear only arumor. If we do learn of
it, do we send a card? Hallmark has a huge sel ection but how many of them
seem apropos? Do we make avisit to the psych ward? It'saless cheery place
than obstetrics, maybe even scarier than Intensive Care. And when we next
seethe person, do we ask how they’ re doing, or assume that becausethey’re
out in public they must be “ over it”?

When | started telling people | was writing about depression, the first
guestion was usually whether | meant the time period or the other thing. The
next reaction was almost always a kind of knowing nod, a recognition, and
some kind of story about arelative, afriend, or a neighbor. One person said
briskly, “Oh, they cure that with drugs these days’ — but only one. Another
told of arelative who would plant a huge garden every spring in her manic
phase, then spend most of the rest of the year in bed. Another mentioned the
phrase“Mennonite Melancholia.” A pastor told methat depression isthemost
common problem she seesin her pastoral counseling work. Many had afeeling
that their particular group —Mennonites, Irish, academics, farmers, students,
whatever —isespecially proneto depression, and offered theories about what
made that so. The more | explored, however, the more | came to think that
just about every group in modern America has its share, or more than its
share, of melancholics, each with itsown particular sense of why the gloomy
tunnels of melancholy should be so familiar.

Some of the talk was guarded, aswell it might be —was | just fishing
for secretsthat shouldn’t be told? But much of it came with a sense of relief,
an eagerness to let hidden things into the air. People told me about their
relatives, their spouses, their parishioners, sometimes—awaysalittlerestrained,
and rightly so — about themselves. Everyone had a story.®

Depression is probably as old as civilization and maybe older. The
Greeksknew it well: theterm “melancholy” goesback at |east to Hippocrates,
who attributed the worry and gloom associated with the condition to asurplus
of “melankholia,” or “black bile.” Asearly asAristotle another enduring theme
emerges: that melancholy is curiously connected to certain types of
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accomplishment. “Why is it that all those who have become eminent in
philosophy or politics, or poetry or the artsare clearly melancholics?’ heasks
in“Problematica.” The Hebrews knew their own black spells; we have only
to read Job, or Ecclesiastes, or Psalms such as Ps. 22: “My God, my God,
why hast thou forsaken me? Why art thou so far from helping me, from the
words of my groaning? O my God, | cry by day, but thou dost not answer;
and by night, but find no rest.”

It seemsclear that David the poet-king knew what another poet, Nerval,
would centuries|ater call “the black sun of melancholy.” Perhaps because so
many poets and artists seem to encounter depression, thereis no shortage of
vivid, compelling, fascinating accounts of it.° Many of the greatest poems
have their deepest roots in melancholy, and so of course do the lesser ones.
There are plentiful memoirs and first-person accounts, and even a sub-genre
of academic or scholarly works by authors whose interest in the subject is
morethan professiona . One of the earliest of these, Robert Burton’ svoluminous
Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), still makes for fascinating and worthwhile
reading. It is an immense, baggy compendium of verse, quotation, ancient
lore, opinion, hearsay, and the best scientific information avail able at thetime.
While the science sounds ludicrous today, much of the description still rings
true. Hereis Burton on the seductive attractions of melanchaly:

[M]ost pleasantitisat first, to such asare melancholy given, tolie
in bed whole days, and keep their chambers, to walk alone in
some solitary Grove, betwixt Wood and Water, by a Brook side,
to meditate upon some delightsome and pleasant subject . ... A
most incomparabledelight it issoto melancholize, & build castles
intheair, to go smiling to themselves, acting aninfinite variety of
parts. ... until at last the scene isturned upon a sudden, by some
bad object, and they, being now habituated to such vain meditations
and solitary places, can endure no company, can ruminate of nothing
but harsh and distasteful subjects. Fear, sorrow, suspicion, clownish
timidity, discontent, cares, and weariness of life surprisethemina
moment, and they can think of nothing el se; continually suspecting,
no sooner aretheir eyesopen, but thisinfernal plague of Melancholy
seizeth on them, and terrifiestheir souls. . .*°
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We need to make an important though difficult distinction here. A
“melancholy” sense of thetrials and burdens of existence —which indeedis
hardly unrealistic and which, as Burton notes, has its charms as well asiits
terrors — is (I suspect) a feeling that most of us know. There is a poetic
melancholy that | know well, a sadness that has scope and dimension and
meaning, and out of it comes art that struggles with the deepest mysteries of
love and loss and death. But this melancholy, while far from “happiness,” is
fundamentally different from the pernicious, overwhelming, life-sapping
depression that itsvictims speak of with the most earnest horror.

Asanexampleof “poetic’” melancholy, Keats's* Ode on Melancholy”
isheart-wrenching:

She dwellswith Beauty — Beauty that must die;
And Joy, whose hand isever at hislips
Bidding adieu; and aching Pleasure nigh,
Turning to Poison whilethe bee-mouth sips.
Aye, inthevery temple of delight
Veil’ d Melancholy hasher sovran shrine,
Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue
Can burst Joy’sgrape against his palatefing;
His soul shall taste the sadness of her might,
And be among her cloudy trophies hung.

Thereisareal sadnesshere, surely —onedriven by awareness of death
and thefleeting nature of life. Yet thereisastrange delight inthelinesaswell,
inthe savor of thelanguage, intheway it bursts on the tongue like the grape of
Joy. When Keats writesin “Ode to a Nightingale” that he “has been half in
love with easeful death” —both poemswere written while hewas nursing his
brother Tom, near death from tuberculosis —we sense that heis not about to
fall all theway inlovewith death, that the poemisitself an act of resistanceas
well asrecognition.

The difference between such melancholy and the darker, more pernicious
state of the worst depression becomes clearer if we consider one of Gerard
Manley Hopkins's“terrible sonnets’:
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| wake and feel the fell of dark, not day.

What hours, O what black holrs we have spent
Thisnight! what sights you, heart, saw; ways you went!
And moremust, inyet longer light’sdelay.

With witness | speak this. But where | say
Hours| mean years, mean life. And my lament
Iscriescountless, crieslike dead | etters sent
To dearest him that lives alas! away.

| am gal, | am heartburn. God's most deep decree
Bitter would have me taste: my taste wasme;
Bonesbuiltin me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse.

Selfyeast of spirit adull dough sours. | see
Thelost arelikethis, and their scourgeto be
As| am mine, their sweating selves, but worse.*?

When | think of my great-grandpaHenry Stalter losing hisson and his
wifeinhisforties, renting out hisland, retiring to hisgarden and his prize Buff
Orpington hens, | get melancholic. But that's no proof that Henry himself
underwent more than the normal human grief over hislosses, much lessthat
hewaswhat wewould call depressed. Farmersworked hard in those daysand
often retired early, though seldom quite as young as he did. And in his forty
years of retirement, from what his children and grandchildren remember, he
was not miserable or withdrawn. He had a twinkle in his eye and a lively
interest in the world. You didn’t want to interrupt him when the market re-
ports came on theradio at noon, and he was not easily convinced of the merits
of chemical fertilizer and indoor plumbing, but he alwayshad ahug and some
candy for the young ones.® If he was depressed, he seems to have hidden it
well —itsdlf, of course, not an unprecedented thing for an American Mennonite
man to do.

Itisgenerally agreed that the tendency to depression doesruninfamilies,
for reasons that are probably partly genetic and partly not.* Henry Stalter’s
daughter Ella Kathryn was born on March 15, 1901 on the family farm just
north of Meadows, where her grandfather Chris Stalter had broken thevirgin
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prairie after emigrating from thefamily estatein south Germany. Shelived all
her lifewithin ten milesof that farm, playing atraditional, quiet, vigorous part
in her church and community. She married Arthur Henry Ringenberg, who
went to the Flanagan Mennonite Church just down the road, on Sept. 19,
1923 “at a pretty home wedding in the home of the bride's father, Henry
Stalter.”*® They had three children: Merna, Vernon, and finaly Arlene, my
mother, who haslived her adult lifejust three-fourths of amile down theroad
from the farm where she was born.

Art and Ellahad amodest life but asteady one. Theland was good and
thefarm supported them well even through the Depression. Art’sfather Chris
came out to help with the garden and the farm work for many years, and
besides the field crops (corn, soybeans, oats, and hay) and sheep, chickens,
and cattle, they rai sed vegetabl esand kept afair-sized orchard —appl es, peaches,
plums, apricots, pears, and cherries—with blackberries, raspberries, grapes,
and strawberries to boot. They worked hard but so did everyone else they
knew, at least those who prospered. There was time to make car trips to the
west and to Florida, bringing back stories and souvenirs—ashell with alight
inside, a plaster fawn. They were active in the Waldo Mennonite Church,
where Art wasatrustee and on various committees, but neither sought to bea
public figure. In the mid-fifties they turned the farm over to their son Vernon
and built a new brick house in Flanagan, five miles away. From all that |
know, their years together were quiet and good ones, and that is how they
should be remembered.

Yet | can't quite let them rest there. One further story comes from a
photograph included in Willard Smith’s Mennonites in Illinois. Among the
illustrations is a full-page photo of six men in hats and coats or insulated
overalls standing behind atable piled with quiltsand comforters. The caption
reads: “ [llinoisMennonite Relief Sale Committeein 1960 at Congerville, lllinois,
with (left to right): Ralph Vercler, John Roth, Charles Hoffman, Clarence
Yordy, Kenneth Burkey, Homer Springer. Presumably the men themselves
did not make the quilts.” 1

| had looked at this photo several times, since Homer ismy great-uncle
—hiswife Adawas Ella’'s sister, and he took over Henry Stalter’s farm after
their marriage. Homer seemsto be wishing thiswere over so he could go back
to setting up tablesand moving chairs. In the background, unmentionedinthe
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caption, isachain-link fence and behind it arow of scarved heads. Six women,
looking inthe general direction of the camerabut clearly not part of the“ official”
shot —and one of them is EllaRingenberg. | didn’t even notice those women
until I was looking at the photo with my mother; she spotted her mother at
once and seemed tickled to find her there. Ellaiswearing alight-col ored coat
and a scarf knotted under her chin. She has glasses, and her graying hair
shows above her forehead; in 1960 she would have been 59. She seemsto be
looking just over the cameraman’s left shoulder, although something in her
stance and her still, somber face makes methink that she had seen the camera
and knew shewould bein the picture, if only in the background.

The gender-political ironies here don’t need much laboring. Almost
certainly Ella Ringenberg and the rest of the women behind the fence, or
otherslike them, had made the quilts—which are actually, at least the onesin
the picture, mostly knotted comforters. | doubt that these women spent much
time complaining to each other or anyone else about being relegated to the
background once again. | suspect that they were mostly used to it and that
many of them accepted such status asthe natural order. But as| studied Ella’s
faceinthisphoto | found myself believing, or perhapsjust wanting to believe,
that she felt something at this moment — alittle tug against the busy, ordered
surface of her days, an intimation that in another world she might havelived
another, perhapslarger life.

That year, 1960, wasthe year Ella’ s husband Art died, in December; it
was a cancer — stomach or pancreas—that came on fast. His obituary sayshe
had been ill for three months, so in March they probably had no idea that
anything was wrong. They had spent much of the winter in Florida, as they
had sincetheir retirement. He was 63.

EllaRingenberg herself died three years|ater, not ahappy woman. She
grieved, asanyonewould, for her husband, but she had moretrouble emerging
from her grief than some. It seems evident that she dlipped into what we
would call depression, though clinical precisionisnot possiblenow. Thefamily
knew that she was lonely and unhappy — her children al lived within afew
miles, and they were in contact almost daily — and tried to help. My cousins
and | often took turns staying overnight with Grandma during those years,
visits that our parents presented to us not as duties but as a sort of puzzling
treat, something we were supposed to enjoy, though | found them more different
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than exciting. My grandmother was aquiet woman always, and my ten-year-
old notions of fun didn’t much overlap with hers. | remember her flat voice
reading to me from Little Golden Books when | was quite young, and |
remember lying awake at night in the north bedroom with my grandfather’s
nightshirt tangled awkwardly around my small legs, trying to sleep in that
oddly bright and occasionally noisy space. Therewereno carsor lightsinthe
country. But in the morning there was breakfast, and a quarter to put in my
pocket as | went off to school.

Ella spastor at thetime, Jack Stalter, also knew of her troubles. Hetold
me, “When your grandpadied, it was hard on your grandma. . . . | remember
we encouraged her to go see this counselor at Mennonite Hospital. And she
went once, and she wouldn't go back any more. And | can understand that.
She wasn't of the nature for peopleto ask her alot of questions and all that
kind of stuff. She wouldn’t enjoy that.”’

I know exactly what Jack means about this kind of quiet, although |
didn't quite realize how reticent my family can be until | married into one
whose members habitually discussthe most intimate topicsin extensive and
sometimes obsessive detail. In John Edgar Wideman's Brothersand Keepers
hereflects on asimilar reservein hisfamily, especially between him and his
brother Robby:

Neither of us had learned very much about sharing our feelings
with family members. At home it had been assumed that each
family member possessed deep, powerful feelings and that very
little or nothing at all needed to be said about these feelings. . . .
Privacy was a bridge between you and the rest of the family. But
you had to learn to control the traffic.®

When | talked about this passage with a class, some students were
baffled by it. But | felt a deep resonance with Wideman's words. They have
little to do with love or its absence; he is concerned with what we say and
don't say to each other, and especially with the detailed discussion of the
emotional and psychological dimensions of our lives. In some ways | think
Ella's family — my family — fits the stereotypes of the reserved, phlegmatic
Swiss Mennonites almost too well. We tend to assume that because we do
care for each other, we don’t need to talk about it much, and that things are
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generally al right aslong aswe can’t find much to say about them. If things
arenot al right, we havelittle practice at the kind of discourse that we need.

| doubt it wasjust my family. Jack Stalter said of Henry, Ella, and Art
that “they had a faith that you just didn't move. Those older people — they
had afaith that carried them through. They had aworld view and a patience
with the way things are . . . .” On one hand, | trust Jack’s judgment and
admire the faith he describes. On the other, | can’t help but think that their
silence and patience sometimes masked distress they found no good way to
reveal. They were not people trained in, or comfortable with, expressing
themselvesvery fully or clearly, especidly about their feelings. Their community
withitslong tradition of quiet, amost wordlessfaith, did not encourage questions
or even much discussion of loss, grief, and doubt. Somehow | associate that
faith with thelow voice | remember, with the figurein the background of the
Relief Sale photo. Would it have changed my grandmother’s life to have
grown up with more permission to speak loudly, to be angry, to claim her
griefs?

Many believe that losses, especially of parents, and “incomplete
mourning” are common sources of depression. It's tempting to suggest that
the roots of Ella’s struggle are here as well. As ateen she lost a brother and
then, barely out of her teens, her mother. She had lived all her lifeinaculture
where an undemonstrative, stoic demeanor wasthe norm. If shewas expected
to grieve only briefly and moderately for her mother, to accept the ways of
God with little outward show and to return quickly to the daily rounds, who
can say what went on in her heart? Who can say what lingered within her for
years, perhaps shadowed even to her, to emerge when she was confronted
with yet another early |oss?

Mennonites have no corner on reticence, of course, and in the nearly
forty years since Ella’ s illness some things have changed both in the church
andinthewider culture. Theincreasingly educated and sophisticated Mennonite
mainstream is more willing to seek and accept counseling and other aid, and
under the direction of Mennonite Mental Health Services(MMHS) anumber
of mental health facilities have been established in communities across the
United States with concentrations of Mennonites.”® The MMHS institutions
havetheir rootsin the World War |1 experience of conscientious objectorsin
state mental health facilities, and represent a significant effort toward more
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humane and Christian carefor those with mental illnesswho are close enough
to usetheir services. Still, as Ella s story and many others demonstrate, such
efforts can hardly be said to have solved the ongoing problem of depression
and other mental illness among Mennonites or in the wider culture. Many
Mennonites remain too far from the institutions, are too reluctant to seek
treatment, or find that their conditionsresist even the best available care.

Yearning, lossand silence

To begin to understand why depression remains such a persistent reality, we
must exploreat least briefly the most significant theories about depression and
melancholy. In hisground-breaking essay “Mourning and Melancholia’ Freud
argues that those two states are closely related; the key difference he seesis
theloss of self-esteemin melancholy. If thework of mourning isto withdraw
libido from attachment to the loved one, to learn to live without him or her,
then melancholy may also involveloss of alove-object, though sometimesan
unconsciousone. “Ingrief,” Freud says, “the world becomes poor and empty;
in melancholy it isthe ego itself [which becomes poor and empty] ... ."%

Andyet, Freud cameto believe, the melancholic grappling with lossis
more than an aberration to be avoided or cured; it may be abasic element of
self-formation. In The Ego and the Id he suggests that the process by which
“an object which waslost hasbeen set up againinsidetheego . . . hasagreat
share in determining the form taken by the ego.”# In arecent essay on the
psychological novel Nightwood, Victoria Smith extends this argument that
melancholy may be useful, even necessary; sheclaimsthat “[m]elancholiaisa
tool that sculpts the ego in moving back and forth between the psyche and
culture.”2 And JuliaKristeva, aleading contemporary psychoana ytic theorist
who has also struggled personally with melancholy, writes with wrenching
ambivalence of her experience of deep depression: “My painisthehidden side
of my philosophy, itsmute sister. . . . Without abent for melancholiathereis
no psyche, only atransition to action or play.

“Without a bent for melancholia there is no psyche.” A strong claim,
and one that may seem at odds with some of this essay and with the general
run of both North American and Mennonite society. Surely, in our sometimes
obsessive pursuit of happiness, many North Americans have sought to push
melancholy asfar away aspossible. Just assurely, in our sometimes obsessive
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pursuit of community and discipleship, M ennonites have often sought to dismiss
melancholy as mere selfish indulgence, expecting that will and faith alone
should allow usto overcome or simply ignoreit.

Both my research and my experience suggest that thereisno lifewithout
loss, and that Freud and Kristevaareright that some degree of melancholy as
ameansof confronting that reality may bemoreor lessindispensable. If o, to
deny or trivialize thereality of depression, to fail to generate ways of coping
with our inescapable melancholy, and to confuse truly dangerous depression
with its lesser relatives may all prove dangerous. The work is not easy or
smple.

Depression isoften characterized asa“woman’sdisease” ; some studies
indicate that unipolar disorders are diagnosed roughly twice asofteninwomen
as in men.?* However, as Terrence Real and others have argued, male
depression may often be masked or hidden by other symptoms and behaviors,
including alcohol and drug use. In addition, Real claims, “We tend not to
recognize depression in men because the disorder itself is seen as unmanly.
Depression carries, to many, adouble stain —the stigmaof mental illnessand
alsothestigmaof ‘femining’ emotionality.”? Thus many men endure “covert
depression” that isnever recognized or identified as such.

Thedeep and compl ex rel ations between melancholy and religion have
been probed in severa recent books. Donald Capps's Men, Religion, and
Melancholia: James, Otto, Jung, and Erikson explores the personal lives of
thosefour great students of the psychology of religion. Capps concludesthat
“something deeply psychological liesbehind religiousmelancholy”:

[T]he psychological precursor to the adult’sreligious experience
of forsakennessisthe experience of separation from one'smother,
because thisisthe moment when the child first experienceswhat it
meansto bea“dispirited soul,” to “feel bereft,” in one's"“heart.” %

The sense of being “forsaken,” outside God's love, is surely at the
heart of religiousmelancholy, whatever its sources. Strong feglings of isolation
and loss are almost universal in depression. On this subject Kristevawrites
that “ The depressed person hastheimpression of having been deprived of an
unnameabl e, supreme good, of something unrepresentabl e, that perhaps only
devouring might represent, or an invocation might point out, but no word
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could signify.”?” When | read this passage | was immediately caught by the
word “invocation” and taken back to the onel remember best from my youth:
“Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on me. Melt me, mold me, fill me, use
me. . . . " Within those words, surely, is a yearning for exactly the sort of
direct union, or reunion, that Kristevadescribes.

The church can create a space for the corporate expression of such
yearning — but what if it remains subjectively only a yearning without
satisfaction?If welearn that we should feel God's presence powerfully, even
constantly, but do not, then what? In Freda Zehr’s account of a conservative
Mennonite childhood, her sense of guilt, unworthiness, and exclusion clearly
is not associated with loss of aloved one, but with aheavy, clumsy authority
that imposesitswill largely through guilt and negativerules:

(No ball games, no radio, no associating with non Mennonites,
plain clothes, cape dresses, black stockings, endlesslistsof rules—
this is wrong, that is wrong, even my unbidden, unconscious
thoughts were wrong.) . . . it left me severely depressed with
obsessive and compulsive thoughts of fear and worthlessness. . . .
| did not feel love, but rather | felt judgment and criticism from
thosein authority over my spiritual life. Hence | did not feel love
for or from God. A heavy sense of guilt hung over me[. . .] no
matter how many trips| madeto the altar of thosetent revivalsin
the “Big Valley” each summer. .. %

Others| have spoken with describe similar feelings of depression, self-
doubt, and even salf-loathing associ ated with rigid power structuresand sermons
heavy on guilt but short on redemption. If one origin of depressionisin a
sense of disconnection and loss, then it seems clear that another may be a
sense of inadequacy imposed by a church that seemsto demand perfection of
itsmembers and even of its children. In Religious Melancholy and Protestant
Experiencein America, Julius Rubin notes that an earnest quest for spiritual
experience can yield to a melancholy sense of isolation. He cites a recent
survey which found that “areligiouslife founded upon theimmediacy of the
indwelling spirit (spirituality or God's presencein one’s heart) al so produced
problemsof ‘ dispirited souls' and thosewho fed bereft of Godintheir hearts.”

Mennonite religious practice varies widely, and so does the level and
typeof authority exerted within congregations. Many pastorsand church leaders
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arekeenly aware of theissues| have been tracing here, and deal as sensitively
and constructively as they are able with mental health issues in their
congregations. Some are well-meaning but lack the training or resources to
meet the challenge of ministering to the depressed. | suspect that otherswould
till arguethat preserving the community or leading soulsto salvationismore
important than humanistic notions like “mental health” anyway. | make no
blanket accusationshere. But | believe we must recognize the damage, however
unwitting, that our patternsof worship and discipline caninflict on vulnerable
hearts and minds — and that many who are burdened with depression and
other mental illnesseswill and should seek hel p within their congregations. We
must be prepared to provide such help.

Thereisno one origin of depression, religiousor otherwise. Childhood
trauma is often a factor, but not always, and as we have just seen, such
trauma can come from loss of aloved one, especially amother, but also from
mistreatment and abuse by family members or other authority figures. The
whirlpool of changes and pressures adolescence often brings can generate
depression that is sometimes misread asmerely “astage.” In adults, job stress,
family pressures, childbirth, and other life changes can all trigger depressive
episodes, with or without strong underlying factors. The physical declineand
loss of loved ones that come with aging may yield depression among the
elderly. Similar complexity aso holdsregarding physical and biological factors.
Brain chemistry typically changesin severe depression, but just why and how
those changes happen — or even whether they are causes or effects —is still
not fully understood. A careful search for understanding of causes may be
crucia to individual cases of depression, but here | can only consider more
generally how we talk (and don't talk) about depression and other mental
illnesses, and how we can help each other as much as possible.®

Among all my confusions about this subject, | will say afew things
assertively. First, we need ways of speaking of such inner states, in al their
complexity and difficulty, that will be heard and recognized. The greatest
danger of depression is that there is often no way out of it from the inside.
Some kind of help is hecessary, but thefirst step isto emerge somehow from
the silence in which it seems impossible even to communicate the reality of
on€e'ssituation to another.
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The theme of silence, and of the near-impossibility of adequately
communicating the feel of the disease to those who have not experienced it,
hasturned up over and over in my research. Depression isoften aprofoundly
alienating experience, inflicting a pain that even its most articulate victims
struggle to describe accurately. Novelist William Styron, whose Darkness
\isibleis one of the most eloquent memoirs of depression, writesthat “if the
pain [of depression] were readily describable most of the countless sufferers
from this ancient affliction would have been able to confidently depict . . .
some of the actual dimensions of their torment, and perhaps elicit a
comprehension that hasbeen generally lacking.”3* Mennonite poet and editor
Victor Jerrett Enns offers this effort: “From persona experience | believe
depression (particularly unipolar, severe, clinical depression) silencesmy ability
to imagine, to create, to communicate and to care. When people ask what it
feels like to be clinically depressed, | often refer to how boring it is. There
seems to be so little ‘content’ or ‘experience,” even of the imagination, in a
severe depression.” %2

The difficulty of describing the pain of depression may be intensified
by traditional Mennonite reticence and by our general social reluctancetotalk
too much about our deepest feelings. Depression at itsmost perniciousinvolves
most acutely the near-total loss of energy and hope — in change, in getting
better, eveninthe possibility of meaningful communication. At such an extreme
it has almost nothing to do with the creative, even energizing melancholy of
which Kristeva speaks. If it persists for long, ailmost inevitably the sufferer
begins to suspect that lifeitself is not worth living, and that ending it will at
|east mean the cessation of pain.

Asmany as one out of five cases of severe depression endsin suicide.
The willingness to deliberately end one's life is surely the most alien and
alienating element of depression, the most difficult for those who have never
been stricken by it to understand. The public reaction to the 1987 suicide of
author and Holocaust survivor Primo Levi drew astrong response from William
Styron, whose own depression brought him to the brink of suicide as well.
Styron believes that depressives contemplate suicide “[not] because of any
frailty, and rarely out of impulse, but becausethey areinthegrip of anillness
that causes amost unimaginable pain. . . . In the popular mind, suicide is
usually the work of a coward or sometimes, paradoxically, a deed of great
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courage, but it is neither; the torment that precipitates the act makes it often
one of blind necessity.” Heinsists that we see suicide in new terms: “[Levi]
succumbed to a disease that proved to be malignant, and not a shred of moral
blame should be attached to the manner of his passing.”*

Such an understanding, however, does not change the need to fight the
disease's malignancy. A second point | think crucial, then, isthat healing is
possible, and even likely. Most people do recover from even the most severe
depression, especialy if they get good help, though many continueto struggle
with it periodically. In this process the rebirth of hope is the most essential
step. Again, Styroniseloguent:

those who are suffering asiege, perhapsfor the first time, [must]
betold — be convinced, rather —that theillnesswill runits course
and that they will pull through. . . . It may require on the part of
friends, lovers, family, admirers, an almost religious devotion to
persuade the sufferers of life'sworth, whichisso oftenin conflict
with a sense of their own worthlessness, but such devotion has
prevented countless suicides.®

It is tempting but often false to believe that depression is a matter of
will power and mental attitude, that people can just “snap out of it” if they
really want to, if they know we're “there for them,” if they just adjust their
behavior, their diet, or their attitude. These beliefs are just about as useful in
cases of severe depression as expecting someone with a broken leg or
tuberculosisto simply “snap out of it.” Jane Kenyon'sacute, deeply felt poem
“Having it Out with Melancholy” includes an equally pernicious Christian
variation: “You wouldn’t be so depressed / if you really believed in God.” %
Faith can becrucial in recovery from depression, but to blame depression on a
lack of faithisboth unhelpful and ignorant.

Finally, the severely depressed need to get help that is professional and
sustained. Breaking the silenceisastart, but often only astart. Thetreatment
options | mentioned earlier, imperfect as they are, are far better than in the
past. There are many things that can be done but only if those in need find
their way — and are guided or pushed, if necessary — to the best treatment
available. None of uscan help everyone but we must do all we can to seethat
no one goes into the darkness alone.
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It isa serious matter to bring someone back . . .

EllaStalter Ringenberg died on aspring day in 1963, not quite amonth
past her sixty-second birthday. That | should be speaking of her must seem
strange to her, if she is listening. She was not a woman to seek out or to
welcome attention. | believe shelived with theideathat she should, must, be
satisfied with things asthey were, and that thisbelief served her quitewell for
along time, and then not so well. We will not know what thoughts she had
thoselast weeksand days of her life, what demons she struggled with or what
prayers sheraised. Even the circumstances of her passing are not clear, and |
will say no more about them. | know that | have transgressed already on her
privacy and that of her family, and | hope to be forgiven for putting into cold
print these fragments of her story.

Let her rest in peace now. But let her also not be forgotten. Let us
remember that she needed akind of help that even those who knew and loved
her, who were close by and tried their best, could not figure out how to give
her. Let us not blame them. But let us learn to do better.

Thelittlebrick houseis4till there on Main Street, though Art’ snightshirts
have not hung in its closets for a long time now, and Ella has long since
stopped reading books and passing out quarters to the grandchildren who
spend quiet nightswith her. Their own children are aready nearly grown. Her
murmuring voicestill lingersin my memory, losing afew wisps of substance
each day; it is even and low, with a burr that only hints at what might be
happening within as she reads someone else’s words to the skinny, slightly
uneasy little boy on her lap. Thereislovein the voice for me, and if thereis
not quite enough lovethereto stretch over herself, how can achild be expected
to know that?

Hopeisnot aluxury. It isas necessary aswater, air, or food. It can be
nurtured and encouraged if it cannot be created from nothing. | am not talking
about foolish optimism or silly promisesthat everything will bejust fine. The
hope | mean is inextricable from those other great, difficult necessities that
Paul spoke of: faith and love. This hope is perhaps austere, obviously
complicated; certainly it containsafull awarenessthat none of our liveswill or
should befreefrom pain and trouble and loss. But it isahopethat we can live,
act, speak, love, and worship; and that we can serve our brothers and sisters
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aswereceivetheir serviceto us, and in so doing find meaning in the midst of
all our troubles.

In aquite real sense depression is aland of the dead. Like that other
great and mysteriousland —that which liesbeyond true, physical death—itis
amurky, frightening realm. But it is one that we must dare to enter, if we are
toliveup to our promiseto bear each others' burdens. It isaserious matter to
bring someone back from the dead |ands of depression, too seriousand difficult
for any one of usto accomplish on our own. But it iswork that urgently needs
doing. The night may be long and dark, but we have the promise that joy
cometh in the morning.%
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Communication Technology and the Development
of Consciousness.Reframing the
Discussion of Anabaptists and Postmoder nity

Danid Liechty

Postmodernism has been defined variously and used differently in different
contexts.* | begin by laying out explicitly my assumptionsfor thisessay. After
receiving graduate degreesin religion and theology, | continued professional
training in clinical socia work, which is an interdisciplinary profession
combining the perspectives of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy with the
sociological perspectives of systems theory and social processes.
Consequently, when | approach the question, “ What ispostmodernism?’ | do
not think of itintermsof asocial, political, or philosophical movement inthe
abstract, nor asadisembodied aesthetic style. Rather, | think of postmodernism
asastyleof consciousness, aset of mental habits, aconglomerate of common
sensenotionsabout theworld and how onenavigatesor negotiatesactionwithin
that world. Thisstyle of consciousness can be compared with and contrasted
toother stylesof consciousness. | alsolook for thespecific material conditions
inwhich contrasting styles of consciousness arerooted and which bring these
stylestofruition.

What follows is a brief outline of four such styles of consciousness,
whichl call the Ancient, Premodern, Modern, and Postmodern styles. | suggest
that each of these styles corresponds to specific material conditionswhich |
designate as “communications technology.” | then place sixteenth-century
Anabaptism within this scheme of consciousness, and finally | indicate areas
where the heirs of Anabaptism might contribute positively in a world
characterized by the emerging postmodern style of consciousness.

Daniel Liechty is an alumnus of Eastern Mennonite College, Associated
Mennonite Biblical Seminary and the Eastern European Program of the
Mennonite Central Committee. He is currently assistant professor in the School
of Social Work, Illinois Sate University, Normal, IL.
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My reflections are based mainly on threevery different but important books.
Thefirst, The Origins of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral
Mind, was published some twenty years ago by a Princeton professor of
psychology, Julian Jaynes.? The second appeared adecade ago and waswidely
reviewed inthe popular press. Amusing Our selvesto Death: Public Discourse
in the Age of Show Business by Neil Postman.® The third came out quite
recently: The Spell of the Sensuous. Perception and Language in a More-
Than-Human World by anthropol ogi st and ecophilosopher David Abram.*

In his book, Jaynes reported on a quest for the origins of human self-
consciousness, that aspect of the individual human ego which fosters self-
reflection and psychological interiority. Humans have this attribute, other
animals apparently do not. Therefore, it must have appeared in the course of
human evolution, whether suddenly or gradually. We commonly assumeitis
thisvery aspect of our psychology that makesus' human,” andthat all of those
ancestorswe identify as human must have shared this style of consciousness.
What struck Jaynes as he examined the oldest written texts of human history
wasthat wedo not findindi cations of thisstyle of consciousnesspresentinthe
most ancient written texts. What we find in these texts are not people who act
as aresult of interior reflection and internal dialogue, but people who act in
simpleand quite direct obedienceto the commands of voicesthey understand
tobethevoicesof gods. Thegeniusof Jaynes swork isthat, rather thanignore
thisevidenceor explainit away on the basisof modern disbelief in such gods,
hetook it seriously and hypothesized that ancient peopledid indeed hear such
voices. Jaynessuggested that obediencetowhat isunderstood to betheexternal
commands of godsisadistinctive style of consciousness made possible by a
distinctive organization of informationinthe human brain. Thishelabeled the
bicameral mind.

Drawing onagrowing pool of brainfunction studiesfromawidevariety
of disciplines, Jaynes began to see that what we call self-consciousness, the
human sense of self or ego, is a metaphor for how our brains organize and
processinformation. Wemight say itistheparticular configuration of our hard
drive, to use a computer analogy.® Y et we know from working with brain-
injured people that the human brain is able to organize information and
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functioning in many different ways when influenced to do so by external
circumstances. In thetwenty years since Jaynes published hiswork, this pool
of brain function studies has increased exponentially in number, scope, and
exactness, now aided by new technologiessuchas CAT scanning and magnetic
resonanceimaging (MRI), whichyieldvisua imagesof functioningbrainfields.
All of thisnew work, unavail ableto Jaynes, clearly supportsthehypothesison
brain devel opment and functioning on which he based histhesis.®

All of thebest clinical and experimental data, child devel opmental data,
aswell as clinically based narrative observations (as found, for example, in
Oliver Sacks' s popular writings) point toward the conclusion that the human
brainisvery plastic in relation to its environment. Based on this conclusion,
Jaynessuggested thereisno concretereasontoinsist that the brains of ancient
humanswere organized or configured in exactly the sameway asour own. In
other words, if we approach theknown datawithout prejudiceor bias, wemust
hold asat |east plausibl e the notion that ancient people commonly had quitea
different style of consciousnessfrom our own. As Jayneswrote:

Thebrainismore capable of being organized by the environment
than we have hitherto supposed and therefore could have undergone
such a change as from bicameral to [self] conscious man mostly
on the basis of learning and culture.” . . . The brain teems with
redundant centers, each of which may exert direct influenceon a
fina common pathway, or modulate the operation of others, or
both, their arrangements abl e to assume many forms and degrees
of coupling between constituent centers. . . . [The human brain]
provides an organism where the early developmental history of
the individual can make a great difference in how the brain is
organized.®

Applying theseideasto human evol utionary history, the picture Jaynes
presented is one of primitive hominids slowly emerging from the kind of
consciousnesswe see commonly in dogs, cats, and higher primatesthrough a
specific communication technology, the development and use of human
language. These early beings were not self-conscious, however. They
communicated mainly through gestures, mimetic actions, and symtonic
vocalizations. But ashuman language devel oped, it beganto first incorporate
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and then supplant thesegestures, actionsand vocalizations, eventually creating
thebicameral style of consciousness. | nbicameral consciousness, thethought
side of the brain is not connected to the action side of the brain through the
metaphorical, symbolic self, which in modern consciousness ties these two
sides together. The person, identified with action, therefore perceived the
promptingsfrom thethought side of the brain (that whichwemodernsperceive
as an internal, verba dialogue or narrative) to be external commands from
external sources. Nothing we know from brain studies would preclude this
bicameral organization of consciousness, and much suggestsit would be an
expected intermediary stage between the type of consciousness we see in
certain other animal speciesand our own modern style.

Becausethereare no written sourcesfrom beforetherewaswriting, we
obvioudly haveno direct accessinto human consciousnessinthisearly stageof
development. Much of Jaynes's hypothesizing was based on educated
inference and speculation, whichisperhaps onereason that hisbook hasbeen
overlooked these past two decades. It didn’t hel p thecliniciansdo therapy and
it didn’t contain charts and datafor the experimentalists; therefore, it had no
natural constituency or community of supporters within its discipline.® As
Jaynes noted, we begin to have sources rendering direct access into the
consciousnessof human beingsonly withthe advent of anew communications
technology, namely writing. Hesuggested, however, that inthemost ancient of
written sources, such asthe ol dest sectionsof the Bible, thelliad and other such
sources, wedo catch afleeting glimpse of thisancient style of consciousnessin
itsvery end stage, just asit was being displaced by the style of consciousness
which emergeswithwriting.

What | am designating as the pre-modern style of consciousness, in
whicharudimentary senseof self or ego beginsto develop, ismade possibleby
thedevel opment of writing. Withwriting, thedirectly communicating voi cesof
thegodsbeginto disappear, aphenomenon noticed and puzzled over by many
modern commentators.’® Like Jaynes, David Abram combed ancient literature
for his cluesin exploring thisjuncture, but heisalso tuned in experientialy,
through shamani stic training gained during hisfield studiesin anthropology, to
the styles of conscious awareness found even today among contemporary
preliterate people. Abram does not cite Jaynes's book and is apparently
working completely independently of Jaynes' s ideas. Nevertheless, though
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both histerminology and hisfocus of attention differ considerably fromthose
of Jaynes, there is an amazing congruence between these two writers in
presenting what Abram calls the preliterate consciousness and what Jaynes
callsthebicameral mind.

Abram suggeststhat the preliterate style of consciousnessdoesnot think
of itself as separate from the non-human world (what he call s the more-than-
humanworld). Such aperson hearsinthecallsof birdsand animals, therushing
river andintherustling of thewind acommunicationjust asreal andintentional
asisheardin human speech. Thispersonwould in fact think of human speech
asbeing in the same category asthe callsand cries of birds, animals, and the
wind. Communication utilizesall senses, not only (or even alwaysprimarily)
sight and sound.

The preliterate consciousness does not have a strong sense of
individuality or symbolic self. When asked to reflect on hisor her motivesfor
aparticular action, such aperson morelikely thinksof himself or herself inthe
third person plural than thefirst person singular (e.g., “sons of Motzi go here
thistime of year”). Like Jaynes, Abram suggests that the advent of writing
eventually brokedown thisstyle of consciousnessand expelled human beings
fromthegarden of lushly sensual existenceto aplacewherethegods (and birds,
animals, trees, rivers, mountains. . . ) no longer speak.

Thepre-modern style of consciousnessischaracterized by anemerging
senseof self that comesthroughliteracy. But thisliteracy and itsattendant style
of consciousnessisavailableonly toan dlite, and isthen communicated verbal ly
to the masses of peoplewho cannot read and do not have accessto thewritten
texts in which the voices of the gods are how found. The pre-modern
consciousness is the consciousness of a society, therefore, which embraces
boththetortured, introspectiveinner lifeof an Augustineof Hippo aswell asthe
consciousness of his contemporary, illiterate serf, save, or outcast. It is a
society where the communication technol ogy of writingisused by an eliteto
subjugate the illiterate masses. Typically, the masses then respond to this
subjugation by periodic outburstsof charismatic, oral authority, authority that
placedirect accesstothegodsthrough personal inspiration abovetheauthority
of writtentexts. Thesereversal sof authority areinherently unstableand short-
lived, however. They either disintegrate internally or, more often, through a
processthe literature call s the routinization of charisma, are co-opted by the
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literatedite. Thisinstability isunavoidablebecauseoral communication cannot
compareto thetechnology of writing in thetask of organizing and routinizing
ruling authority for groupslarger than afamily or tribe. Thisongoing dynamic
conflict hasbeen noticed by many historiansand interpretersof the pre-modern
world.

Themodern style of consciousness, the consciousnessof massliteracy,
was made possible by the introduction of the printing press. No longer
dependent on an eliteto interpret sacred or secular texts of authority, for the
first time on awide social scale each person was able, and then eventually
expected, to read and interpret such texts for himself or herself. The modern
style of consciousness, the idea of a singular, bounded, integrated, and
permanent self, iswhat emerges when literacy iswidely present throughout
society and written texts of al kindsare availableto everyone.t

As mass literacy evolved, within a few generations a style of
consciousness emerged that Neil Postman characterizes as the typographic
mind, but which we can simply call the modern style of consciousness. This
styleis adirect result of the self-conscious, reflective pondering formed by
reading andwritingfromarelatively early age. It most highly respectsthewell-
honed, terse, and linear presentation of data leading to a well-defended
conclusion, and tends to view human beings as thinking machines, separate
from nature. While power of rote memory and awareness of non-visual sense
datain aperson exhibiting themodern style of consciousnessissmall compared
tooneexhibitingthe preliterate style, wewill expect themodern personto have
a very developed attention span with the ability to keep focused without
distraction on one subject until it is thoroughly explored. These are the very
mental characteristicswhich cometodefineintelligenceinaliterate culture.

Theeffectsof literacy on consciousness, on how themind organizesand
processesinformation, resulting in the modern style of consciousness, iswell
summarized by Postman:

From Erasmusin the sixteenth century to Elizabeth Eisensteinin
the twentieth, aimost every scholar who has grappled with the
guestion of what reading doesto one' s habits of mind has concluded
that the process encourages rationality; that the sequential,
propositional character of the written word fosters what Walter
Ong callsthe ‘ analytic management of knowledge.” To engagethe
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written word means to follow a line of thought, which requires
considerable powersof classifying, inference-making and reasoning.
It meansto uncover lies, confusions, and overgeneralizations, to
detect abuses of logic and common sense. It also meansto weigh
ideas, to compare and contrast assertions, to connect one
generalization to another. To accomplish this, one must achievea
certain sense of distance from the words themselves, whichis, in
fact, encouraged by the isolated and impersonal text . . . . Inthe
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, print put forward adefinition
of intelligence that gave priority to the objective, rational use of
themind and at the sametime encouraged forms of public discourse
with serious, logically ordered content.2

Aswehave seen, theancient style of consciousnessemerged throughthe
advent of language. We seeit only fleetingly in the most ancient human texts,
just asit wasbeing replaced by literate-consciousness. The premodern style of
consciousness emerged with the advent of writing. Asliteracy spread among
thesocial elitein many societiesand cultures, webeginto seeit unmistakably
emerging roughly around that very time Karl Jaspers designated as the axial
period and extending onthroughtotheHigh Middle Ages. Themodern styl e of
consciousnessemerged with the printing pressand characteri zesconsciousness
roughly from the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Enlightenment
through to the present.

| suggest that weare presently inatransitional stateinwhichtheadvent
of anew communicationstechnol ogy, namely the mass distribution of visual
images dominated so far by television, but soon toinclude awide spectrum of
broadcast and receiving options, isfacilitating theemergence of anew styleof
consciousness, anew mental configuration by whichthehuman brain organizes
and processes information. This is the postmodern style of consciousness.
Whileweareonly inthevery beginning stagesof thisstyl€’ shirth process, thus
precluding any exhaustive exposition of itscontents, it isal ready recognizable
enough.

What then isthe postmodern style of consciousness? Thisiswhere, in
all honesty, weshould pleadignorance, simply becauseitistooearly totell. We
seein the history of each style of consciousness that some generations pass
beforethenew stylefully evolvesandfiltersinto apopulation broad enough to
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be noticed. Although the speed with which anew style compl etesthis process
is probably increasing, recall that children of the Baby Boomers are thefirst
generation for whom high-speed visual media have been present from their
earliest memory. Only very few of these children attended school swhere such
media, rather than books, werethe primary teaching tools. The new mediawill
very likely be the mode of education, however, for their children, our
grandchildren, and subsequent generations of those now being born. Y et
aready we are stultified at how quickly and easily our children take to
technol ogieswhichwe, huddling over program manual slike sacred texts, must
spend hours, days, and weeks to barely master.

High-speed visua communicationstechnology, furthermore, isstill in
process. It has up to now been dominated by commercia television
broadcasting, but many observers suggest that thisisjust abeginning point.:
Therelatively near future will see aconvergencein cyberspace of television
technol ogy with personal computing technol ogy, all owing each user to become
asel ector of information and abroadcaster inhisor her ownright. Thepassive
television screenisbecominginteractiveand may even becomeamobileaobject,
worn on aregular basis much like eyeglasses. The more we learn about the
biochemical functioning of thebrain, themorefeasibleit becomestolink brain
functioning with microchip functioning, not only prosthetically (asisaready
being done, for example, in optic restoration) but creatively.

What sort of consciousness—what kind of brain configuration for the
organization and processi ng of knowledge— might aperson devel op, whofrom
avery young age, upon awakening, habitually puts on cyberlenses to keep
connected throughout the day with an entire virtual world of interactive
information and stimulation, and to project that person’s own thoughts and
images into the virtual world for interaction with others? What sense of self
would such a person develop? Where would she see the boundaries or
containers of hisor her mind or symbolic self? Certainly not at the skin line.
Certainly not assomething internal to the person’ sbody, containedinthehead
or heart or bowels. Even in these early stages we see this emerging style of
consciousness assuming alogic that isnon-linear; aprotean sense of identity
that easily moves with changes in names, life narratives and even gender
depending on particul ar contexts; an attention mechanismableto‘ rideastride’
many different areasof stimulation at once, and an almost frightening melding
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of mindwith machinewhich, for those of usbeing left behind by thisemerging
consciousness, culminatesin nightmarevisionsof the Borg speciesinthe Star
Trek series. Again, | insist that whilewe are seeing the beginningsof therise of
thisnew style, itisnot givento our generationto know what thefinal result will
be. Y et we would do well to keep afew thingsin mind.

First, | assume that readers of this article are totally immersed,
intellectually, psychologicaly, culturaly, and emotionaly in the reading-
formed, modern styleof consciousness. Our senseof self and habitsof thought
wereformed onthebasi sof books, onthebasisof reading and writing. Scholars
are, if anything, hyperattached to the reading-formed style of consciousness.
Andthisistrueof everyonewho setsforth aninterpretation of thisphenomenon
inawrittentext, no matter how oftenintoning the mantra‘ postmodern’ inthat
text. If we do not keep thisin mind, we miss avery important point.

Second, not al that isanti-modernisfor that reason postmaodern. A good
portion of what posesaspostmaodern onthe popul ar and academic booksellers
shelves seemsrooted in some claim of having reconnected directly with the
voices of the gods, or the dogmatic insistence that the voices of the gods are
heardinavery subscribed text or group of texts (and eventhen, usually only as
interpreted by specific people). Inlight of thisanalysis, thesewould indeed be
considered anti-modern moves but not in apostmodern direction.

A third pointisthat for those of usdeeply attachedto thereading-formed
style of consciousness, theemergence of anew style of consciousnesscan feel
very frightening—even apocalyptic. It may seemasthoughcivilizationitself is
at stake! It seemsthesekidshave massattention deficit disorder. Judged by the
standards of acumen privileged in areading-based style of consciousness, it
seemswe are producing ageneration of regressiveintelligence. Wedread the
estrangement thisdevel opment potential ly createsbetween usand our children.
It meanswe are ageneration who truly livein adifferent world, acompl etely
different style of consciousness, from that of our children and grandchildren.
When | see the faces of parents watching their small children take to the
computer like ducks to water, | think of how a sixteenth-century European
peasant must have felt — that mixture of joyful pride and dread of loss —
watching hisor her child heading off to the monastery school or to university.
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What of sixteenth-century Anabaptism?Inlight of my analysis, weseethat, as
with every movement of protest against the power of aliterate€elite, avery early
strugglewithinthe Anabaptist movement concerned whether itwould claimits
authority based on aconnection to the charismatic, mystical, and direct voice
of God, or whether it would claimitsauthority based onthewrittentext. While
detailed demonstrati on cannot be undertaken here, it will sufficeto say that this
controversy echoed clearly through the earliest years of the movement:
between various fountainheads of Anabaptism (Swiss textualism and South
German-Austrian charisma); in key disputes between early leaders(Menno's
textualismand David Joris' scharisma); and even asaninternal strugglewithin
key leaders (Hans Hut appealing to the text one moment and crying “Bibel,
Beebel, Babel!” the next, proceeding onthebasis of charismaticinspiration).

True to the predictable pattern, the textualists finally won out.
Charismatic authority either self-destructed in anarchy (Muensterites,
Baderites, Batenburgers) or was routinized and co-opted by the textualists
(Menno Simons, for one, seemed at times quite conscious of this as he
attempted to regather the flock after the Muenster debacle). The evolving
triumph of thetextualistsrunson exactly paralld trackstothe Protestantization
of the Anabaptist movement. Protestantism wasthe major social result inthe
sixteenth century of the spread of literacy. L uther and Calvin both were quite
sure that the future of their movement depended on there being a*“Bible on
every kitchentable,” and they were quite correct in this perception. Oncethe
heirs of the Anabaptist movement established that they were entitled to their
own peculiar hermeneutical readings of the privileged text, there was little
internal opposition to taking their place as one among other denominations
withinalarger Protestant identity. The* sect” designation eventually becamean
embarrassment to them.

Much of thehistoriographical discussion of whether Anabaptistsarebest
understood as medieval monasticsand mysticsor as consi stent Protestants or
even asearly bourgeoisrevol utionariesturnslargely on whether our attention
is focused on the charismatics or the textualists. Without getting into that
discussion or the related controversies surrounding questions of Anabaptism
and modernity, | would only suggest that in light of the present analysis,
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Anabaptism was unquestionably a midwifein the emergence of the reading-
formed, modern style of consciousness, if for no other reason thanthekey role
it playedinspreading literacy tothelower classes. Thisspread of literacy toal
classesfinally brokethe power of theliterate eiteto control social processes
through amonopoly oninterpretation of the privileged texts. Someof the most
fascinating pieces of Anabaptistica from that period are the prison dialogues
recorded in The Martyrs Mirror, where an educated monk confronts an
Anabaptist stump-preacher and is astounded to readlize that the old
mystifications of the biblical text won't work here because this uneducated
hedge-preacher hasread thetext for himself and hasthe audacity toholdto his
owninterpretation! “Wheredidyoulearntoread,” themonkshowl! “ Ohyou
Anabaptistsare of thedevil himself, whichisproved by thefact that no sooner
do you pour water on the head of an uneducated ignoramusthan he can read
not only the Bible but all that crazy literature you people write your selves!”
Likewise, while Luther and Calvin may have envisioned a Bible on every
kitchentable, both of themwould have preferred toretain theability to establish
oneofficial lineof interpretation of that Bible. Thehistory of their movements
isatestimony totheinstability of that course onceliteracy and consciousness
of theright to interpret for oneself were widespread among their followers.
Whilethereisreason enoughto suggest thatinitsearliest stageswemight
characterize Anabaptism as neither Protestant nor Catholic (i.e., during the
period when appeal sto charismatic authority for resistanceto the Catholic or
Protestant ruling classes carried as much weight as appeal s to the privileged
text), Anabaptism was very soon Protestantized. The textualists won out
cleanly (future protesterswithin the Anabaptist/M ennonite movement would
appea toindependent interpretationsof thetext but hardly ever to non-textual,
charismatic authority), and Anabaptism fully embraced the reading-formed
style of consciousness, itself producing texts of inner spiritual struggle and
wrestling with God and consciencetorival those of Protestant piety anywhere.
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The deterritorialization of the self is the essential feature that
marks human entry into cyberspace. In the universe of infinite
connection and possibility the only possible ontology ismagical;
reality as that which is invoked, the world conformant to will.
Thetechniques of magical will, quintessentially linguistic, require
a conscious mastery of the relationship between word and world.
At the end of history comes the Word . . . . Ritual is the bridge
between the ego and the post-historical self . . . . The speed-up
stress of cyber space, unleashed on theisland self, forces being to
seek shelter in the enduring forms of myth; neither one nor another,
but this and that, choosing milieu over destination, multiplicity
over deterritoriality, and subjectivity over factuality.

The gate between the historical self and post-historical post-
humanity, the passage between a particular idand of factuality
and the absolute subjective, is ritual. Now we enter closets and
bend ourselves to the dictates of fashion and gender, language
and culture. Soon, we cast magic circlesin sacred groves, speak
theWord, and bend the World to our ends. The ego can not survive
this burst of power, any more than the animal survived the flash
of consciousness; what follows us we can now hear, but we can
not speak of it.

New styles of consciousness asthey emerged have been the consciousness of
socia elites. It isno different with the postmodern style of consciousness, al
pseudo-radical rhetoric notwithstanding. A new style of consciousnessmay be
anti-establishmentarianin apolitical or economic sense, to the extent that the
political and economic establishment is yet tied to the earlier style of
consciousness. But it will bearebd lion of that society’ shighly educated sector,
the one that enjoys ongoing sustained access to the new communications
technology on which the emerging style is based, in addition to the leisure
regquiredto establishit in society’ sartsand sciences. Aswe consider possible
constructive contributions from the Anabaptist tradition in a world
characterized by postmodern consciousness, we shouldrealizethat at | east for
now, we are looking mainly at European-origin Mennonites of middle and
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upper middle class status. It may well be that among other Mennonites (the
majority!) the consciousnessmovement will solidify thereading-based stylefor
some generations to come. There is an uneasiness about elitism among
academic and urban professional purveyors of the Anabaptist Vision which,
coupledwiththenatural suspicionswewho keep our eggsinthereading-based
basket havetoward theemerging styl e of consciousness, temptsusto reject that
consciousness with righteous indignation. Let us not forget, however, that
when we speak of that elitist group of European-origin Mennonites, highly
educated and with ongoing sustained access to the newest communications
technologies, weare speaking very literally of our ownbiological progeny, our
own sons and daughters, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. | cannot
dismissthem with righteousindignation, no matter how much their emerging
style of consciousness confuses and threatens me.

So then, what contribution does Anabaptism have to make to a
postmodernworld?Inthestrictest, sixteenth century sense, none. Thesymbol
of adult baptism no longer communicates much of anything to anyone, even
withinthegroupitself, no matter how many timesit receivesnew interpretive
dressingwithwhichto presentitself. And the central tenet that adultshavethe
right to read and interpret religioustexts for themselves and to hold personal
religiousconvictionsbased onthat i nterpretationisnow axiomaticinthewider
society and culture. Ironically, Anabaptism appears to have been made
superfluous by thewidespread acceptance of itsown maost basic principles. In
awider sense, though, contributions could well be made by the linear and
spiritual descendantsof thesixteenth-century Anabaptists, thosewho chooseto
includethestory of thoseearlier Anabaptistsasanintegral part of their personal
and group narrativein the postmodern world.

Thepositive contributionswhich could bemadeare hindered solong as
M ennonite peopl e continueto seek their sourcesof authority exclusively inthe
writtenword, thatis, inaspiritual unity heldfirm by doctrinal conformity. This
wasastrategy of modernity, but conditions of communication have changed.
Many of thevariousfundamentalismsof theword proliferating now are, inlight
of thisdiscussion, inherently unstable. While claiming to point to the written
word as the source for authority and rationality, they simultaneously and
rigorously promote the very communications technologies that undermine
readinginfavor of visua image. Thisfinally forcesthemintoapositioninwhich
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their unity increasingly dependsontheability of their power eliteto control both
the interpretation of texts and the production and consumption of images
among their group. This attempt to control is doomed by the complexity and
number of information sources in postmodern society, leaving them in a
position where, through such tactics as Disney boycotts and school book
bannings, they must thentry to establish control for society aswhole. Thisisthe
material root of thecurrent so-called“ culturewars.” If Mennonitescontinueto
seek their sourcesof rational ity and self-identity exclusively inthewrittenword,
seeking to control acceptable symbol-meaningswithinthegroup throughforced
doctrinal conformity, they will only succeedin creating their ownmini-versions
of “culturewar” among themselves. We see this process happening aready,
and it will be our own progeny who will be alienated from the group by it.

Theemerging styleof consciousnessisskeptical of appeal stothewritten
word astheexclusivesourcefor authority and rationality. Such appealsignore
and attempt to deny the inherent relativism in all communicative acts. These
appeals are a rationalization for forcing closure while hiding other, more
material interests. They are a method for promoting unity by wielding the
authoritarian power to excludeand divide. Toemploy acircle metaphor, while
claimingto hold thecenter from crumbling, they spend their energy militantly
patrollingtheedges.

The source for authority and rationality that will be increasingly
privileged in the postmodern world isthe willingnessto act individually and
collectively, andisin fact speech-actionitself. In postmodern society (asbest
as | can prognosticate after having warned explicitly against such
prognostication) wewould expect that oncethe dust beginsto settle, it will be
through a pluraistic religious life whose unity is based on shared ethical
concerns, rather than doctrine or mystical claims, that the gospel message of
love will be communicated with integrity.6 Here the legacy of the sixteenth-
century Anabaptists has much to offer, because Anabaptist spirituality, the
energy that motivated their speech-actionintheir time, iseasily trandated into
concretely ethically-oriented propositions,*’ asoutlined bel ow:

(1) The immediacy of the human relationship with God. Each human being
can approach God directly without mediation. Godisever and alwayspresent
tothebeliever. Thereisno need to seek God through the mediation of apriest,
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atextual canon, or any other human hierarchy. There are no times or places,
special foods or ceremonies, which mediate communion with God. Anti-
sacramentalism is a radical Protestant principle at the heart of Anabaptist
spirituality.®

(2) Christian faith defined as a life of discipleship patterned on nonviolent
love. Thisistheformativeinterpretiveor hermeneutical principleat theheart of
Anabaptist spirituality. The nature of the Christian life is understood as
becoming increasingly more like Jesus, in spirit, mind, attitude, deed, and
communionwith God. Thisoccursasdisciplesseek to practicetheteachingsof
Jesus in their daily lives. This cannot be understood in a legdlistic fashion
without perverting the very nature of the discipleship, because Jesus did not
addressdirectly and specifically most of theissueswhich disciplesmust address
asweenter intothethird millennium. To pretend otherwise, reading thelimited
textswe have pertaining to Jesus slife and teachings asif they speak directly
and unequivocally toall issuesinour day, at bestignoresor hidesthe aspect of
interpretation and the dynamics of power contained therein. Stated more
directly, it demonstratesacompletely ahistorical, magical-typethinking thatis
out of place in Anabaptist discipleship. That discipleship in a postmodern
context may positively understand itself as a process of becoming morelike
Jesusasnoted above. Itisabsolutely centered on Jesus. At thesametime, while
unapologetically and self-consciously Christomorphic, there is no need to
continue in the mode of Christocentric exclusivity. It is welcomed
confirmation, and nothreat totheintegrity of one’ sowntruth, when congruent
teachingsand examplesof alifeof nonviolencecomefrom sourcesother than
Jesusand places other thanthe Christian religion.

(3) The corporate nature of the Christian faith. Although the Anabaptist
understanding of discipleship emphasi zed the personal nature of commitment
to that way of life, this personal commitment was not an extension of the
philosophy of autonomousindividualismthat becamedominantinmodernity’s
reading-based styl e of consciousness. Thisprincipleisat theheart of Anabaptist
spirituality and has acted as a counterforce to modernist expressions of
autonomous individualism, as found, for example, in disproportionate
emphasis placed on “ persona salvation” in American evangelical revivalist
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tradition. | suggest it isthis principle of the corporate nature of the Christian
faith toward which some scholars were groping when they wrote of the
“medieval/monastic” tendencies in Anabaptist spirituality. There is a less
confusing source for the presence of this tendency in the collective history,
however. For sociological reasons of survival in face of persecution,
Anabaptistsandlater Mennoniteswereforcedtorely on each other for spiritual
and material support, and thus were not, as agroup, attracted to autonomous
individualism as a moral philosophy. When echoes of this philosophy did
appear in Anabaptist/Mennonite collective experience, it was usualy in the
context of asplit withinthegroup, thusassociating thisphil osophy with asour
tasteinthat experience. Despiterecent incursionsof autonomousindividualism
among Mennonites(mainly through contactswith Protestant fundamentalism),
specifically Anabaptist spirituality hashistorically understood that discipleship
patterned on nonviolent love, thedefining characteristic of Christianfaith,isa
corporate, social concern. It isin and through the proving and sharing of the
gathered group of disciplesthat wisdom and direction aregiventotheindividual
for addressing existential issues in a manner consistent with the pattern of
Jesus slifeand teachings, especially wheretheseissuesarefar different from
and more complex than anything afirst-century person, or asixteenth century
person, could haveimagined. That is, alifestyl e of the palitics of Jesus, aswe
move into the third millennium, is plainly and affirmatively a communal
endeavor.

While upholding central Christian ethical concerns, thisapproachis
inherently open to sources of truth originating in the historical experiences of
others. It doesnot force usinto either closing oursel ves of f to other sources of
truth or coercing othersinto accepting our truth. If, aswemovetoward aworld
characterized by the postmodern style of consciousness, Mennonitesand other
Anabaptist Christiansbeginto understand what wearedoingintheseconcretely
ethically-oriented categories, we openthe doorsto participateinthegood news
of God's love and to communicate that good news with integrity with our
neighbors and fellow planetary inhabitants. My hope is for an increasing
appropriation of this vision of life and of Christian faith in the postmodern
world.*®

Thisleadsmeto concludethat in our state of limited knowledge about
thefutureandthenatural anxiety that it entails, especially for those of uslocked
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emotionally and psychol ogically into areading-formed style of consciousness,
itisprobably wisest to avoid the extremes of denial and apocalyptic visionsof
thedeclineof civilization ontheone hand, and theecstatic New Agehymnsto
thedawning Ageof Aquariusontheother. Intheface of an openand unknown
future, we see the theological wisdom of Sir John M. Templeton’s“humble
approach,” recognizing that human understanding and comprehensi on of God
isalso openand that current formulations must be taken asworking hypotheses
rather than as dogmas, set in stone.® On the positive side, we can teach our
children good communal values, teach themtolove oneanother andto carefor
the weak; then we must turn them over in trust to do their best in the world.
After we have donethis, we areleft to live with the anxiety that their worldis
not our world, and that we must let them bein their world —which isto say, |
suppose, we must put our trust in God.
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development of consciousness. This means generation upon generation of biologically human
ancestorswho did not at all sharethe modern style of consciousness. This, inturn, meansthat it
would have been impossiblefor them to have had the same understanding of God asdo people
who have the modern style of consciousness. Therefore, whether you place the energy for the
movement in the devel opment of human consciousnessitself, or chooseto seethat devel opment
asareflection of the Hegelian unfolding Divine Consciousness, or perhapsview theseasmutually
interactive, one must see that there is evolutionary development in the human God concept.
Divinewisdom and self-understanding cannot not |ocked for eternity in ancient textsor any other
gnostic source of authority. Future generations of human beings will have quite different
understandings of God consciousness and self-understanding than we do today.



For and Against Milbank: A Critical
Discussion of John Milbank’s Construal
of Ontological Peace

Paul G. Doerksen
[

Britishtheol ogian John Milbank’ scareer thusfar islargely defined by hishighly
acclaimed book, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason.! His
monumental work, widely reviewed and discussed, invokes divergent
receptions in the extreme. Theology and Social Theory, however, is
consistently seen as undeniably important to twentieth-century theol ogical
discourse.? But how important isit to Anabaptists? Should weread Milbank,
and if so, why? Some virtually equate Milbank’s work with Anabaptism.
Gregory Baum, for example, describes Milbank as “an Anabaptist or
Mennonite Barth” and suggests that Milbank’s church is “an Anabaptist,
Mennonite ecclesial project, expressed today in the work of John Y oder and
Stanley Hauerwas.” 2 Asthetitle of thisarticleindicates, | am not of one mind
regarding the contribution of Milbank to Anabaptist thought.

I will engagehereamajor tenet of Milbank’ sargument: hisassertion of
ontological peace versus nihilistic ontological violence. | hope to show that
while an emphasison ontological peaceisarich resourcefor peacetheology,
Milbank’ sconstrual isproblematicinseveral ways. | will describe Milbank’s
presentation of ontological violenceand peace, and then show that hisportrayal
both fails to distinguish carefully between power and violence and posits a
problematic acceptanceof a“tragicdimension.”

Milbank fearsthat if theology no longer seeksto position, qualify, or
criticize other discourses, then inevitably these discourses will position
theology. Incontrast hisproject reassertstheology asamaster discourse, and
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Ingtitute in Winnipeg, Manitoba. He received a Master of Theological Sudies
degree from Conrad Grebel College, Waterloo, Ontario, in June 1999.
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he provides acomprehensive treatment of the rel ationship between theol ogy
and social theory from Plato to Deeuze* Milbank’'s interdisciplinary
scholarshipaimstoreveal theology’ scaptivity to other ideol ogies.® For Milbank
theology comesto be seenassocial theory, sincethedescription of reality isno
longer in the hands of the sociologist, political scientist, political economist,
Hegdlian, Marxist, or nihilist. Althoughtheol ogy may makeclaimsthat draw on
these ideol ogies, these claims are always disciplined by theology. So, while
theol ogy may makemetaphysical claimsfor instance, such claimsare (usualy)
positioned by prior theol ogical commitments.®

Having (re)positioned all other ideologies in relation to theology,
Milbank begins to make his own theological moves. The key one is the
explication of themetaphysicsof anonviolent creationinthehopeof providing
acounter ontology to the pervasive metaphysi csof violenceembedded bothin
Christian and non-Christian discourse.” Instead of conceding that reality isat
bottom conflictual (a war of everyone against everyone), Milbank, while
refusing to ignore difference, asserts a peaceful reality that can be reclaimed
withinan alternativecommunity.

In the beginning was violence, according to Nietzsche — violence that
wascel ebrated by the pagan virtues.® Nietzsche and neo-Nietzscheansperceive
reality asanarchy that cannot be controlled except by subjectingitto“thewill
to power” inoneway or another.® Nietzsche' sperceptiondictatesthat violence
must bethemaster of usall andleadstotheintolerablenotionthat “ difference”
isthe only truth —atruth that in its unleashed and unrestrained power hasled
totwentieth-century concentration campsandto ethnic cleansing. Evenwhen
thiskind of violenceisnot fully recognizable, it lurksnear the surface, barely
concealing the original primordial conflict that is often restrained by sacral
order, but only just. Giventhisbelief, Nietzschewasright to see Christianity as
theenemy, since Christianity isuniqueinrefusing ultimatereality to conflictual
phenomena.’®

Milbank isespecialy concerned by Nietzsche' spresentation of thetruth
of difference, since this nihilistic ontology is being promoted by many
postmodernswho seein Nietzschethe only true master of suspicion.'* Against
such formidable opponents Milbank seeksto assert an ontology of peacethat
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cannot enter into dialoguewith the Nietzscheans. Rather, we must understand
that an ontology of violenceisamythos, and as such

to counter it, one cannot resuscitate liberal humanism, but one can
try to put forward an aternative mythos, equally unfounded, but
nonethel ess embodying an ‘ ontol ogy of peace’, which conceives
differences as analogically related, rather than equivocally at
variance.’?

ThisthenisMilbank’ sanswer to the nihilists: acounter-ontol ogy which sees
peaceful phenomena, not conflictual, as ultimate reality. Christianity is
seemingly unigueintheassertion of thiscounter-ontol ogy, though Judai sm may
affirmasimilar one. Inany case, theontology of peaceisimpliedin narratives
about divine creation and redemption—true peace comesnot fromviolence, but
ex nihilofrom God.® Thedistinction between ontol ogical violenceand peace
isstark in Milbank’ sview. Theuniquenessof Christianity isseen most clearly
hereand | egitimates Nietzsche' sfocused attack on Christianity asareligion of
the weak — not because it is weak but because it undercuts the story of the
strong, the Ubermensch.

Any peace or pacification that is sought outside of Christianity’s
ontological peaceis”founded” aslegitimateorder or necessary outcome. This
foundingisfundamentally different fromthe Christian narrativewhich merely
re-proclaims or re-enacts a peace that is aready there.* Milbank positions
Christianity against thepostmodernview of redity asconflict. Nevertheless, he
wantsto affirm that part of the postmaodern insight which reduces

substance to transition, but questions the transcendental reading
of transition as conflict . . . . The postmodern realization that
discourses of truth are so many incommensurabl e language games
doesnot ineluctably impose upon usthe conclusion that the ultimate,
overarching gameisthe play of fate, force and chance.®

Milbank isheavily influenced by Augustine. For FergusKerr, Milbank’s
projectisaretrieval and reworkingof Augustine' stheological reading of history
in De Civitate Dei.* Thisreading hel ps usto “imagine a state of total peace’
which*alowsusto unthink the necessity of violence, and exposesthe manner
in which the assumption of an inhibition of an always prior violence helpsto
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preserve violence in motion,” and serves to show “thereisaway to actin a
violent world which assumestheontol ogical priority of non-violence.”

For Milbank, as for Augustine, peace and non-violence are
ontologically prior to, and more basic than, the anarchy and strife,
which on most views of the world, including gnostic forms of
Christianity, are primordial and foundational, so that thereligious
strategies (if any), like political ones, can do no morethan hold it
in check.®

In Milbank’sview ontological peaceismoreimportant than an emphasis
on virtue. In fact, virtue presupposes justice, and real justice involves real
peace. This relationship of virtue and justice necessitates that peace be prior
to, and thus moreimportant than, virtue. Milbank makesthis argument as part
of alarger discussion of Alasdair Macl ntyre’svirtue ethics. He does not reject
Maclntyre' swork, but wantsto go beyondit. For Maclntyre, arguments against
nihilism and a philosophy of difference (argumentsthat Milbank also makes)
aremadein the nameof virtue, diaectics, and the notion of traditionin general.
Thisisinadequate for Milbank, for whom the most important watershed for
ethicsis not before and after virtue, but war and peace.*®

Milbank is careful to avoid theimpression that an ontology of peaceis
‘unredligtic.” He readily admits that the state of peaceabl eness has not been
reached. Peaceisnot to bed owly constructed; rather it isalready given but not
yet realized.?

In Christ peace has not, indeed, been totally achieved (abuilding
remainsto bebuilt) yet it isproleptically given, because only the
perfect saving of one man from the absol ute destruction of death,
thisrefusal of thelossof any difference, caninitially spell out to us
perfect peace.

Tofocuson Christ alone, however, isnot sufficient, sincethiswould produce
an ahistorical, abstract figure. Rather, the emphasis must be on Christ as part
of the experience of the church, according to Milbank. In Rowan Williams
opinion, “The insistence on thinking Christ in inseparable relation with the
Churchis. . . one of the most constructive elements’ of Milbank’s book.?
Milbank sees the Gospels as being relatively unconcerned with Jesus as an
individual but as presenting Jesus as exemplifying perfect humanity and
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sonship, and through this exemplification making a later repetition of that
sonship possible within the church.2? The church, then, is the narrative
community which enables usnot only to understand ontol ogical peace but to
liveinpeace.

Here Milbank leans especialy on Augustine, whose contrast between
ontol ogical antagonism and ontological peaceisgrounded in the contrasting
historical narrativesof two cities. Withinthenarrative of thechurch, welearn
topracticepeaceasaskill andto acquireitsidiom—all of which goesfar beyond
an abstract attachment to non-violence. Inorder for thispossibility to exist, the
church and not Christ alonemust beat the center of the Christian metanarrative
of Augustine’ sCity of God.? The practiceof thehistorical churchmust alsobe
emphasized. If peaceisreal, then it must appear in the practice of the church
as Christian social praxisthat seeksto negotiate and embrace difference.®

If weareto say “salvationisafact,” “salvation has appeared on
the historical stage,” then we have to enunciate, not just an
ecclesiology, but a so an ecclesiology which recountsand resumes
the church’sactual, concreteinterventionin thehuman social order,
wheretherulesof “ non-interference” havenot really applied. (Italics
inoriginal)®
Milbank’s positing ontological non-violence is important. It offers a rea
aternativetothedespair of nihilismand givesabasisfor hope. Thegrounding
of this peace in a historical, contingent community of the church which
embodies peace, resists the temptation to discuss peace in the general or the
abstract, amove that has limited potential and is ultimately a concession to
liberal thought, whichisanathemafor Milbank.

AsimpressiveasMilbank’ sprojectis, itisnotimpervioustocriticism. Howis
violence to be understood? What is the relation between violence and
difference? Canthosewho areweak accept or experience ontol ogical peacein
the same way available to the strong? Can the forgiveness practiced in the
church ‘show’ peace? Finaly, does Milbank’s allowance for a ‘tragic
dimension’ concedetoo muchto ‘reality’ 77
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While generally supportive of Milbank’s position, Nicholas Lash
considers whether Milbank ought to distinguish power more carefully from
violence. He points out that Milbank follows Nietzsche in defining power as
violenceand domination. Lashwould prefer Milbank toreject theview that all
power as such istainted?:

Rather than eschew all talk of ‘power’, rather than deny that itis
virtuous to be peaceable, the theological task is better seen as
taking good words up and purifying them of misuse by setting
them in the context of a Christian understanding of God'slove.?®

Debra Dean Murphy concurswith Lash, but from afeminist perspective. She
agreeswith Milbank’ scharacterization of nihilistic postmodernism, but finds
that

his collapsing of the terms “power” and “violence” risky and
problematic — not so much for his critique of nihilism but for the
limitsit places on hisown theological enterprisewithitsemphasis
on“analogically related difference.”®

The lack of a clear distinction between power and violence leaves
Milbank vulnerable exactly where he needsto be most precise. He predicates
ontological peace onthenotionthat Christianity, embodied specifically inthe
church, can out-narrate nihilistic violence by subsuming difference without
doing violence to it. Just how this must happen, if the exertion of power is
essentially the same as violence, is unclear and therefore at the heart of the
critiqueslevelled by both Lash and Murphy. Lash asksthe question thisway:
“Isit quite certain that the strategy for laying violence to one side rather than
dialectically engaging withitssupposed necessity hasthe sameconfigurationfor
theweak asfor the strong?’ % If total peaceisto bereal, it must somehow be
accessible not only to those who are already in positions of power but also to
those whose history isnot yet healed or even heard within the church.®

The feminist critique of Milbank illustrates this point. How might a
woman tell the story of peace and promise?? Murphy suggests that

to collapse the meanings of ‘violence' and ‘power’ is itself an
inherently sexist move which betrays Milbank’s debt to
Enlightenment/capitalist/mal e-identified modesof structuring power
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that he is seeking to negate. Love is power, peace is power,
forgivenessispower, for these thingsdo not require passivity and
idleness.. . .. To alow ‘power’ to be co-opted by Enlightenment
ideology . . . is aready to fall captive to that very ‘ontology of
violence' that has been exposed as mere mythos, sheer
contingency.®

Further, many womenwho liveunder thereal threat of physical violenceneed
somekind of power to bedelivered or to deliver themselvesfromit.® To speak
of thenecessity of power to escapeor counter violencedoesnot lead inexorably
to more violencethat replaces the original violence. The danger is of simply
replacing oneviolencewith another, adanger underscoring thecrucial necessity
of distinguishing between power and violence.

A closereading of Theology and Social Theory partly supportsLashand
Murphy intheir critiquebut al so revealsamisreading of Milbank. Itistruethat
hisdi stinction between power and violencelacks precision and, perhapsmore
serioudly, aconcrete display of power without violenceisalsomissing. Butto
accuse Milbank of not knowing thedifference between thetwoisnot accurate.
To cite only one example, he discusses the notion that power isan idea, or a
fiction, albeit oneinwhichwecan becomeinextricably caught. If thisisso, he
asks, “ Cantherenot bean alternativeinvention of asocial andlinguistic process
that is not the dominance of power (that is to say, of power in the sense of
violence)? (italics added)® However, since Milbank isnot precise and seems
to use power asasynonymfor will-to-power, heisopento Lashand Murphy’s
critigue. What isneededisacl earer sense of how power without violencemight
be construed.®”

Milbank’ sassertion of ontological peaceal so suffersfromimprecision
regarding the practice of forgiveness. Inhisview, peace and the treatment of
difference must find their locusin the church’s emphasis on forgiveness and
reconciliation.

Christian theology imaginestemporal processasthe possibility of
ahistorical processinto God, and as something recuperablewithin
memory whose ultimate point is the allowing of forgiveness and
reconciliation.®



For and Against Milbank 55

Tomakehisargument, Milbank again drawsheavily on Augustine, who claims
that without mutual forgiveness and social peace, no-one will be able to see
God. Thepaganswere unjust becausethey did not giveapriority to peace and
forgiveness.® Forgivenessof sinsistheway inwhichwe can beginto unthink
the necessity of violence.

Given the persistence of the sin of others, (as well as our own
sinfulness, which we cannot al at once overcome, but remains
alien to our better desires) there is only one way to respond to
themwhichwould not itself be sinful and domineering, andthatis
to anticipate heaven, and act as if their sin was not there, by
offering reconciliation.

While Milbank’ s pointiswell taken, hisdescription of forgivenessinvokesa
sense of being incomplete. To “act asif their sin was not there” isto act asif
thevictimisnot there.*! Evenrecognizingthat thereisno such entity asa’‘ pure

victim, onecannotignorethefact that acting asif sinwasnot thereisanentirely
different thing for somethanfor others. Rather, “itisonly by acknowledging
that their sinisthere, but dealing with it through ajudgement of grace, that we
can genuinely achieve reconciliation.”#2 L. Gregory Jones is one theologian
who hasattempted to describe such aconcretedisplay of forgiveness. Whilehe
drawsmuchfromMilbank’ sTheology and Social Theory, heal so suggeststhat
thereal task isnot just to ‘ unthink’ violence but to live differently.* Milbank
is virtually silent here — missing from his book is a concrete display of
forgiveness and reconciliation that makes God'’ s peace present.*

Finally, Milbank’ sproject must also explaintheroleof * tragic necessity’
inontological peace. For example, hesuggeststhat A ugustine admitsthe need
for coercion—aneed offset by the possibility that the recipient can later come
to understand and retrospectively consent. Such action may not be peaceable
but can be redeemed.® In an article responding to comments on Theol ogy and
Social Theory, Milbank writes, “ Circumstances can forceusto sacrificesome
good we feel essential to our integrity, or even some person who must be
forever missed.” %

This admission of a tragic dimension allows Milbank to make a
somewhat surprising move — the rgjection of pacifism. In the same article
referred to above, heassertsthat “in no sensedoes Theol ogy and Social Theory
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recommend ‘pacifism’, and the formal specification of truth as peaceful
relation cannot be applied asacriterion authorizing non-resistance.”# Thisis
consistent with a piece he published in 1989, where he engages Stanley
Hauerwas' sendorsement of pacifism:

Onemight ask in relation to asituation like that in South Africa,
whether it isnot the case that the church thereis simply robbed of
certain possibilities of realizing certain practicesthat should define
itsnature . . . . Here exercising peaceableness may be precisely
not exercising other Christian virtuessuch asjustice, or even comfort
and support of others. . .. One can, however, hold out for atragic
refusal of the pacifist position without denying that itislikely that
any implication in violence is likely to prove futile in the long
run.*®

While other implications of thismove are somewhat unclear (would Milbank
follow Augustine in just war theory?), obviously an ontology of peace that
includes a tragic dimension is, in the end, a peace that is more tragic than
peaceable.

Torecommend pacifism (against Milbank) isnot to deny tragedy inthis
world. However, it may be that we are called to absorb a certain amount of
tragedy, or perhapsto learn what it may mean to forgive in such away asto
forego the temptation of tragic measures. It may also be that the tragic
dimensionisbetter understood asthe suffering required to pursue peace. This
isavery different kind of tragedy from that of justifying coercive measuresor
sacrifice of thegood.

Perhaps we must see peace as something other than an ontology.
However, asnoted above, Milbank hesitatesto focus on the specificsof Jesus
and the Gospel s. He sees Jesus asthe exemplification of perfect humanity and
sonship, asthe central origination of the church. Thefocusfor peace becomes
thechurch, which continuesto practice, in new wayswithvariations, thelife of
theKingdom. Theactual practiceof Christ remainsmuchlesscentral thanthe
story of the Church.®® Hauerwas has suggested that Milbank’s Christology
remains underdevel oped, and hopes that when Milbank does turn to these
matters he will not be unsympathetic to the portrayal of Jesus offered in the
writingsof John'Y oder.® If that isthe case, Milbank’ sassertion of ontology as
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abasisfor peace, however qualified by theol ogical commitments, needsto be
positioned by an understanding of Jesus, his exercise of power, and hislife of
peace.!
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Fleeing Babylon: Menno’s True Church
inaCorrupt World

Earl Zimmerman

Menno Simons, the sixteenth-century ex-Catholic priest and fugitive
Anabaptist leader from Friesand, hammered out his ecclesiology in an
impossiblesituation. Hisunderstanding of thechurchinrelationto society was
shaped ontherun ashe sought to provideleadershipto hisscattered Anabaptist
congregations in a bitterly hostile world. In this situation, he drew a sharp
distinction between his suffering flock, depicted as the “true” church, and a
“corrupt” society, depicted as the whore of Babylon.

This true church of the redeemed in Christ was bounded by believers
baptism signifying a new birth and renunciation of the world, by a penitent
Lord’s Supper in which scripture functioned as the mirror of spiritual and
ethical self-examination, and by church disciplinein which the purity of the
churchwasprotected by excommuni cation or the ban rather than by theviolent
suppression of heretics. Thistrue church walked the narrow path of suffering
by rejecting both the options of revolutionary violence and of bruta
establishment control. It guarded against a world-denying subjectivism and
spiritualismwhich sought to escape suffering. Andit rejoiced intheimagery of
the pure church asthe bride of Christ without “spot or wrinkle.”

Thisvision of thechurchin society can still be recognized by thosewho
areMenno’ sspiritual heirs—at least in someform—in our own churches. Itis
more difficult for us to imagine, let alone understand, the sixteenth-century
socia and religiousclimateinwhich Menno and his Anabapti st congregations
developed this ecclesiology. Yet we must make the effort to do so. Such
understanding involves not only a comprehension of Menno's socia and
religious situation; we must also relate it to our own contemporary situation.
Themeeting of our worldswill take place aswe seek to critically reappropriate
Menno'’ svision of thechurchin society inrelationto our contemporary world.

Earl Zimmerman, a PhD student in Religion and Culture at The Catholic
University of America in Washington, DC, also works as a pastor at Shalom
Mennonite Church in Harrisonburg, VA.
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Theapocalyptic and revolutionary situation

Thesixteenth century wasatimeof social changeand unrestinthe Netherlands.
Charles V, the king of Spain, ruled with an iron hand, armies continually
moved acrosstheland, and therewere variousfloodsand plagues. The peasants
were near revolt, and things quickly took on apocalyptic dimensions.® It al
cameto ahead when arevolutionary group of disgruntled artisansand followers
of the apocalyptic Anabaptist preacher M el chior Hoffman took control of the
city of MUnster early in 1534. The city was seen as an ark of refugein which
they would remain secure until the imminent day of God's wrath. When the
armed forces under the Bishop of Minster, whom they believed to be the
“Imperial Dragon,” joined in the siege of the city, it was a clear apocalyptic
sign foreshadowing the Kingdom of Christ. They proclaimed with confidence
that as soon astheinhabitants of the city reached 144,000 —the number of the
elect in the book of Revelation —they would go on auniversal offensive and
stamp out the entire Babylonian power and godless establishment.2

A year |ater thetriumphant mood had changed inthebesieged city. After
their leader Jan Matthijswaskilled, anew leader, Jan of Leyden, set himself up
asthenew King David and proclaimed M {inster to bethe new Jerusalem. The
city was completely blockaded and its hungry inhabitants were seeking to
escape. King Jan was promising deliverance by Easter, March 28, 1535, and
wastryingto summonthecourageto moveout with hiswagonfortressestojoin
thefaithful intheNetherlands. Agentsweredespatched toraise up new centers
of resistanceto give his desperate plan some hope of success.®

That Easter day was not only when Jan of Leyden was promising
deliverancefor hisbesieged city. It was al so when the Sacramentarians of the
Netherlands (those who rejected the outward sacrament of the mass and
emphasized Christ’ sspiritual presence)*weresubjected to theannual indignity
of their obligatory mass. About three hundred of them were gathered at the
village of Tzum becausethey did not want to attend mass. They were attacked
by the stadtholder’ s soldiersbut were surprisingly ableto defend themsel ves.
They then barricaded themselves in the nearby Cistercian abbey of
Oldeklooster. The stadtholder quickly moved against them with two hundred
foot soldiers but was again repul sed. The group was ableto send out acall to
those who “value the Gospel and love God” to come and help them.®
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Afraid of a general uprising in the province the Frisian authorities,
immediately laid siegetothecloister and brought in more sol diersand cannons
for afull scale assault. On April 7 they attacked and, after fierce fighting,
captured the abbey by nightfall. Conservative estimates are that about one
hundred soldierswerekilled. Most of thegroup of threehundred or moreinside
thecloister wereeither killed inthefighting or summarily executed; afew were
able to escape and some youth were spared because of their age. Menno
Simon'’s brother was part of the Oldeklooster group and lost his life there.
Mennowasserving aspriestinthenearby parish of Witmarsum at thetimeand
could easily haveheard the expl osionsof the cannonsasthe assault dragged on
throughout the day.”

These events intensified Mennao's struggles of conscience and were
pivotal to hiseventual decisionto serveasaleader of the scattered Anabaptist
groups. They hel p usunderstand both hisdeep sense of alienationfrom society,
including any form of established Christianity, and his vision of the “true”
recongtituted suffering church onthe pattern of early Christianity whichhesaw
embodiedinthescattered groupsof Dutch Anabaptists. Thedifficult question
here is how Menno's ecclesiology with its sharp distinction between the
suffering church and an evil world relates to us and our own experience of
church and society.

Menno’'sconversion

The other issue Menno struggled with was the prevailing sixteenth-century
one of where persona salvationisfound. For himitinvolved agrowingcrisis
of faithin the Catholic sacramental system asheknew and practicedit. What
weknow about Menno’s personal background and hisstruggleinthisregardis
found in two of his writings. One is a tract he published in 1537 titled
“Meditation on the Twenty-fifth Psalm,” written in the form of a personal
confession. Another isMenno'slater account of hisconversion and renunciation
of Roman Catholicismin“Reply to Gellius Faber,” published in 1554. Inthe
former, written during his early difficult yearsin hiding, Menno displayed a
fundamental opposition between church andworld. In referenceto hisprevious
lifeasapriest, hesaid:

Empty talk, vanity, playing [cards], drinking, eatingwere my daily
pastime. The fear of God was not before my eyes. Moreover, |
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was a lord and a prince in Babylon. Everyone sought me and
desired me. Theworld loved meand | it.8

But Menno’s lot as the despised and hunted Anabaptist leader was
completely different:

But assoon as | . . . esteemed al as nothingness, as soon as |
renounced the proud ungodliness of this world and sought Thee
and Thy kingdomwhichwill abideforever, then| found everywhere
the counterpart and reverse. . . . Once | was afriend, now | pass
for an enemy. Then | was considered wise, now a fool. Then
pious, now wicked; then a Christian, now a heretic, yes, an
abomination and an evildoer to al.®

Menno continued this meditation with a lament and plea to God for
mercy and guidance:

O Lord, comfort me, preserve Thy sorrowful servant, for | am
exceedingly poor and wretched. My sins rise up against me, the
world hates and reviles me; lords and princes persecute me, the
learned ones curse and abuse me, my dearest friends forsake me,
and those who were near to me stand afar. Who will have mercy
on me and receive me? Miserable am |, dear Lord. Have mercy
on me and receive me with honor. . . . Lead mein the right way
lest | stumble upon the dark mountains.

In his “Reply to Gellius Faber,” written years later, Menno gave a
personal account of hisreasonsfor becoming an Anabaptist. He had assumed
his priestly dutiesin 1524 in the village of Pingjum. He claims he had little
knowledge of the Bible and was afraid to read it.'* Persistent questions,
however, about the presence of Christ in the bread and wine of the Mass and
about infant baptism eventually drove him to read the scriptures to find
answers. Hewasal soreading L uther’ swritings, which gave himthe confidence
totrust scriptural authority rather than church tradition. He further consulted
thechurchfathersand thewritingsof variouschurch reformers, only tofind out
that none of them agreed with each other. He soon became convinced that he
had been deceived about both the M assand i nfant baptism. But he equivocated
on these matters and did not take a clear stand.*
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I n the meantime Menno was given his own parish in his hometown of
Witmarsum, where he became a popular preacher. There, he recalls, people
said he* preached the Word of God and wasagood fellow.” 2 Thingsbecame
more complicated when the apocalyptic followers of Melchior Hoffman
became active in the region; Menno himself participated in a Melchiorite
conventicle. Thingsquickly reached acritical point for himwhen peopleinthe
local Melchioritegroupsbecameinvolved with John of Leiden and theviolent
politics of Minster.4

Menno’ sreligious quest and the social questions surrounding M Uinster
becameintertwined. Menno soon madeanamefor himself inhisability toargue
against and silence the Minsterites.®® His earliest known writing is a strong
polemic against them titled “ The Blasphemy of John of Leiden,” which was
apparently written shortly before or around the time of the fighting at
Oldeklooster. Inthisstrong repudiation of therevol utionary tacticsof M Unster,
hearguedthat “ Christ hasnot taken hiskingdom with the sword, but he entered
it through much suffering. Y et they think to take it by the sword!” 16

Menno’ srel ationshipwithrevol utionary Anabaptismwasambiguous. In
later years, heremained silent about exactly when hejoined the Anabaptistsand
was vague about his connections with the Melchior Hoffman and the
Meélchiorites. There was adefinite connection through the brothers Obbe and
Dirk Phillips, who later appointed him as an Anabaptist elder, and through an
Meélchiorite circle in Witmarsum that he was part of. In any case, it was the
debacle at Minster that turned him against this form of Anabaptism.
Throughout therest of hislifehecontinued fighting theextreme apocalypticand
spiritualist tendencieswithin Anabaptism.

But Menno says his conscience did not stop troubling him. Everybody
leaned on him to refute the M Uinsterites even though they were impenitent in
their own lives. He was greatly troubled by “the poor straying sheep who
wandering as sheep without a proper shepherd after many cruel edicts,
garrotings, and dlaughters’ as a consegquence of the terrible event at
Oldeklooster. Hewrites:

After thishad transpired the blood of these poor people, although
misled, fell so hot on my heart that | could not stand it, nor find
rest in my soul. | reflected upon my unclean, carnal life, also the
hypocritical doctrine and idolatry which | still practiced daily in
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appearance of godliness, but without relish. | saw that these zealous
children, dlthoughinerror, willingly gavetheir livesand their estates
for their doctrine and faith. And | was one of those who had
disclosed to some of them the abominations of the papal system.
But I myself was continuing in my comfortable life and
acknowledged abominations simply in order that | might enjoy
physical comfort and escape the cross of Christ.Y”

After this Menno says, “I began in the name of the Lord to preach
publicly from the pulpit the word of true repentance, to point people to the
narrow path, and the power of Scripture. . . .” 8 Reading between thelines, we
can assume that he was soon in danger of being apprehended himself. Nine
months later, in January 1536, he left his parish at Witmarsum and went
underground. Menno was approached by some leaders of the scattered
peaceful Anabaptist groups in the Netherlands who convinced him to take a
position of leadership After much soul searching he submitted himself to this
call by apeoplewho, hesaid, “led apenitentlifeinthefear of God.” ** Hewrites:

And so |, a miserable sinner, was enlightened of the Lord, was
converted to anew mind, fled from Babel, entered into Jerusalem,
and finally, though unworthy, was called to His high and heavy
service.?

Aswe have seen, Menno’ sfinal break with Roman Catholicismwasin
response to his new-found conviction that he had been deceived about
guestions of personal salvation and the role of the church in society. On the
guestion of personal salvation, herejected the sacramental system asheknew
it. He replaced it with the Anabaptist understanding of an inner, spiritual
conversion to Christ, symbolized by believers baptism and apenitent Lord's
Supper preceded by self-examination. Onthequestion of therol e of thechurch
in society, Menno rejected revolutionary Anabaptism but also positioned
himself agai nst any form of established religion, whether Catholic or Protestant.
For him the “true church” would always be a suffering “little flock” that
rejected these two “violent” options. The path of true penitence and
discipleship would befound by walking inthisnarrow way.
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Thechurch of Christ and thechurch of Antichrist

While Menno was adamantly opposed to the revolutionary program of the
M Unsterites, he did sharetheir negative assessment of the social and religious
establishment of hisday: it was completely corrupt and demonic. Thedebacle
at Oldeklooster seems to have been permanently impressed on his mind and
becamethelensthrough which he saw thewholeworld. The social and religious
order was Antichrist, and the true church could have nothing to do with this
corrupt establishment. This perception fits Anabaptist scholar George H.
Williams's observation of Anabaptists in general. According to him, the
Anabaptist rank and file were people who had been culturally and socially
disenfranchised for generations and never admitted into the civilized life of
Europe. They were the “poor ones,” as Menno often called hisflock. In this
respect they were not changing their cultural and religiousidentity —they were
gainingit for thefirsttime.?

Such a dichotomy between church and world was foundationa to
Menno’ stheology. We need to distinguish it from the dualism of the material
and the spiritual that was common in the sixteenth century and also present in
Menno’ sthought. Cornelis Augustijn, ahistorian and Erasmus scholar at the
FreeUniversity of Amsterdam, seesthedualism of thematerial andthespiritual
inMenno asreflectiveof hisdependence on Erasmuswho, Augustijnbelieves,
shaped Menno's theology and way of being Christian more than any other
sixteenth-century theol ogian.2 While M enno did at timesassociateevil withthe
material and the creaturely, and the good with the spiritual, it isamistake to
understand him as a spiritualist. His theology of the church making Christ
present in theworld kept him from arriving at such aconclusion. For himthe
true church wasvisiblein theworld. In response to Reformed pastor Gellius
Faber’ sassertion that the true church wasinvisible, hewrote:

I know of acertainty that it cannot fail, that where thetrue church
of Christ is, there she will be made manifest among this wicked
and perverse generation by words and work, for she can aslittle
be hid asacity upon ahill, or acandle upon a candlestick.?

While Menno had strong disagreementswith Protestant reformerslike
Faber and John a Lasco over such issues as infant baptism and Christ’s
incarnation, the biggest difference between them was ecclesiological. This
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seemsto have been the main obstacleto their ability to work together in spite
of various conversations where they tried to reach acommon understanding.
Menno laid down the difference between “ the true signs by which the church
of Christ canbeknown” and “thetrue signs by which the church of Antichrist
can be known.” The church of Christ was known “by an unadulterated pure
doctrine, by ascriptural useof sacramental signs, by obediencetotheword, by
unfeigned brotherly love, by abold confession of God and Christ,” and “by
oppression and tribulation for the sake of the Lord's word.” The church of
Antichristisknown* by afrivolous, easy and falsedoctrine, by an unscriptural
use of the sacramental signs asinfant baptism and the impenitent supper, by
disobedienceto theword, by hatred of thebrethren, by hypocrisy and denial of
the name of God and Christ,” and “by tyranny and persecution against the
godly.” %

Accordingto Menno, the problem withthefal sechurcheswasthat they
were not separated from the world. They taught wrong doctrine, failed to
observe ceremonies commanded in Scripture or added other ceremonies, and
their memberslivedimpenitent, worldly lives. Mennoregarded all who differed
with his concept of the church as sects. The Roman Catholics and the major
Protestant groupswerethe Groote Secten (large sects) and thesmall spiritualist
groups that tended to deny aspects of classical Christian orthodoxy werethe
Verdorven Secten (corrupt sects). Hisattitudetoward both becameincreasingly
severe with the passing years.?

Menno's judgment of all society was equally severe. In the rulers he
found “nothing but haughtiness and pride, nothing but pomp and vaunting,
dancing andleaping, harloting, riding and hunting, lancing andfighting, warring,
devastating citiesand lands, and living to their heart’ sdesire.”?® Similar lists
wereincluded for every social grouping. Judgeswereavariciousand accepted
bribes; preachers, priests and monks were lazy and wanton; the common
people gambled, drank and fought. Menno concluded:

| testify the truth in Christ Jesus, take heed if you will; Jesus
Christ did not from the beginning tol erate such open impenitent,
carnal sinnersin Hisholy city, kingdom and church. Nor will He
ever endure them, thisyou may believe.?

In contrast, the true church was formed by people who had been
baptizedinthe Spirit and lived penitent and piouslives. They were children of
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peace who did not know war. The right practice of scriptural doctrine and
church order separated them from the folly of the world. For Menno this
practicewassimple. Itinvolved: (1) Scriptural baptism after repentanceand on
the confession of faith; (2) the Lord’ s Supper observed as a penitent Supper
preceded by personal and communal examination; (3) the ban, which assured
that the church would remain true and faithful. Menno kept reiterating these
three pointsthroughout hiswritings.?

Menno's favorite image for the church was the bridal imagery taken
from the Song of Songs and other scriptural references. Because the church
wasthe"brideof Christ,” her children were begotten by the seed of thedivine
and human bridegroom through the new birth and new creationin Christ. The
church “without spot or wrinkle” wasformed by partaking in Christ’ ssinless
flesh. While M enno maintai ned that Christianswereawaysweak and proneto
sin, he nevertheless urged them to strive to elevate the spirit over “sinful
flesh.”®

The last section of Menno's primary work, “Foundation of Christian
Doctrine,” contains abeautiful section on the church, inwhich herejoicesin
this bridal imagery.®*® Such imagery is sprinkled throughout his writings,
sometimeswith passionateand eroticlanguage:

Therefore He kisses them as His beloved chosen ones, with the
mouth of His peace, and callsthem Hischurch, Hisbride, flesh of
His flesh, and bone of His bone, of which He begets with
inexpressible pleasure by His powerful seed, His holy Word, the
children of God, the children of promise, the children of
righteousness, the children of truth, and the children of eternal
lifest

In summary, a sharp distinction between the true church and a corrupt
world was central to Menno’s ecclesiology. Churches that compromised in
their relationship to this corrupt world were characterized as the church of
Antichrist. Menno’ sown church of the*” poor ones’ separated herself fromthe
world and willingly embraced theway of penitenceand suffering. But thisway
of sufferingincludedrich spiritual blessingsassociated with beingthetruebride
of Christ without spot or wrinkle.
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Thepenitent Supper

Strict separation from theworld was closely tied to Menno's understanding of
churchrituals. We can seethisreadily in histheol ogy of the Lord's Supper. As
can be surmised by his doubts about Christ’'s physical presence in the
sacramental elements, Menno chastised Roman Catholics for teaching the
physica presence of Christinthe sacramenta elementsof themass. Heargued
that they had madethe*holy supper” into the actual flesh and the actual blood
of Christ. With his familiar rhetorical flair he exclaimed, “Oh, unheard of
heresy!”32 He recruited Augustine in support of his argument against such
heresy:
Therefore | say once more, He cannot be masticated nor digested
inthebody of any man. Thisthing Augustine plainly acknowledges,
saying, “Why do you make ready teeth and stomach? Merely
believe, and you have ‘eaten’ him already!” We know right well,
dear reader, that Augustine did not write this of the outward eating
of the Holy Supper, but of theinward eating that takes placeinthe
spirit by faith.*

Anabaptist scholar and Mennonite pastor John Rempel says the
Anabaptistsuniformly understood pre-Tridentine Catholic eucharistic doctrine
as vulgar, mechanical materialism, but believes they misunderstood of the
Catholic position.* Nevertheless, such was apparently the prevailing
understanding in the communitiesthat gave rise to Anabaptism. While till a
priest Menno believed this to be the case, and it contributed to the crisis of
conscience that led him to |eave the priesthood.®

While Menno saw himself as standing against both the Catholic and
Protestant positions, he shared the trend toward subjectivism within
Protestantism. Rempel argues that this tendency was furthered by various
factorsthat altered the theol ogy and practice of the Lord' s Supper in the late
middl e agesand the sixteenth century. Onewastheincreasing infrequency of
receiving communion by thecommon people. Thoughthe masswascel ebrated
each week, many partook only once a year and then with great dread of
unworthy reception of theblood and body of Christ. Thisledtothe practice of
adoring the sacrament from adistanceinstead of receivingit, and contributed
to an emphasisonthespiritual communionwith Christ abovethe sacramental
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one. Such an emphasiswas clearly evident in the Sacramentarian movement
that was often a precursor to Anabaptism in the Netherlands.®

The movement toward individualism and subjectivism was arrested
within Anabaptism by the insistence that the church was the visible body of
Christ in relation to the world. While the direct priestly mediation of the
sacramentswasrejected, theL ord’ s Supper wasneverthel esscelebrated within
the confines of the gathered community, which was the agent of communion
presided over by its ordained ministers. This contributed a strong communal
and ethical dimension to faith. Christ, in his humanity, was believed to be
presentinthe church asan extension of hisincarnation. Thechurchwasinthis
sensethehuman body of Christ. Intheir theology of suffering and martyrdom,
Anabaptistsbelieved they weregiving their bodiesand blood for their neighbors
as Christ had given hisfor them.

Drawing on images of communion that were common in the early
church fathers, the Anabaptists often used theimage of many grains of wheat
making oneloaf.%” Menno wrote:

Just as natural bread is made of many grains, pulverized by the
mill, kneaded with water, and baked by the heat of thefire, sois
the church of Christ made up of true believers, broken in their
heartswith the mill of the divine Word, baptized with the water of
the Holy Ghost, and with the fire of pure, unfeigned love made
into one body.*

TheLord' sSupper wasunderstood asthe outward sign of thisinward, spiritual
communion of thewhole body of Christ with her membersand with her Lord.
Menno calledit a“ communion of thebody and blood of Christ.” Hence, itwas
necessary for oneto examine oneself to make certain that:

You have been made partakers of Christ: whether indeed you are
flesh of hisflesh and bone of His bone; whether you arein Christ
and Christisinyou. For al who eat of thisbread and drink of this
cup worthily must be changed in the inner man, and converted
and renewed in their mindsthrough the power of the divineWord.*

Where the Lord' s Supper is celebrated in this way, preceded by self-
examination and apenitent heart, Christ is present. Menno wrote:
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For wherever thisHoly Supper iscelebrated with such faith, love,
attentiveness, peace, unity of heart and mind, there Jesus Christis
present with hisgrace, Spirit, and promise, and with the merits of
His sufferings, misery, flesh, blood, cross, and death even as He
Himself says: Where two or three are gathered together in my
name, there am | in the midst of them. . . . But where the true
knowledge of Christ, activefaith, new life, Christian love, peace,
and unity do not exist, thereisnot the Lord’s Supper, but adespising
and mocking of the blood and death of Christ occurs; an
encouragement for theimpenitent, aseductive hypocrisy, apatent
blasphemy and idolatry, as aas, we know and seein the world.®

Building on hisbeloved bridal imagery and his sharp distinction between the
“truechurch” andthe“ churchof Antichrist,” Menno, in hispracticed polemical
style, delightsinthe mystery of thispaschal unionwith Christ:

Oh, délightful assembly and Christian marriage feast to which the
impenitent and proud despisers are, according to Scripture, not
invited: the harlots, rogues, adulterers, seducers, robbers, liars,
defrauders, tyrants, shedders of blood, idolaters, slanderers, etc.,
for such are not the people of the Lord. But they are invited who
are born of God, true Christians who have buried their sins, and
who walk with Christ in a new and godly life. They are invited
who crucify the flesh and are driven by the Holy Spirit; who
sincerely believe in God, seek, fear, and love Him, and in their
weaknesswillingly serve and obey Him, for they are members of
His body, flesh of Hisflesh, bone of His bone.*

Some scholars see a continuation of traditional medieval piety in
Menno's theology of “true penitence.” While his penitential practice was
shaped by hisnewly discovered scriptural norms, it neverthel ess continued to
stressGod’ slaw and asalutary fear of the Lord asthe pathto righteousness. In
contrast to Luther’ sjustification sola fide, Menno insisted that faith without
obedience and fruitsisnot truefaith, and that human freewill must cooperate
withGod' sgraceinachievingsalvation. Heinsisted onareal, al beitincompl ete,
freeing of the believer from the corruption of the flesh.*?
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The penitent and reborn church would flee Babylon, the so-called
Christian world that did not bear the fruits of true penitence and would soon
perish under the wrath of God. Such penitence was not the merely outward
practices of penance, such as “hypocritical fastings and pilgrimages,” or of
frequent “masses and confessionals.” Instead, Menno insisted on a biblical
“penitence of power and works’ astaught by John the Baptist. It was“to die
unto sin, and all ungodly works, andto live no longer according to thelusts of
the flesh.”#

Again we see the integral relationship between conversion, ritua
practice, and thechurch’ srelationship with society. Asmuch asthelanguage of
spiritual conversion and of fleeing Babylon may seem to suggest otherwise,
Mennao' s theology was not world denying. The true church was visible and
presentintheworld, anditsritual practice had astrong ethical component that
used scriptureasitspenitential mirror. Thetrue churchmust really wrestlewith
how to befaithful initssocial context, corrupt asthat context was deemed to
be.

Reappropriatingaradical tradition

It is difficult for us even to understand the world of this sixteenth-century
Frisian priest and the situation that |ed to the radical and sacrificial choiceshe
made, let aloneto try to understand what it means for usin our world. If we
bring our own questions, Menno will not answer them — at least not on our
terms. We cannot study Menno without being powerfully impressed by the
social and religiousturmoil of sixteenth-century Europe, with al itspain and
suffering. It isindeed an irony of history that many of our twentieth-century
confessional loyaltieswithin the Christian community havetheir rootsin that
tumultuous situation. At theleast, we should approach with great humility the
differences that grew out of such turmoil. When we read Menno from the
perspective of our own century, we may wish we could turn back the centuries
and soften his polemics. But thismay only indicate how difficultitisfor usto
enter hisworld and understand his passion. He was, after all, an apocalyptic
preacher, with a holy zeal for reconstituting the true church that followed
Christinall of life. Such zeal frightensus.

Our fear may say more about ourselves and our relationship with
contemporary society than about Menno and the sixteenth century. Let’s be
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honest: those of uswho are spiritual heirs of Menno and the Anabaptists are
basically at homein our world. Even our moretraditional church communities
which, despite various external lines of demarcation such as dress and non-
participationin certainvices, generally sharethebusiness, palitical, and socia
moresof our society. Wearehardly radicalsor revol utionaries. Indi cations of
how muchweareat homeincludehhow wevotein el ections, how weinvest our
money, what kinds of possessionswe own, and how integrally we participate
inour society’ sprofessional and businesslife.

Our relationshipwith contemporary society is, however, morecomplex
thanthispictureindicates. My experienceasapastor and ateacher remindsme
how passionately many of uswant to follow Christinaway that both affirms
what is good and challenges what is evil or oppressive. Our sacrificial
involvementinthelifeof our churches, in serviceand mission programs, aswell
asinvariousarenasof social activismunderscoresthisdesire. Weareregularly
faced with stark choices between following Christ’s way of peace and our
government’ suse of violenceto achieveits objectives. In thisrespect we can
affirm and reappropriate Menno’'s conviction that the church is not
coterminous with society. Menno argued that such an established churchis
“caesaropapist” and beholdentothemagistracy:

Where the papists stick with the papists, Lutherans with the
Lutherans. . . etc., now build up, and anon demolish and act the
hypocritein keeping with the magistracy’swishes, everyonewho
isenlightened by thetruth and taught by the Spirit may judge what
kind of church that is.*

InMenno’ secclesiology thechurchisprimary and distinct from society.
Inkeepingwith thisunderstanding, Menno argued for religiousfreedom using
theparableof thewheat andthetares. Thefieldistheworld, and God will make
the final judgment between the wheat and tares. God does not want the tares
tornup beforetheir timelest thewheat al so betorn up. Christiansarethewhezt,
and it isnot their task to bring in the harvest or separate the wheat from the
tares. Inrelation to hisown situation Menno laments, “ Oh, what noble wheat
they destroy!”%

The situation of persecution surely must have powerfully influenced
Menno' sjudgment that soci ety asheknew it wasthoroughly corrupt alongwith
the churches that served to legitimate it. Menno had a rather monolithic
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understanding of society: sixteenth-century society indeed was monoalithic
comparedtoour own pluralistic and democratic societies. Y et wecanonly wish
that hisunderstanding of society had not been so monolithic, nor hisjudgment
of it as condemning as his metaphor of “fleeing Babylon” or hislists of vices
negatively characterizing peopleinall level sof society wouldindicate. But we
should not betoo critical. We have not heard the cannons at Ol dekl ooster, nor
lost a brother whose only mistake, as Menno said, was that he defended his
faithwith hisfist.

M ennonitetheol ogian John Howard Y oder indicatesthat thechurchisa
sociological unit distinguishable from the rest of the society. As such, it is
discriminating in what it accepts or rejects within a given socia or cultural
milieu. Someelements, such astyranny, overt violence, and culticidolatry, are
categoricaly rejected. Other dimensions, such as economic production,
commerce, and the graphic arts, are accepted within clear limits. Still other
dimensions, suchasagriculture, family life, literacy, and conflict resolution, are
givenanew coherencethrough Christian faith.*® Surely weshouldincludesuch
discrimination in our reappropriation of Menno, without our losing his
passi onate denunciation of that whichiscorrupt and evil.

The very struggle of Anabaptist communitiesto find their own space
within sixteenth-century society, along withtheconvictionthat being Christian
involved communal discernment about practical ethical matters, impliesthe
kind of discrimination Yoder advocates. It can be argued that this is a
contribution these communities made to Western society in general. Such
discriminationinsistson bringing moral i ssuesrelated tothecommongoodinto
thepublic sphere, issueswhich other Reformationtraditionsand modern liberal
theories have relegated to private morality. Indeed social theorist Jirgen
Habermas asks what difference it would have made to practical morality in
society if thisradical communitarian wing of the Ref ormati on had not been so
brutally marginalized.#

When we turn our attention to the internal life of the church, the most
significant thing we can learn from Menno is his passion for his scattered
congregationsandtheir Christianlifein community. Hehad adeep pastoral and
theological concern for those local churches. Thiswasthe primary source of
contention, indeed the breaking point between him and the Protestant
reformers. Heinsisted that the local church wasvisiblein the world, formed
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around thevisible signs of believer’ sbaptism, spoken word, penitent supper,
and church discipline, with the final recourse of the ban that sought to bring
back the erring brother or sister in love.

Langdon Gilkey has noted that churches which are generaly
characterized as sect-type have demarcated the entire church community as
holy and separated from the larger society. The community’ sinternal lifeis
regul ated by an absol uteethic derived from biblical sources. Thisisincontrast
to church-type churches, where specific aspects of church life such as the
sacraments, doctrine, and the clergy are demarcated as holy. Ordinary
membersrel atetotheholy, not so much by saintliness, asby participationinthe
activity of the great church.®

Menno and his congregationsfit the sect-type characterization in their
insistence that the faithful community itself is separated and holy. One
disclaimer, however, isin order. Gilkey depicts the sect-type as devaluing
sacrament and doctrine in preference to the redeemed and separated
community asthelocus of the holy. Thiswas not necessarily truefor Menno.
His insistence on the inner spiritual dimension of conversion, for which the
sacramentsserved asexternal symbols, wasactually anintensification of their
significance for Christian piety. His recongtituted true biblical doctrine
functioned in much the same way.*

The significance of Gilkey’s distinction is his penetrating analysis of
what happensintheNorth American denominational process. Denominations
are a hybrid of both the sect-type and the church-type. As such, they arein
danger of losing thetranscendental dimension that separatesthem from North
American society. When the sect-type becomes another community church,
completely at homeinitsworld, it losesits separated communal, moral, and
intellectual life. The denomination al so hasaseverely weakened embodiment
of the sacred as mediated by the sacraments, dogma, and the clergy which
formerly characterized the church-type.>

For those of uswho are Menno’ sspiritual heirs, thisproblem suggests,
as John Howard Yoder has indicated, the need for continued communal
discernment and discriminationinrelationtoour social milieu. Failingtoacton
thisneed isthegreatest spiritual danger facing our churches. Wemust keepin
mind how the shared life of our church communitiesis expressed through our
gatheredworshipandliturgica practice. Therecentinterestinliturgica renewal
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inmany of our churchesisrespondingto adeeply felt desireto moreadequately
express this dimension. All of this together indicates the continued need for
church disciplinerelated to theological reflection, doctrinal formulation, and
pastoral oversight.

What isat stakefor usiswhat was at stake for Menno and hischurches
—thelifeof Christinthechurch. Menno protected and fought for thiscausewith
ajealous zeal. But unfortunately he possessed atrait common to many other
sixteenth-century reformers: hehad littleconcernfor theunity of theuniversal
church. Especially inhislater years, hewastooready tofracturerelations, even
with other Anabaptist church communities. Sadly, fromthevery beginningthis
factioustendency hastoo often characterized the church communitiesMenno
hel ped create. Thisnegative ecclesiology, while perhapsunderstandablein his
own oppressive sixteenth-century context, must finally bejudged asdeficient
and schismatic. Such schismatic tendenciesareevenlessexcusableinour day,
evenwhentheir purported reasonisto protect theholiness of thechurch. They
reflect a spirit that fails to recognize the incomplete and sinful nature of al
church communities (including our own) aswell as and the power of God’s
recreating Spiritamongus.

Onahappier note, Menno bringsusthereality of theblessed community
asthebody of Christ sacrificially offeringitself for theworld. It isthisgracethat
the church tradition which traces its roots to Menno has embodied, even if
imperfectly. It is beautifully expressed in the eucharistic tradition of many
grains of wheat being pressed together to make one loaf. In our lesstroubled
and contentious age, werejoicewith Mennoin hisblessed church asthebride
of Christ, andin her delightful assembly and Christian marriagefeast:

Oh, delightful assembly and Christian marriage feast . . . where
the hungry consciences are fed with the heavenly bread of the
divine Word, with the wine of the Holy Ghost, and where the
peaceful, joyous souls sing and play beforethe Lord.
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Between Gospel and the Classics:
BridgingMusical Worlds

Eric Friesen

Classical musichasbeen my life. Themusicfrommy father’ srecord collection
is my earliest aural experience. Schubert songs, Bach cantatas, Beethoven
sonatas. | have alwaysloved classical music, from those days before | could
speak even to now, working with classical music every day at the CBC
(Canadian Broadcasting Corporation). | loveit andwill alwaysloveit. It'san
inexhaustible richness of music that feeds my soul every day.

Butitisn'ttheonly form of music out there, anditisn’'t theonly kind of
music | wasdrawn to asakid or even now. Every one of us'‘crossesover’ in
someway fromtheterritory of our major musical interest to others. Sometimes
we do it enthusiastically and openly. Sometimes we do it furtively,
apologeticaly, dightly embarrassed that we might be caught listening to country
music, rock-and-roll, jazz, or even . . . gospel music.

My earliest hearing of gospel music was onthemain street of my home
town, Altona, Manitoba, on asummer Saturday night. Asthe sunwas setting,
andthedust rising fromall theyoung loverscruising main streetintheir sleek
Desotosand Chevy Impalas, agospel quartet fromthe Evangelical Mennonite
Mission Church would set up in a strategic location directly across from the
Rhineland Hotel anditsinfamousbeer parlor. And withthe Pool grain el evator
and therailroad station asbackdrop, the gospel quartet, with an ancient sound
system mounted on theroof of an old Chevy pickup, would sing their witness
to the drinkers and the lovers of a prairie summer’ s night. | would sit on the
stepsof Friesen’ sStationery Store, right next tothehotel, and listen, strangely
attracted to thismusic that was so reviled at home and in the better homes of
AltonaMennonites.

Eric Friesen hosts three classical music programs for CBC Radio 2: “In
Performance,” “ Onstage at Glenn Gould Sudio,” and “ Great Pianists of the
Twentieth Century.” This essay is based on an address given at a fundraising
event for the Toronto Mennonite Theological Centre.
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A fewyearslater, whileworking at Altona’ sclassical musicradio station,
CFAM, | discoveredalittlecorner of themusiclibrary called“folk music.” And
on this shelf, way out of the mainstream shelving of Brahms and M ozart and
Handel, | found a bunch of recordings by groups like Lester Flatt and Earl
Scruggsand the Foggy M ountain Boys, Mother Maybelle Carter and the Carter
Family, and Bill Munroe. | started playingthem for my own enjoyment, while
keeping half an ear onthethree-hour-long operathat wasbeing broadcast ona
Saturday afternoon.

Tojump ahead twenty yearsinmy life: In 1984 we moved tothe United
States, to Minnesota, where | worked for Minnesota Public Radiofor thirteen
years. Oneof thehighlightsof my timetherewasto hear GarrisonKeillor’' s* A
Prairie Home Companion.” | attended hundreds of his shows and watched as
it became the most popular public radio program in the US, and Garrison
himself take on themantleof ahumoristinthetradition of Mark Twain. | can’t
recall onesingleedition of theshow that didn’ t featureat | east one set of gospel
music. Garrison Keillor isavery complicated, sophisticated person who has
written regularly for The New Yorker magazine and The New York Times, and
who has had adozen books published, many of them bestsellers. Heisalso a
kid who grew up in Anoka, Minnesota, in a small evangelical community
known as the ‘Sanctified Brethren' (in Canada known as the Plymouth
Brethren). Andwhile Garrison haslong ago | eft that group for an on again, of f
again rel ationship with the Lutherans and the Anglicans, he is an unabashed,
unashamed lover of gospel music. Many Saturday eveningshecreateshisown
littlegroup, which hecallsthe*Hopeful Gospel Quartet” andinwhichhesings
bass. Asoften asnot heinvitessome of the big namesingospel to bepart of his
radio show. And even with the big stars, Garrison sings bass or baritone
harmony. This often mystifies the public radio audience — urban, highly-
educated, non-Christian—but itisobviously so genuine, so deeply felt, that they
shrugtheir shouldersand accept it, and in many casessecretly enjoy it. Garrison
is someone who yearns for a lost, experiential spirituality, who finds in the
music alegitimate connectiontotherevival tradition of hisyouth, whofindsthis
music still speaking to himlong after he hasleft the community of origin. And
he drawsto thisworld millions of peoplewho listen to him every week.
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Y ou might be surprised to know that there are many connections between the
worldsof classical and gospel music. I dliketo offer two examples.

One day | was backstage at Orchestral Hall in Minneapoalis, when a
veteran violinist fromthe MinnesotaOrchestra, areal crusty old-timer named
Herman, stopped meand asked about awork | had played onmy radio program
a couple of days earlier. It turned out to be the second movement of the
Mennonite Piano Concerto by Victor Davies, inwhichthereisalovely theme-
and-variations movement on the hymn “In the rifted rock I'm resting”
(Wehrlosund Verlassen). What isthe name of that hymn, Herman wanted to
know. He seemed soinsi stent on getting thenameof it. When | asked himwhy,
he grew very quiet and told me had heard it just as he was getting in his car,
having comefromthedoctor’ sofficewhere helearned hiswifewas seriously
ill with cancer. Hetold methiswith tearsin hiseyes. Thismanwhoselife had
been spent in music was touched, not by the memories of all those fantastic
Beethoven symphonies he had played, but by thissimple gospel hymnwhich
Victor Davies has so beautifully incorporated into piano concerto form, yet
without in any way diminishing itsdirect, personal, musical impact. A gospel
hymn, likeaTrojan horse, brought into theworld of classical music—and every
singletimeitisplayed, thecallsandletterscomein, asking how to get thisCD.

The second example. In September 1999 | hosted a concert at Glenn
Gould Studio in Toronto with cellist Yo-Yo Ma. He played a Bach
Unaccompanied Cello Suite, and then one of the most difficult piecesin the
cello repertoire, the solo sonata by Zoltan Kodaly. It is amost unplayable,
fiendishly difficult, apiece Y o-Y o Mahastaken up only inthe past few years.
At the end of the concert, for an encore he played a solo cello version of the
AppalachiaWaltz, atunewritten by thefiddleplayer Mark O’ Connor —aslow,
haunting tune from the A ppal achian gospel tradition that Y o-Y o0 hascometo
love. He has made avideo and a CD with O’ Connor and the great Nashville
bass player, Edgar Meyer; al of it music from this sametradition. Of course,
whenY o-Y o Maplaysthe Appalachian Waltz, he playsit like JaschaHeifetz
playsaGershwinstandard. Y o-Y oisaclassical player, but hetakesthismusic
asseriously asBach, Beethoven, or anew piecewrittenfor him by somesmart
New Y ork composer.
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I'll end with apersonal experience. A couple of monthsago, | waswalkingin
theDonValley near my homein Toronto, feeling particularly low, blue. . . ho,
| was depressed and feeling kind of hopeless. Inthemidst of thiswalk along-
forgotten tune came into my head, and | started humming it. And then the
wordsstarted coming back to mefromthisold gospel hymnthat | know | first
heard on the main street of Altona. | started singing to myself, tentatively at
first, and then with real conviction and healing.

Thisworld is not my home,
I’mjust a-passing through.
My treasures are laid up
Somewher e beyond the blue.
The angels beckon me
From heaven’ s open door.
And | can’'t feel at home

in this world anymore

Oh Lord you know

I have no friend like you.
If heaven' s not my home
then Lord what will | do?
The angels beckon me
From Heaven' s open door.
And | can’'t feel at home
in this world anymore.

So here | was, feeling really down, and what came to me was not the slow
movement of Sibelius’ sViolin Concerto, Liszt’ sLiebestraum, or Beethoven's
Moonlight Sonata, or even one of Richard Strauss' sLast Songs, but thissimple
gospel hymnfrom childhood. Andas| walked along, | felt asensation moveup
my armsand through my head, likeaphysical shivering, asmy body reacted to
thishugerush of spiritual feelings. | may haveagreat deal of difficulty withthe
theology of that hymn, but onething | knew for sure: | didn’t feel at homein
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thisworld right at that moment, and this music spoke to mewith aconnection
asdirect, asvisceral, asalover’ stouch in the heat of passion.

| suspect that most peoplewho say they hate gospel music are afraid of
it. They say itisinferior music, they sneer at its sentimentality, itssimplistic
theological views. But poke at this sophisticated snideness and you will find
simplefear. Fear of gospel music’ sintimacy, fear of itsdirectness, and most of
all, fear of the connection gospel music makes between our minds and our
bodies, between our heart and our body. We cannot listento thismusic without
feeling our toesbegintotap, our fingersand arms and legsto move, our heads
to nod. Thismusic rel eases often long suppressed feelingswe have. It speaks
directly to our hearts.

The best music feeds both our intellect and our emotions. Classical
music, when it errs, most often errsin concentrating on the head and not the
heart. (Andit becomesarefugefor thefedling-impaired.) Gospel music, it could
beargued, doesthe opposite, focusing on the experience at the expense of the
intellect. (And becoming arefuge for the sentimental.) | find the balance in
embracing both and making them part of my oneworld. | needthemboth, | love
them both; gospel and classical areindivisibleinmy daily life.



Literary Refractions

Actsof Concealment, the published proceedingsof the 1990 Waterl oo, Ontario
conference on “Mennonite/s Writing in Canada,” included a poem by Sarah
Klassen entitled “ A brief history of Edison Avenue.”! Thiscompelling poem

begins

When you find it the Promised Land

isanarrow river of mud

that wrapsitself like glue around your Russian boots
and bicyclewheels. Thefierce sun

grindsitto dust thewind flings

howlinginyour face. Winters

your children getlostinitswhiteraging.

Further on, it urges:

Y ou must never forget God

brought you here to tend one tethered cow
asmall barnful of leghorns

akitchen garden wherethetreesgrew.

Hewantsyou to love himin aclapboard church
you build when you’ ve made the long way

home from peddling onionseggsyour first ripecorn
totheladiesin River Heights.

ThepoemissetinNorth Kildonan, onceakind of rural-urban gardenvillagein
the north-east corner of Winnipeg. Frank H. Epp described NorthKildonanin
his history Mennonites in Canada, 1920-1940 as a form of settlement that
became “a significant bridge for urbanizing [Mennonite] agriculturalists.”?
Now fully absorbed in Greater Winnipeg, North Kildonan remainsahometo,
and exhibitsan ethoscomplexly influenced by, largenumbersof Mennonites.
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Intheyearswhen Sarah Klassenwasgrowing up, shelivedfor atimeon
theoutskirtsof theNorth Kildonan settlement, “ withitsfive-acreand one-acre
lots, characterized by chicken barns and vegetable gardens’3; for atime she
lived even further north, in Manitoba’ sinterlakedistrict, generally knownfor
itslcelandic rather thanitsMennonite settlers. “ Daysof Noah,” published here
for thefirst time, could havebeen setin either of these placesthat Sarah Klassen
knew asachild—or anywhereinbetween. Theexact |ocation of thestory isclear
only inthissense: thenarrator, Hedwig, and her family livejust out of reach of
thecity.

Thecity of Winnipeg hasthelargest urban population of Mennonitesin
theworld and it has, without question, nurtured or at least hosted morewriters
of Mennonite heritage than any other urban centre anywhere. Sarah Klassen,
David Waltner-Toews, Di Brandt, Patrick Friesen, David Bergen, Armin
Wiebe, Miriam Toews, SandraBirdsell, and Rudy Wiebe-all theseand others
have, at onetimeintheir livesat least, madeahomein Winnipeg. All but Rudy
Wiebewerefirst published by Winnipeg' smost prominent literary publisher,
Turnstone Press (and Rudy Wiebe wasliving in Winnipeg when Peace Shall
Destroy Many*was published in 1962). Y et, aside from occasional, often not
very explicit referencesto Winnipeginthework of thesewriters(andwiththe
exception of Patrick Friesen’ srecent collection of poems . Mary at Main®),
Winnipeg remains much less richly inscribed in the published work of
Mennonitewritersthan thevillage landscapesthat make up what we know as
southern Manitoba.

Although only thevery last section of Sarah Klassen’s“Daysof Noah”
is set in the city that, for over a century, defined urban life for so many
M anitoba M ennonites, Winnipeg hovers over the events and emotions of the
story as apowerful-though ultimately ambiguous—presence. Klassen’ s story
evokes something of the mystique of a place that helped to shape the
consciousness of so many Mennonitesover the past century and more. “ Days
of Noah,” which mysteriously encompasses and finally only barely occupies
thisplace, suggests something of thewealth of storiesand poemsthat remain
to be written about the Mennonite experiencein thisgreat city on theplains.

Hildi Froese Tiessen, Literary Editor
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1 Hildi Froese Tiessen and Peter Hinchcliffe, eds., Acts of Concealment: Mennonite/s Writing
in Canada (Waterloo: University of Waterloo Press, 1992).
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5 Patrick Friesen, &. Mary at Main (Winnipeg: The Muses Company, 1998).



Days of Noah
Sarah Klassen

Every Saturday my mother chased down and slaughtered aleghorn, the
fattest shecould catch, and by thetimel wastwelve | wasexpectedto helpwith
the weekly beheading. My part wasto clutch the red comb with my reluctant
fingersand pull so the neck stretched tight over the oak stump which over the
yearshad becomedark, stainedlikean altar. My mother gripped thebody with
onehand, an axewiththeother. A dull thud, and blood dribbled down fromthe
severed head in my hand to the brown grass around my toes. My mother held
the twitching, headless body away from her until the dripping stopped. The
other hensraised their headsbriefly inalarm. Then, asif they wereafraidtime
was running out for them, they returned with urgency to their pecking.

We had chicken every Sunday. This Sunday, because my mother’s
friends, three sisters, were coming by busfrom Winnipeg, the chicken would
be stuffed with bobbat, the potatoes mashed, my mother would brew real
coffee instead of prips and we would eat in the living room. My father was
gearing up, changing from greasy, barn-stained chore overallsto hisbrand new
pair. Hedidn't allow hisdenimsto bewashed, ever. “ It takesthe firmness out
of them,” he told my mother. “It fades them.” His word was the law. My
mother, | knew, would havewanted himtowear the pantsof hisonly suit, dark
blue, but she didn’t suggest it. If he so much as guessed that there was an
attempt underfoot to impress someone, that’ swhen hewas capabl e of coming
tothetablein hisstained and stiffened chore overalls, and that was something
to be avoided.

TheFordwastemporarily freeof carburetor trouble, therewasgasinthe
tank and my father hadn’t raised a single objection against driving out to the
main highway to meet the Sunday morning Grey Goose run from Winnipeg.

Sarah Klassen is well known as a poet. Her volumes of poems include Journey to
Y alta (Turnstone, 1988), Violence and Mercy (Netherlandic, 1991), Borderwatch
(Netherlandic, 1993), and Dangerous Elements (Quarry Women's Books, 1998).
She has published short fiction in numerous literary magazines, and is
anticipating the publication of her first collection of stories, to be released later
this year: Days of Noah (Turnstone, 2000).
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“You can drive with your father to the bus,” my mother told me early
Sunday morning, potato peel flying from her paring knife. She madeit sound
likeaprivilegeto sit besidehimwhilethethreevisitorscrowdedinto theback.

“Elliecango,” | offered quickly, but my mother paid no attention.

I knew withadull, unwelcomeknowing that | wasto serveasshield and
protection. Ellie was only five, and not protection enough. My father was
scared of meeting threewomen hedidn’t know very well and thisembarrassed
me, theway | felt embarrassed whenever he asked for flour, raisinsand sugar
inhisimmigrant English at Tymchuk’ sstore.

My mother wasafraid, too. Shearranged and rearranged the geraniums
inthe window at least three times. Recipes and poems clipped from the Free
PressWeekly Prairie Farmer, usually strewn hereandthereonevery available
surface, were gathered up and pushed behind platesin the cupboard or slipped
inside the Bible or under the embroidered, lace-edged runners. My Saturday
dusting, usually accepted as being doneif | said so, had been scrutinized and
tested, and | had been ordered to cut abunch of calendulaand daisiesfor the
table. This once my father would do the midday chores alone—-mash, oyster
shells and water—and the dishes would be left for me, no use begging. The
fussing and preparation left meirritable. | wanted to withdraw fromit all.

My father and | never had what might be called a conversation, so the
drivetothe highway wassilent. That morning hehad read hisfavouriteverses
inour before-breakfast Biblereading even Elliehasto sit through. Hedidn’t go
out of hisway to choosethe verses; we' d been labouring steadily through the
gospel of Matthew for several weeksand that morning wereached them, quite
naturally: As it was in the days of Noah, people were eating and drinking,
buying and selling, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah
entered the ark, and they knew nothing until the flood came and took themall
away. So it will be...two women will be grinding at a hand mill. One will be
taken and the other |eft.

| wasafraid my father was going to remind me of those ominouswords
that hovered over my childhood like outspread wings. Knowledge of theDays
of Noah had entered meearly and lay lodged deep in my consciousness. There
wasno escape. Whilewaiting for my father tomentionthem, | triedwithakind
of daringtofill thesilenceby imagining orgiesof eating and drinking, asort of
Persian feast with everyonereclining on Ali Babacarpets, devouring chicken
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and fried sausage and pineappl e and huge chocol ate cakes. Wine sparkled red
incrystal glasses. Thefeast wasashimmering kal el doscope of col our and noise.
It wasfollowed remorsel essly by mysterious disappearances. Onetaken and
one left.

My father seemed to have forgotten the prophetic words. He
commented occasionally on theripenessof thewheatfiel dsthat rushed by and
twice asked me for the names of our visitors. He didn’t mention Noah. That
proved how nervous he was.

“Elizabeth, Martha, Mathilda.” The name*“Mathilda’ intrigued me, it
wasn’ ttheusua namefor aM ennonitewoman, and struck measvery modern,
very sophisticated, very beautiful. With my whole heart | desired the name
Mathilda. It was one more wish to add to a string of wishes—for a piano, for
permissionto wear pantslike my friends, for my parentsto speak Englishlike
every oneelse sparents. With stubbornhope, | carried thesehuge, vainwishes
around with me. Occasionally | put one of them into words for my mother’s
benefit on the faint chance that she would passthem on to my father with that
insistence she was capable of mustering if something really mattered to her.
From meto my mother to my father—that wasthe chain of communication that
prevailedinour household. My burningwishes, it seemedto me, mattered little
to either of them.

My father parked at the intersection across from the Esso station, the
regular Grey Goose bus stop, and we got out of the hot car. | looked down the
highway for signsof adust cloud that might signal avehicleaslargeasabus.
There was nothing. | tried to imagine what these three women, my mother’s
friendsfrom childhood, fromanimpossiblevillagein Russia, would ook like.
Three. How would that work if the Days of Noah were to happen today, now,
while the yet unseen buswas roaring toward us along the dusty highway? |If
Elizabeth issitting with Martha, who will betaken and wholeft? Or if Martha
issitting with Matilda—Oh please, no! Not Matilda.

“It's coming,” my father called sharply and a cold, damp chill raced
down my spine and along my arms. But he only meant the bus.

Thefirst evidence that Elizabeth, Martha, Mathildahad really arrived
was the appearance of six shiny, black-patent shoes with high heels. They
emerged oneby onefromthedarknessof the busand sank into theloosegravel
at theedgeof theroad, each onethebasefor asleek leg and naturally thebodies
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followed. Not astall asmy mother, not asslender. Their pale, summery dresses
were sprinkled with tiny flowers and adorned with strings of pearls and
sparkling brooches. My father stepped bravely forwardto hel pwith acluster of
lumpy, fantastic packages that emerged with the women from the bus.

“SothisisHedwig. What afinebig girl you are. Blueeyeslikeyour Papa.
How old areyou, Hedwig?L ook at her, Martha, sotanned, she’ sbeen helping
Mama in the garden. What grade are you in? A few weeks and it’'s back to
school, eh, Hedwig, that make you happy? Pretty soon boyfriends, yes?
Where' sthelittlesister?’

Itwasn't necessary for metoreply, therewasnoroomfor that. It wasn't
expected. They obviously couldn’t think of things to ask my father, so they
surrounded me with a buzz of questions and exclamations, like bees in the
afafaonahot day. Struck dumbwith embarrassment, | endured theondaught.

Whenwewereall settledinthecar therewasatimeof silencewhilemy
father attended to the driving and the windows were rolled up to protect
Elizabeth, Martha, Mathilda's hair against wind and dust. My blouse stuck
damply to my back and sweat dribbled down my legs. Now and then | caught
atrace of scent, perfumethat | was sure came from Mathilda. Although | had
looked forward, grudgingly, tothisvisit, part of mewished | could hurry time
and it would betomorrow, awholeday open before melike anew book, aday
that wasfreshasthemorning air after rain. A day unmarred by visitorsandtheir
relentlesstalking and at the end of it piles of dirty disheslooming before me.

Although| had never seenthem before, | knew plenty about our visitors
who sat sguished and beaming intheir fine dressesintheback seat. My mother
had told me oftenthat in Russiatheir father had been amillionaire, had owned
threeflour mills, each four storeyshigh, and had built the bank and the church
inthelargevillagewherethey lived. Hehad hired any teacher hewanted for the
school. Here in Canada he had to peddle eggs in the streets of Winnipeg.
Elizabeth and Marthaworked in sewing factories, Mathildawasamaid for a
wealthy English family. To metheir changed circumstances meant very little
against the overwhelming fact that they lived in Winnipeg, acity with street
after street of fine houses, apark with azoo and flower gardens, and Eaton’s.
A city | had entered two or threetimesin my life, accompani ed by unbearable
excitement and, of course, my parents.
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Although we had not visited Elizabeth, Martha, Mathilda on our rare
excursionsto Winnipeg, | could easily picturethemwalking smartly alongthe
sidewalk, their elegant hedls clicking on the pavement. They stepped into
Eaton’s, their finedressesswishing around their sleek |egsasthey ascended on
escalators. They came home from work, home to a fine house, sat down to
dinner at an elegant table, and afterwards Matildawould sit at the piano and
beautiful melodieswould float up from her fingers and swirl around delicate
chinafigurines, ethereal angels, rearing horses, swansplaced hereand thereon
ornatefurniture.

My mother came rushing to the car, calling, “Hello, hello there,” her
cheeks flushed, imperiously shooing away the skittish leghorns, al signs of
nervousness gone, asif she' d flung it into the closet with her everyday dress.
She had changed to her paisley cotton, her favourite, and aclean white apron
overit. Ellieskippedfuriouscirclesaround everyone, her palebraidsflying, her
small barefeet kicking up the dust.

“Stopit,” my mother said.

After my father’ slengthy prayer therewas an awkward, decent silence
around the table and then, asif eating and drinking dissolved all barriers, the
visitorsspilled out arhapsody of praisefor my mother’ schicken, tender under
the crisp brown skin, the thick farm cream, the garden fresh peas, the gravy,
richly golden and smooth assilk.

“Delicious, delicious, delicious,” Elizabeth gushed, and Mathilda,
“Gravy likesatin, Frieda, how doyou doit?Likesatin!” Their delight wasso
unconstrained, so boundlessthat | found it embarrassing. My mother mademe
leavemy full plateof chicken and sent metothekitchenfor moreof everything
for our guests.

She was transformed, her voice so animated it sparkled, and | was
surprised at theway her laughter bubbled up and flowed out into theroom. Her
brown hands flitted and gestured, her tongue danced. “More chicken,” she
urged. “Elizabeth, your plate’ sempty. Passit here, right now. Just plain farm
food, but you must eat. Pickles, Mathilda? Coffee? Takecream, it’ sonething
we' vegot lotsof. Come next week and you'll get ripetomatoesand thecorn’s
just about ready. The garden’s got more than just plain old peas. Too bad
everything' ssolatethisyear. | guessin the city you make sage dressing, all |
can offer youisbobbat.” Her comparisonsleft mecringing.
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When everyone's plate was filled, and hers untouched, she went on,
“What' sTinaPoetker doing, haveyou heard? Susie Gerber—shestill working
for that Scotch woman? Susie Gerber, | canjust hear her, how she could sing.
Like alark. Isit true Neufeld’s Lisa married that widower from Winkler?
Haven't had aletter in months. Whereis everyone?’ Words flew across the
tableand multiplied tofill theafternoon.

“Think of it,” my father said that evening, in avoicethat could have
been the prophet Jeremiah’s, ready to deliver a pronouncement, an oracle.
“Suchalife. Such amisdirectedlife.”

“What.” My mother’ svoicewasflat now, theword not quiteaquestion.
She had changed into her everyday dress and was sweeping up.

| stared at my sister, who was flitting like a drunk puppy between the
blue tea set and the colouring book and crayons that had emerged from the
lumpy packages Elizabeth, Martha, Mathilda had carried off the bus. “We
forgot you're twelve already,” Mathilda apologized when she gave me the
colouring book. | had washed up the dinner dishes and the afternoon coffee
cups, dried them and even put some of them away inthe cupboard. | had been
everyone' sslavefor awholeday, awhol e, entirewasted day, withnotimeeven
to run down the road to see Eleanor Tymchuk, and for all that sacrifice there
would be no reward.

“Think of it. Working from eight to fivein afactory. And what do they
get?Don’'tthink they get good salaries, becausethey don’'t. Theunhealthy air,
peopleawayssmoking. Living by theclock. Alwaysdoingwhat thebosstells
you, no chanceto planor makedecisions. I' [ betthey’ restill making payments
on a house that always needs repairs and always will. Can you see yourself
working for English ladies, like Mathilda? It's not what we were meant for.
When we cameto Canadawe promisedto befarmers. A city isgodless, if you
ask me. Y ou can thank God you don’t haveto live like your friends.”

“How latewill you betonight, mixing thefeed? Do you need help with
theeggs?’ My mother’ svoice, | couldtell, invited a“No.”

But my father didn't seemto hear. “ Asit wasin the days of Noah,” he
said. “ Alwaysbuyingand selling, eating and drinking. It' sasign. A sign of the
times,” and | wondered if he meant what Elizabeth, Martha, Mathilda were
used to eatinginthecity or the meal my mother had worked so hard to prepare
and of which he had eaten agood portion. | wanted to step up to my father and
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tell him | would rather livein thecity, | would rather breathe that terrible city
air, walk on pavement instead of mud. Andif heliked thefarm better, hecould
stay and keep Ellie. | and my mother would |eave them behind and escapeto
thecity. Shewould work for an Englishlady and | would learn to play piano.

“Mathilda said my gravy was like satin.” My mother paused in her
sweeping, stood with both hands clasping thebroom, her head raised, her eyes
suddenly bright, as if something unexpected had happened to surprise her,
someone had given her aprize or something. “ Did you see she took a second
helping?| said it wasthe cream, you need fresh cream for good gravy. | gave
her ajar so she can try for herself. Hedwig, get Ellieto bed, quick. It’slate.”

“Asit wasinthe days of Noah.” My father raised himself reluctantly
from the chair. He had changed to hisold overalls, stiff and dark with stains.
“You stay inside,” hetold my mother. “1’ll manage.”

| imagined Matildain her summery print dress, sitting next to a closed
window on the Grey Goose bus, carefully holding ajar of farm cream on her
lap, aswheatfieldsand poplar bush and clustersof lonely farm buildingsrushed
by, mileafter mile, until they gaveway totall, stately buildings, paved streets
and clipped green lawns, smooth as velvet and nobody there gave a single
thought of the Days of Noah.

* k%

| was sixteen, and we had moved to another farm, not a better one, but
closer totownso| could goto high school. Besidethedusty gravel roadleading
to the house, the poplars, in summer, were dust-choked, just like the other
farm, and the leghorns revelled in dust baths all over the yard and in the
afternoon found shade behind the drab buildingsor under bushes. Between my
parents and my new friends' parentsthere existed an impossible abyss. That
hadn’t changed. | had resigned myself to the dismal reality that immigrant
accents have the tenacity of sow thistles, that my mother wasn’t about to cut
her hair and get it permed like the English ladies. “Why should 1?7’ she said,
skilfully and quickly twisting the brown, waist-length cascade into ashining
ropewhich shefashioned into ahugefigure eight and secured with hairpins. |
knew | had no answer that would satisfy her.
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Gathie Thiessen was coming to the farm, afriend of my mother’ swho
lived on Vancouver Island, in Victoria, a city none of us had ever seen, and
therefore must surely be more wonderful, more out of reach even than
Winnipeg.

“1 want Gathieto seethat my lifeisagoodlife, too,” my mother told me,
the week before her coming. | understood, with ajolt of amazement, that her
words were both a confession and an enlistment of my good will, apleafor
congenial behaviour, something | didn’t find necessary to practicethosedays.
My mother didn’t usually take meinto her confidence, and her words startled
me, asif she’ dwalked naked into thekitchen. Wereher effortsto entertain her
English neighbours evidence that she examined her life as| examined mine,
measuring it against my friend Carol’ s, wasit better or worse?

“There has to be a green salad,” | informed my mother, in the spare
way of communicating | had perfected. “ Tossed.”

“Tossed, what's that?’ she asked. “If it has to be, then you make it.”
Her voice was bordered with scorn for what she considered needlessly frivo-
lous and fancy English cooking | waslearning in home ec class. At the same
time her wordswere fearful, apleafor help. She stirred and stirred the gravy
and spread out the white damask tabl ecloth Elizabeth, Martha, Mathilda had
brought her from Winnipeg four years ago. Asif she considered chicken too
common for someone from Victoria, she had coaxed my father into buying a
roast of beef. Ellie was big enough now to help me with the dishes. “No use
begging,” my mother warned, and | knew she meant both of us.

| didn’t bother reminding her that for other people* dinner” wasnot the
noon meal. What would be the use? | regretted mentioning the tossed salad. |
should have known my mother would useit against me. But having suggested
it, | felt bound to check out the garden for lettuce, the last doubtful radishes,
carrotsthat were still young and thin, but very sweet. “It’ salwaysthe dressing
makes the salad,” our home ec teacher repeated ad nauseum. | knew with a
sinking heart that our kitchen shelves held no olive ail, ho Worcestershire
sauce, no tarragon, no fresh lemon.

The amazing thing about Gathie was that although she had comefrom
Russia on the same boat as my mother, she had studied in Strasbourg at the
university, and wasteaching high school Frenchin Victoria. No other Mennonite
woman my mother’s age, at least none | knew of, was ateacher.
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My mother kept apile of Gathie Thiessen'slettersin abox in adresser
drawer that held other valuable treasures hoarded over the years: boxes of
newspaper pictures and clippings about the royal family, acollection of faded
picturesfrom Russia, tatted lace grown yellow. Gathie wrote on paper tinted
pink or mauve and always bordered with exquisite flowers. The handwriting
was small and spidery, delicate and perfectly neat. Before she stored the latest
letter in her dresser drawer, my mother read it out loud to us.

“It' shard to believe Juneisjust amonth away,” Gathiewould writein
spring. “1 havetotakesummer school, butthen I’ mdrivingtoLosAngeles. I'm
so looking forward to this change from routine and responsibility, you can’t
imagine how much.” In December it was, “You'll be surprised to hear I'm
flying to Bermudafor Christmas. These things haveto be done beforeoneis
old. | wishyouweregoing with me, Frieda. Can't your family spareyou? Not
at Christmas, of course, but maybe in summer.”

Theideawaspreposterous, and naturally it was never even considered.
“Gathiejust hasnoideawhat happensonafarmin summer,” my mother said,
inthat defensively impatient tone she used when speaking of theways of city
people, when there were no city people present. | was disappointed that she
didn't at least put up afight for Bermuda.

Once at Easter Gathiewrotein her card: “Last week | took my classto
theart galery. Itwasalong and very difficult afternoon.” That wasall andthe
spareness caught me unawares. | had never beento an art gallery. Why wasit
difficult?Thisyear shehadwritten, “I’ll bedrivingto Winnipegin July. Canyou
send me directionsto your farm?”’

Gathie was easily as tall as my mother, her stylishly short hair just
beginningto grey around her forehead. Her lipswerecrimson. | couldtell she
woreeyemake-uptoo, just atouch of blue-grey, andto me shelooked queenly,
yearsyounger than my mother. Her handscradling the coffee cup were soft and
white, her nails smooth and pink as wild rose petals. She took very small
helpings of vegetables and of the tossed salad, but no meat. And no gravy.
When she spoke to mein perfect English, | was very impressed.

“Don’'t ever beateacher, Hedwig,” shesaid, shifting her attentiontome.
“Children can be so cruel. And teenagers—teenagers are monsters, plain and
simple. Youjust havenoidea.” Asif she' dforgottenthat | wasateenager. As
if I didn’t know exactly what shewastalking about. Billy Stefanik and theother
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guys at the back of the room firing off a barrage of spitballs and Mrs. Crane
alwaystoo slow to catch them at it. My best friend Carol would spend al of
English classwriting notesto everyone near by. Even when we werereading
Wuthering Heights.

“They wear you out,” Gathie said, her voice desperate, almost bitter.
“They' reawayslashing out against authority. Never interested inanything you
want to teach them, just endangering their livestearing around in those noisy
beat-up carsthey alwaysmanageto get from God knowswhere. Or they hang
out inthe cafeteriaandfill their ssomachswith greasy French fries swimming
ingravy.”

“A sign of the godless times,” my father said, but his voice lacked
conviction, asif Gathie had taken thewind out of hissails. Itwashardtotell if
he had really heard, or if hewasthinking it wastime for water and mash, the
eggsshould be collected, he better get going. He alwaysheaped hisplatewith
potatoes and lots of gravy, enough so there was never need for a second
helping. | was afraid he was going to speak about the Days of Noah, about
eating and drinking, buying and selling, but Gathiewasn’t finished.

“Thephysedteacher, now heknowshow todiscipline,” shewassaying,
admiration and envy mixedin her voice. “When hewantsto puni sh studentshe
just makesthemrunlapsaroundthegym, or if it’ ssummer, around the outdoor
track. Andjust to be surethey get thoroughly worn out herunswith them. He's
realy fit, you should see him. Now that’ safineidea. But it’ snot something |
cando.”

No, | could seethat. | tried to picture Gathie running in her sleek navy
pumps, her wool plaid skirt flapping around her thinlegs, her hairdo losingits
perfect shape, puffing to keep up with aguilty student who out of spitewould
tear like crazy around the track. | choked and spluttered, holding back the
gigglesthat threatened to erupt.

Therewasnoreal conversation, it wasmorelikeour guest waslecturing,
and | found myself putting her in Mrs. Cran€e’s place, in front of the class.
Would her faceturnredwith helplessanger, likeMrs.Crane’ s?Would shegive
boring assignments?Would sheever laugh?

My mother sat silent and somewhat detached from Gathi€' soutpouring.
Then aflicker of surprise crossed her face, asif she had caught a glimmer of
something shehadn’t seen before. The detachment gaveway to attentiveness,



98 The Conrad Grebel Review

she leaned forward to catch Gathi€'s every word. Then, as if she had been
given a nudge, she rose briskly, and, in the voice she kept for preventing
juvenileprotest, said, “Hedwig, Ellie, the dishesnow.”

Asl roused myself, unwillingly, tohelp Ellieclear thetable, | heard our
mother say, asif toasmall child, “Come, Gathie. Come, we'll gointothe other
room.” | had never heard her voice so gentle.

Ellieinsisted on washing and that was fine with me. “Y ou’ re way too
dow,” shesaid. “We dbedoing dumbdishestill supper.” Shewasquiet, almost
sullen. Shewasn’t usualy like that; | wasthe sullen one. | figured it must be
because Gathiehadn’t noticed her, hadn’t said, “What afinegirl,” hadn’t even
asked her age. Had brought no presents.

Ellie's silence was fine with me, | was determined to hear what my
mother and Gathie were saying, seated side by side onthefaded greenliving-
room couch over coffee. | made surethe door wasleft open, just alittle, sothat
abovethe clatter of dishes| could hear their voices, subdued and intense and
constantly threatening to disappear altogether. Straining, | made out snatches:
“Vassilyevka' or “Gusarovka,” something about orchards and watermelon
fieldsand old JohannesMartenswho refused toleavethevillagewith hisfamily
because the ocean was so terrifying, Canada so far away.

“Where in God’s name do you think he is now?’ That was Gathie's
voice.

“Taken,” my mother said in hushed voice. “ Sent north.”

Sometimesthey spoke Russian, asignthat my mother wasaware of the
opendoor. They' retelling each other everything, | thought. Like Carol and me.
My mother and Gathie, reliving alifel had never known, growing up againin
aRussianvillagel would never see, speaking alanguagethat shut meout. There
they were, on the windswept deck of afabulous ship, seaspray on their faces,
thelucky ones, thesaved, leaning lightly against therailing, staring acrossthe
huge ocean for the first glimpse of anew shore. A brand new life.

Did my mother have any warning, any inkling that she’d land in this
bleak, adventureless life? Could that be my destiny, too? The idea was
unbearable.

The sun was till far from sinking into the horizon, but the wind had
beguntodie, leaving an early calm, when the four of us stood together on the
driveway following theretreat of Gathie' scar along thegravel driveway. We
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watched it makealeft turn onto the highway, gain speed, gather acloud of dust
and vanish into another world.

My mother raised her hand to shield her eyesfrom the sun. Shewasthe
last toturnaway. | wondered if shelongedto beinthat car with Gathie, thetwo
of them hurtling away from the farm, away from the leghorns and the huge
garden with its endless rows of carrots and beets, past wheatfields and bleak
bush into amore splendid existence, one more chance for adventure. Or had
that ocean voyage brought them to the promised land?

“She' swearing herself out,” my father said. “ Teaching city kidsistoo
much for her. Y ou saw that, didn’t you? Did you see how thin sheis? She
won'tlast.”

“We'd better collect the eggs before it's dark,” my mother said.
“Come,” asif putting an end to the afternoon, an end to Gathie.

| amost said, then, that I d get theeggsfor her, shecould stay inside, she
didn’'t haveto changeinto her old clothes. She could read the“Home Loving
Hearts’ pages she cut each week from the Free PressWeekly Prairie Farmer
and collected in stacksfor the day when she’ d havetimeto read them. Boring
letters from farm women like her who sent in recipes for feather-light cakes,
hintsfor keeping the outhouse odourless, awful poemsthey had written about
thesunrise or about their cowsor roosters. | wantedtotell her that her lifewas
asgood as Gathie’ s-no, much better, though | didn’t for aminutebelievethat.

But | kept silent. Freedom from barn chores was a victory 1’d won
through along and difficult battle, my chief strategy an unrelenting sullenness,
complaint, exaggerated comparisonsof my lifewith Carol’ s. | had strengthened
my siege with just enough grudging cooperation where inside chores were
concerned. | couldn’t retreat now. My parents, careful to avoid leghorn
droppings, walked wordlessly back to the house to changeinto chore clothes.

“Hedwig, there's nothing to do,” Ellie's voice was restrained,
deliberately reasonable. “Do you feel like waking down to see
Mrs.Y aremchuk, her cat has six new kittens, they’ re so cute and still blind?’

| said nothing, knowing Elliewouldn’t nag or whine, shenever did. But
as| walked aloneto the house, leaving Ellieforlornintheyard, | felt asif I'd
missed something important. An opportunity. | found the copy of Wuthering
Heights Mrs.Crane had |oaned me for the summer, and began reading where
I’ dleft off, the part where Cathieisdelirioudy plucking feathersfromthepillow
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and accusing Heathcliff of shootinglapwingsontheheath. Asl lost myself on
that heath, the lapwings kept turning into leghorns. Rows of white eggs
materialized on the page. The assured hand reaching for them was my
mother’s.

* k%

My father was taken and my mother left. The hand of judgement
reached for him some months after | had escaped, with Carol, to the dingy
fourth-floor roominthebleak residenceat the University of Manitoba. It came
inthe guise of sudden failure of the heart, one morning after hoursof hoisting
theheavy bagsof feed fromthehalf-tonto hisshoulders, thenloading filled egg
cratesontothetruck to haul tothecity tosell. Thisfarm, likethepreviousone,
had resi sted productivity theway quack grassresistseradication.

Eveningshewould spread the Free PressWeekly Prairie Farmer onthe
kitchen tableand inafew minuteshisshoul derswould slump, hishead drop to
hisdenim chest and from hisaltered breathingit wasobvioushe' dfalenaseep,
exhausted. “Don’t sit there,” my mother roused him, sometimesimpatiently,
sometimes gently. “Y ou won't get rest that way. Cometo bed.”

| wassurprised how much at rest helooked in the coffin. And how thin,
despitealifetimeof largehel pingsof chickenand potatoesand gravy. Only his
shoulders, under thedark bluefabric of hissuit, werebroad and substantial. His
hair, too, wasthin and had begun to grey. My mother, whose hair showed ho
signsof grey, wasleft to sell the farm and moveto the city with Ellie.

One Saturday morning, and not to my delight, | found Mathildadrinking
tea at the kitchen table in my mother’ s tiny apartment. The fresh cinnamon
aromaof the applecakemy mother had baked filled thekitchen. | wassurprised
to seehow heavy Mathildahad become. Glancing surreptitiously at her feet, |
detected puffy ankles swelling over the edges of worh grey sneakers. My
mother wasstill slender, her anklesfirm.

“Goodyou came, Hedwig,” my mother said. “ Elli€’ salazybonestoday.
Still dleeping. Have somecake.”

“Mmmm,” Mathildacrooned, “Wonderful. Frieda, your applecakeisso
wo-o-onderful.” Asshereachedfor another dlice, her face, her body, her plump
hands spoke of repose, of being replete, of perfect contentment. My mother’s
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hands were restless. They wanted to be thinning beets, or dlicing tomatoes.
They wanted to grasp the carcass of achicken and rip the entrailsfromit, tear
out the hard stomach and the tiny heart.

“lsn’'t Saturday like heaven?’ Mathilda gushed. “ Just sitting here like
this. Tea, and your scrumptious baking, Frieda. Oh Frieda, weren't welucky,
you and me, getting out of Russia alive, thank God. So lucky to live herein
peace. So happy.”

Mathildawas working at the post office now, my mother had told me,
handling bulky packages, alwayson her feet, her legsofteninpain, theveinsin
them swelling darkly. What wasso lucky about that? And | couldn’t believemy
mother taking her hand and telling her, no strings attached, “Y ou and me,
Matilda, we haveto be awaysgrateful.”

“Thisafternoon I’ m making Bodentorte with strawberriesand whipped
cream,” Mathilda was saying. “Real whipped cream. | always buy a pint at
Safeway on weekends. If my sistersdon’t bring me some.”

Elizabeth and Marthahad married farmers, widowerswith childrenwho
needed mothers. There were also gardens that needed tending, houses to be
kept clean. “ Of coursethey’ re happy,” Mathildasaid when my mother asked.
“They have children. A home.”

“TheKroegersarecomingtomorrow,” shewent on, “ and Susie Gerber.
And you come, too, Frieda, of course. And Hedwig, you too. Can you come,
Hedwig?’

“Wish| could, Mathilda.” | had nointention of reliving the Flight Out Of
Russiawith my mother’ sfriends. Not that it didn’t intrigue me, that familiar
litany of narrow escapes that could easily fill a Sunday afternoon. The
marauding hordes of bandits, thefamine, typhus, thelice-infested Red Army.
Thevillagersfearful of staying, fearful of leaving. Those who choseto leave
crammed into trainsthat rattled them past theinfamous gate with thered star.
Those who stayed--silence. All my life I'd heard stories of the saved and
speculation about thosel eft behind.

“ After the bandits ransacked the village your grandfather read Psalm
37,” my father used totell Ellieand me. “ Trustinthe Lord and do good, that’ s
what heread to us. Dwell inthe land and enjoy safe pasture. Delight your self
in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart. And next day we
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fled. Left everything behind.” Then hewouldfall silent, awry smileflickering
around his mouth, asif he was meditating on theirony.

Carol and| had staked out Sunday afternconfor our own Greet Escape--from
English papers, fromthedingy residence. Y esterday after classwehadtried on
last year’ shathing suits, taking turnsstrutting for each other and for themirror,
judging and being judged. Stripped to skinand swim suits, prone onthewhite
sand of Grand Beach, our innocent contours fitting themselves into its soft
warmth, wewould nolonger be shy and awkward. No onewouldbeabletotell
wehad grown up onafarm. Wewould become miraculously sleek and golden
brown all over. We would be tempting asthe new-born Venus. Wewould be
irresgtible.

| wassaved from making excusesto Mathildawhen Ellieappeared, till
warm and pink from sleep, still in her pyjamas, her hair ablondetousled halo.
M athildareached out with both armsand my sister walked warmly into them.
My mother cut her adlice of cake, poured aglass of milk.

“Hedwig, did | tell you I'm starting work Monday.” It was an
announcement rather than aguestion and my mother madeit ontheway from
the stove to the table. Her face glowed with delight, asif she were the lucky
contestant chosen for adventure and the coffee pot she carried a winner’'s
trophy.

“What? where?’ The idea of my mother working anywhere but in a
gardenorinachickenbarnor at thekitchen stove caught meoff guard. | wasn't
surewhether | should congratulate her or be surprised or show sympathy. What
did I know about my mother?What did | know about her desires, about what
would makeher happy?1 didn’t even know if shehad any favouriteversefrom
the Bible. | stared at her patterned, cotton dress, her worn hands.

Ellie had told me she no longer subscribed to The Free Press Weekly
Prairie Farmer. “You know all those clippings she kept from the ‘Home
Loving Hearts ? Oneday sheburnedthem, every last one. | couldn’t believeit.
Said shewouldn’t need them now.”

After her friend Gathie had been killed, some years ago, in acar crash
near Nanaimo my mother had taken out her letters, read through them
methodically, out loud, carried them over to the trash can, then at the last
minute bundled them up with ascrap of ribbon and stowed them once morein
her dresser drawer.
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“I’ll be cleaning the doctors' officesat that medical clinic. Inthat strip
mall behind the Esso. And they asked did | want to take the gowns home to
wash. They still use cotton gowns for the patients. I’ m planning to buy new
curtains, andit’ stimewegot anew living room couch, don’t youthink, we' ve
had thisold green oneforever, and there’ salwayshillswaiting to be paid and
groceriestobuy. Withyou at university and Elliejustin gradeeleven, well, the
money will come handy. Good thing Ellie saw the notice.”

She spoke with a conviction that kept questions at bay, that forbade
doubt and fear. Her voice was the same one that had announced one summer
onthe second farmthat the cloudsweregathering for rain and thelong rows of
beetswere thick with weeds.

“Hedwig, you'll come with me, quick. And you too, Ellie.” Shehad a
hoefor each of us. My mother gripped hersfirmly with both hands, raisingit,
bringingit quickly andimperioudy blade-down ontherootsof pigweed and sow
thistles and the tenacious quack grassthat grew everywhere. “ Go deep. And
don't leavethe plantswith their rootsstill intheground,” sheinstructed to us.
“They’ll just grow again.” From time to time she bent down, swiftly and
without losing her rhythm, to pick by hand aweed that grew right in the row.
Ellie was quickly left behind. Urged on by a sort of pride, or stubborness, |
struggled to keep up.

We followed our silent course, the three of us, up and down the rows,
our backsbent, our hoeswhacking, uprooted weedsand earth flying. The sky
grew ominous, thethunder that had rumbled in the distance moved closer, the
afternoonturned dark. Past thebarn | could seethefirst brilliant jag of lightning
smash to earth behind the poplar trees. “ If arain’ sgoing to be ashort one, the
chickenswill find shelter,” my father dwayssaid. “If it’ sgoing to belong, they
don’t bother.”

Beyondthegardentheleghornswerescratching energetically inthedirt
and weeds, their white backseerily luminescent inthe greyness. Thefirst few
pelletsof rain broke, coldonmy skin. “Ellie, you runtothehouse,” my mother
calledfrom her positiondightly ahead, tomy left. “Nouseall three of usgetting
wet.” Ellieflew to shelter.

| waited for my turn to be ordered to the house. | didn’t want to ask. |
had adesireto beasbrave, ascamasmy mother. Anorangeflashlit upthenext
crack of thunder and | felt, unmistakably, aquick, fiercetinglinginmy right leg
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and along my right upper arm. A crackling covered the top of my head likea
swift burning. Inmy terror | kept onhoeing for several secondsbeforel stopped
andyelledout, “Didyoufeel that?’ | wasready to drop my hoe, surely now my
mother would send me running to the house.

“What? Just keep going, or we'll never bedone.” Shedidn’t look up.
Her arms kept their rhythm, her shoulders remained in motion. When she
finished her row, sheturned to work mine. When we met, thewholeworld had
grown opaqueand utterly filled with therush of pounding rain. Thetinglingin
my limbsand head was diminishing likereceding thunder.

“Run,” she yelled and we raced, two drenched fugitives, to the dry
safety of the house.

If | had been alittle further right, | thought with a sort of wonder, or a
little further forward, or behind, I might have been the one taken. And my
mother left. | didn’t eventhink that it could bethe other way around, my mother
taken. | wastoo shocked for anger, too frightened totell anyonethat | had felt
thelightning.

“Pay sounds good,” Mathilda was saying, and | knew instantly that
everything about the new job had been confided to her. Shelifted thecupto her
mouth onelasttimeandrosetogo. | till couldn’tthink of anythingto say tomy
mother, although | wanted to with all my heart.

“Mom, you’ll likethejob.” Elliewasenthusiastic. “It’ Il begreat. Y ou'll
see.” My sister, still warm and glowing, still emerging from sleep, took dainty
bites of apple cake. A smudge of milk glistened on her lip.

Whenwe had arrived that wet summer day, dripping, at thehouse, Ellie
wasthere holding the door wide open for us, sobbing out her fear of the storm
and her fear for us. “ Stop bawling,” my mother said. Theraceagainst thestorm
left her exhilarated. She shook of f thewetnesstriumphantly. “ Get sometowels.
Run.” From the kitchen window we watched as the heavens opened, sending
the deluge down like ajudgement. Instant pool s of water dotted theyard. The
wind gained force and whipped, furiously, the crowns of the poplar trees.

“Where'sDad,” Ellie howled. | had forgotten him and so, apparently,
had my mother in her elation over having finished the rows of beets. Washe
unloading sacks of feed that shouldn’t get wet? Washewaiting out therainin
the hen barn? Had he been struck by lightning?
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“Shush, Ellie,” my mother scolded. Wewatched silently at thewindow,
thethreeof us, until heappeared, anebul ous, ghost-likefigure running toward
us through the rain, his raised arms holding a gunny sack over his head for
protection. It wasElliewho rantothedoor. My mother had turned to the stove
to begin supper.

“Frieda, ajob, that’ ssomething to be happy for,” Mathildawas saying.
“Congratulations. Look at your daughters. Of course you need work.
Weddings cost.” She stood to leave.

“Youand me, Matilda, we' rethelucky ones,” my mother said, her face
flushed and glowing from thebaking, but al so becauseof Matilda svisitandher
job, and maybe even because of her daughters. “Good you reminded me.”

| left soon after Mathilda. On the bus to the university | shut out the
shoppers settling in with their packages, the high school kids chattering and
jostling at the back. | shut out thetraffic in the street, but it wasimpossible to
shut out my mother’s glowing face, and maybe | didn’t want to. | willed my
body to fed, in anticipation, the hot sand and sun at Grand Beach, to feel the
wind on my face. | wanted to hear the cry of gulls as they soared and
plummeted. | longed to befloating on thewidewetness of thelake, buoyed by
the waves. There must be a way that |, too, could tear free from dread and
bitterness and receive, finally, the desires of the heart.
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According to Linda Boynton Arthur’s essay, clothing norms for Holdeman
M ennonite women function in various ways as elements of socia control to
constrainwomen. Arthur arguesthat quilting, by contrast, fulfillsthesartorial,
creative impulse of Holdeman women and thus acts as aform of collective
resistanceto patriarchal dresscodes.

In considering Arthur’ swork, | findit useful to setit alongsidemy own
ethnography with Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonites, another small group of
conservative Mennonites.* Theclothing prescriptionsfor both Holdeman and
Eastern PennsylvaniaM ennonitesare similar,2 and both groupsaccept modern
technology including cars, telephones, and el ectricity. Compared to outsiders,
men’ sprescribed clothing inthesegroupsdifferslessmarkedly thanwomen's;
this makes women's clothing the primary boundary marker. Thus, for
conservative Mennonites, women's attire carries the weight of cultural
separation fromtheworld. | believeitisfor thisreason rather than because of
mae dominance (although patriarchy is a redlity for both groups of
conservative M ennonites) that women'’ sclothing isof suchimportanceamong
Holdeman and Eastern PennsylvaniaM ennonites.

WhileArthur viewsall of clothingthroughthelensof constraint, or social
control of women, the conservative M ennonitewomeninmy study articul ated
awide variety of meanings related to their clothing. Let me give just three
examples (out of ten or so | identified in my work). First, conservative
women’ sdress affordsthem asense of internal motivation for right behavior.
Lydia, aninformant | interviewed, described it thisway:
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We want peopleto look at usand think of God. And theway you
dress changes how you feel about yourself . . . . Because | dress
plain, people expect something from methat they wouldn'’t expect
if | didn't dressdifferent from everybody el se, whichisachallenge
....But thedress, the plain dress, is a help to remind us of who
we are?

AsLydia squoteimplies, wearing theprescribed clothing (“ plaindress,”
in her parlance) calls forth a certain moral behavior among conservative
Mennonitewomen.

Second, conservativedressprovidesafeeling of divineprotectionfrom
harm, as Rebecca[another informant] indicatesinthefollowing quote:

| guess | thought of [my dress] more as a protection . . . from
whether it be, um, violence or abuse or anything like that, that you
could meet out inthe streets. . . . | dwaysthought of that asbeing
acertain protection from physical harm that God gives.*

Several mothers | interviewed shared with me the reassurance they derived
from believing that their daughter’ s conservative dresswoul d keep them safe
from male harassment.

And third, conforming to church dress codes offers women emotional
security through asecure self-identity. AsKristinatold me,

| can say that in thiskind of dressing, with the cape dressand, and
the covering, I, | found my roleasaChristianwoman. . .. It gave
me akind of security in aposition | wanted to be. | thought, ah,
now I'm, I'm living how Christ wants meto, to live.®

In contrast to the variety of sartorial meanings | discovered, Arthur’s
exclusivefocus on social control as the sole meaning in women’ s dress may
derive in part from her sources. She talks of interviewing a majority of the
women in one particular Holdeman community in California, yet her most
frequent referencesand her longest and most decisivequotesarefromexpelled
membersof that community. Arthur arguesthat women “feel threatened by the
men of the community” with whom “clothing is a source of conflict,” and
womenare* plagued by anxiety” over clothing concerns(35). Thisisinmarked
contrast to the women in my study.
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Most of the women | interviewed expressed contentment with their
clothing restrictions. As Rebeccamused, “It's not a hard thing because |’ ve
always dressed thisway. . . .[Besides,] | don’t have to worry about being all
matching, or always in style.” In her essay Arthur cites Becky’s quote to
illustrate the heavy rule of the Holdeman Church: “When | put on Mennonite
clothing, | put onall of the Church’srules’ (36). Y et sartorially putting onthe
Church’srulesis a positive value for the women | interviewed, who found
peace and, paradoxically, freedom, within their community’ sconstraints. As
Jean told me, “ The Eastern [ Pennsylvania Mennonite] Church islike alush,
green garden with afence around it. And | like [living within] that fence.”
Arthur acknowledgesthat “what theHoldemansregard assignsof religiosity”
are, inher work, “signsof socio-religiousconformity” (37), which shecastsas
anegative. Of course, the negative value of conformity is not far from the
positive value of community and uniformity, the aspects emphasized by the
women in my study.

Finally, those of uswhowork asethnographers(i.e. cultura criticswho
use qualitative methodology, such asinterviews) must consider carefully the
framework webringtoaparticular body of research. A feminist critiquelongs
for resistance; inthiswork, how dowomen resist dresscodes? Arthur tellsus
that young women in their dating years bend the dress code to attract amate,
but thishardly supportsher claim of women'’ s* collectiveresistance” (43), nor
her argument that “Subtle changes in dress then, function symboalically to
establish solidarity amongwomen and to circumvent patriarchal control” (35).

In my study | did not find much resistance, nor did | find women
articulating discomfort with dress codes that | would have found terribly
restrictive. Thereality isthat most women among conservative Mennonite
groups do not resist dress codes, for to do so would mean leaving their
community, and straining if not severing family and friendshipties. Thisisa
choicefewwomenarewillingtomake.® AsRebeccatoldme, “Y ouwould have
to have agood reason for leaving. And something else out there to connect
yourself with. Otherwiseyou’d betotally alone.”

Nor is quilting necessarily an act of resistance to patriarchal cloth
constraints, as Arthur argues. From my research, quilting is more about the
love of order and beauty than about sartorial resistance. Nor isit the only
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avenuefor creativity allowed conservative Mennonitewomen. Othersinclude
flower gardening, canning, and baking (the latter two being works of both art
and appetite). The danger for those of uswho position ourselves as cultural
critics, it seemsto me, isin seeing resistancewhereit doesn’t exist.

Thinking like an anthropologist, a useful methodology by which to
approach qualitativework like Arthur and | do, requirestryingto understand a
different cultural meaning system from theinside out, notimposing aparticular
agenda. So theresearch question becomes, What are the values of the culture
under study and how do they compare with the values | bring to it as a
researcher?—andthis, incidentally, isanimportant feminist research question.

Notes

! The Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church numbers about 10,000. Beginning in 1993 |
explored the multiple meanings of women'’s dress and gender roles in this Church through
interviewsand participant observationwithwomenin Lancaster and L ebanon countiesin central
Pennsylvania. See*‘ To Remind Usof Who WeAre': An Ethnographic Exploration of Women’'s
Dressand Gender RolesinaConservative Mennonite Community,” by Beth E. Graybill, master’s
thesis, University of Maryland, 1995; see also my chapter forthcoming in, Quiet in the Land?
Anabaptist Women in Historical Perspective (John Hopkins University Press).

2 Although the specific dresscodesdiffer somewhat between Holdeman M ennonitesand Eastern
Pennsylvania Mennonites, both groups require women to cover their heads and adhere to one
prescribed dress style. A cape dress, the prescribed dress style for Eastern Pennsylvania
Mennonite women includes an extralayer of fabric —acape—over the bust, designed to mask
awoman’sfigure.

3 Interview with Lydia, October 10, 1993. Taperecordingin theauthor’ spossession.
4Interview with Rebecca, June 16, 1995. Tape recording in the author’ s possession.
SInterview with Kristina, June 25, 1995. Taperecording in the author’ spossession.

6 In the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church, relatively few people do, in fact, leave.
Accordingtotwo churchbishops| spokewith, the Church retainsmorethan 90 percent of itsyoung
peopl e, and most of thosewho leaveareyoung men. Unlikethe Amish, who condoneaperiod of
youthful experimentation with the world and its pleasures, this is not acceptable to most
conservativeMennonites.
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Jacobus ten Doornkaat Koolman. Dirk Philips: Friend and Colleague of
Menno Smons, 1504-1568. Trans. William Keeney, ed. C. Arnold Snyder.
Kitchener, ON / Scottdale, PA: Pandora Press/ Herald Press, 1998.

In his introduction to The Writings of Dirk Philips, C. J. Dyck states that
Philips “ranks second only to Menno Simons in his influence on Dutch
Anabaptism during thefirst decades of themovement” (11). Whenit comesto
the writings of Dirk — which are more systematic and comprehensive than
Menno’' s—Dutch scholarsmight rank him even higher than Menno. Although
The Writings of Dirk Philips have been available in Dutch since 1564 and in
English since 1910, hardly any systematic work has been done on Dirk’s
theology or historic research on hislife.

Inorder tofill thisgap, ten Doornkaat Koolman’ shiography of Philips
has been trandated into English by William Keeney and edited by C. Arnold
Snyder. Theauthor wasbornin 1889 in Hamburg, Germany, studied theol ogy
in Marburg and Berlin, and at the Mennonite Seminary in Amsterdam from
1911 to 1915. Under the influence of professors Cramer and de Bussy, he
developed akeeninterestin Anabaptist history and theology. Hismany articles
on these subjects, and his contributions to the Mennonitisches Lexikon and
Mennonite Encyclopedia bear witness to his scholarship. For his
proponenexamen in 1913 he wrote a paper on Dirk Philips. He continued his
research on Dirk for afuture dissertation but had to interrupt it in 1915. Not
until hisretirement in 1957 washe ableto returnto hisresearch andfinally in
1964 to have hisbiography published.

Ten Doornkaat Koolmanknowsall theavailable sources. Theendnotes
alonefill fifty-five of the 220 pagesof hiswork, whichisstill thefundamental
monograph on this subject. In twelve chapters he discusses Dirk’s life and
writingsinchronological order.

According to a contemporary, Dirk received his education in the
monastery of the Lesser Brothers (Franciscans) in Leeuwarden. Pieter
Houtzager, amessenger from Jan Matthijs, baptized Dirk before February 2,
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1535. More than twenty-five years later Dirk will call Houtzager God's
messenger, onewho preached the Word of God and baptized himinthe name
of theFather, Son, and Holy Spirit. Thereasonsfor Dirk’ sbrother Obbe’ slater
resignation, baptism, and ordination by the false prophets of M Uinster remain
for Dirk scriptural and binding. Upon request of the brethren, Obbe ordained
Dirk as a fellow elder in Appingendam in 1534 or 1535. Ten Doornkaat
K oolman agreeswith themaj ority of Mennonite scholarsthat neither Obbenor
Dirk got involved in the turbulent events around the apocal yptic kingdom of
M Unster. Since someevidence pointsin adifferent direction, especialy Obbe's
confession, more research on this period is needed.

In 1537 both Dirk and Menno and other Anabaptists were in East
Friesland, where Count Enno was governor. When Enno died in 1540, his
widow Annavan Oldenburg came more and more under the influence of the
Reformed stream, and called John a L asco asthe new leader of the church of
East Friedand. His debates with Menno are well known. Ten Doornkaat
Koolman assumes that Dirk was a close co-worker with Menno at thistime,
that he probably was present at these confrontations, and that he might even
have been Menno's secretary. Under pressure from Brussels and from the
emperor, the Anabaptists were expelled in 1544, and both Menno and Dirk
headed for the Rhineland. In the 1540s Dirk continued in the background.
While Menno risked hislifetraveling to Friesland, Holland, and Groningen,
Dirk apparently stayed behind.

In contrast to Wilhelm Kihler, who argues that in the 1550s Dirk
outgrew Menno and even opposed him where he thought it necessary, ten
Doornkaat Koolman points out that in the 1550s Menno could call Dirk “our
trusted and very beloved brother.” Intheconfrontationwith Adam Pastor, Dirk
played a prominent role. It became clear in the 1550s that Dirk was more
concise and more strict than Menno. For example, he supported radical
shunning of those banned from the fellowship of believers. Hisimportance
increaseswhen hebecomesawriter around 1554. With hisgrowing recognition
and authority, he now takes his own stand on many important issues and does
not hesitate to oppose Menno on the application of the ban.

Dirk moved further east inthe same decade, livingin Wismar, L Ubeck,
and then Danzig, where he was an elder in the 1560s. In this period he writes
prolifically and becomesthemost respected | eader of the Anabaptist movement
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intheNetherlands, northern Germany, and Danzig. Asleader and elder Menno
did his most creative work in the late 1530s and *40s; in the ‘ 50s one of his
maj or concernswastheeliminationfrom hisearly writingsof any evidence of
hisinvolvement withthe M Uinsterites. Dirk now takesover theleadershipfrom
Menno; as awriter he works mostly on the same issues. The monophysite
Christology, the spiritual resurrection, the ban, the ordinances of the church,
zeadl for the purity of the church, and the presence of the kingdom of God
among us now are also his chief concerns. Like Menno and most of the
reformers, Dirk wasconvinced that histeaching andinterpretati on of scripture
was correct and irrefutable. As an elder he took a firm stand on the Frisian-
Flemish controversy and can be blamed at least in part for the great schism.

For Dirk, the Anabaptist movement is the great turning point in the
history of the Christian church: it hasnow beenliberated from the Babylonian
captivity of Roman Catholicism. Thefellowship of thebelieversisaready the
New Jerusalem. Dirk did not care that this true church was small and
insignificant: Christ had predicted that only afew would enter the narrow gate
and find the path to eternal life. But thistrue church had to be of one spirit and
of onefaith, otherwiseit would not stand. To keep the church united and pure,
the strict ban wasindispensable. Ten Doornkaat Koolman admitsthat Dirk’s
rolein the great schism throws ashadow over hislife, yet he did guide many
with hisliterary worksand strengthen their faith.

K eeney and Snyder have produced atrand ation that readseasily and is
concise. But by breaking up the author’ slong and complicated sentences and
paragraphs, someof the meaning and content canbelost. Anillustrationisthe
third sentence of page one: where ten Doornkaat Koolman questions a
statement, in the tranglation he confirms it. These details are issues only for
scholarly research. For the student and theinformed reader thistrandationisa
great contribution. Sincevery few peopleread Dutch, it providesthe English-
speaking world accesstothelifeand worksof oneof themgjor leadersof early
Anabaptism.

HELMUT ISAAK, Abbotsford, BC
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Roberta Showalter Kreider, ed. From Wounded Hearts: Faith Sories of
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgendered People and Those Who Love
Them. Gaithersburg, MD: Chi Ro Press, 1998.

Stanley J. Grenz. Wel coming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Responseto
Homosexuality. Louisville, KY : Westminster John Knox Press, 1998.
Raobert L. Brawley, ed. Biblical Ethics and Homosexuality: Listening to
Scripture. Louisville; KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996.

Many reviews address whether a book respects the canons of its field of
scholarship, makes a novel contribution, or effectively reaffirms some
traditional argument or set of values. My approach to three books on
homosexuality or gay/leshian subject matter (thevery choiceof label canflag
ataking of sides) islikewise based on criterial consider important amid the
anguished debating.

Certainly themore common criteriafor judging booksarevalid. Andin
approaching thesebooks| havekept inmind suchtypical concernsaswhether
theargumentation is sound, thewriting competent, thematerial coherent. But
other standards seem to me pertinent here, for two key reasons. First, many
debaters already know by heart the common positions and how they are
justified. Why then set out yet againto arguethat hereisthe preferred position,
or totell how thisor that book fail stotakethemost biblical stance? Second, my
own journey has brought meto thispoint. Once | was pastor of Germantown
M ennonite Church. ThisMennonitecongregation, theoldestinNorth America,
wasin 1997 disfellowshipped by FranconiaConference, aregional Mennonite
association of churches, due to the church’s gay/lesbian-friendly stance. By
that time my Germantown pastorate was long past, and | watched at some
distance but with dismay as debaters, often alienated, angry, and anguished,
found no way to stitch together an outcome that both respected their
differencesand nurtured continuing rel ationships.

| watched not only asonewith personal memoriesof earlier stagesof the
processbut al so asaresearcher studying for dissertation purposesthedebate’ s
closing phases. Asitstitlesuggests, thedissertation, “ Fractured Dance: Steps
and Misstepsin Conversation and in Application of Gadamer to aMennonite
Debate on Homosexuality,” pursued through the work of Hans Georg-
Gadamer itsown criteriafor evaluating the conversation.
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The key goal was to investigate from a Gadamerian standpoint what
makes communication across differences successful and to seek instances of
success or failurein conversations conducted by three clusters of Franconia
delegates prior to the final Germantown decision. | was drawn to Gadamer
through sensing connections between his views and the Anabaptist
commitment to peacemaking—aswell asPaul’ svisionin 1 Cor. 12-13 of abody
of Christwhichmust learntoloveitsmany different partsasall contributingto
onebody. L eaving asidethe many compl exitiesinherent in Gadamer’ sthought,
I'll focusonthiskey point: My ability to graspwhy your positionispersuasive
to you, and vice-versa, iswhat enables the true under standing which defines
conver sational success.

Gadamer believesthat aswe seek to understand another wemust aways
begin through thelensesof our own biasesand prejudices. Wehavenoway to
get outside ourselves to see in some neutral or objective way what's “really
there.” We can only start from how we see asaresult of who we uniquely are
as shaped by culture and experience, and Gadamer wants us to treasure our
initial perspectivesasour only way of beginning to perceive each other.

But Gadamer then asksusto risk having theseinitia stancesenlarged by
placing them in contact with other views. He asks me to converse with your
prejudices, and youwith mine, so profoundly and genuinely that little by little
we see why the other’ s position seems right to her or him. Success doesn’t
require fully agreeing with each other, but it does demand our entering the
other’ sposition deeply enoughto sensewhy the other person holdsit and why
it deserves our respect and readinessto learn fromit. My main job, then, was
tolook in the Franconiaconversationsfor instances of readinesstorisk one’'s
own prejudicesand to valueand beenlarged by other prejudices. Let the often
sobering conclusionsremain in the dissertation, even asthe underlying quest
now providesthe criterial apply also to these three books.

I conclude that two of them — From Wounded Hearts and Welcoming
but Not Affirming —are helpful in clarifying the prejudicesbeing held even as
their authorsare perhapslessinterested in modeling how prejudices might be
risked. Meanwhile Biblical Ethics and Homosexuality tends to generate the
same assessment if treated chapter by chapter, but if taken asawholeit helps
illustrate what risking of prejudicescanlook likeand why such risking can be
vauable.
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Hearts is a treasure trove of narratives divided into three sections
fulfilling thepromiseof thebook’ ssubtitle. Thefirst andlargest sectionfocuses
onleshian, gay, bisexual andtransgendered (hereafter “LGBT”) experiences,
inremaining sections, parentsand then“familiesandfriends’ tell their stories.
Thebook’ skey prejudiceissummarizedinthe Publisher’ sNote” by R. Adam
Debaugh, who suggeststo the reader that “if you have doubts about the place
of God' ssexua minority childrenintheschemeof things, thisbook might help”
(xvii). Story after story showsthepainajudgmental church hasinflicted onthe
teller or loved ones. Implicit in most accounts is a hope that the reader,
identifying with the teller, will come to see that here is a human being who
deservesthe samefull acceptancethe church givesstraight Christians.

In contrast, Stanley Grenz's prejudice is that the appropriate
“evangelical response to homosexuality” isindeed to be “welcoming but not
affirming.” What this means is that all — LGBT or straight — are equally
welcome in the “ discipleship community,” but discipleswill join “on God's
terms, not their own.” And God' s terms demand that the community always
welcome the homosexua while not affirming those “old sinful practices’
homosexualsarecalledto“leavebehind” (157).

Despitetheir nearly opposing stances, each book does contributeto one
significant ingredient of Gadamerian communication: The other person’s
prejudice must be made availablein as persuasiveand rich aformaspossible.
This then gives the holder of a different prejudice potential access to what
makesthe prejudiceunder study val uableand convincing to theonehol dingit.
Both booksprovideawell-defined, attractively delineated path for walkinginto
what makes these stances persuasive to those who treasure them. Hearts
welcomesusinto, precisely, thewarmly beating heartsof thosespeaking. If in
more cerebral style, Welcoming invitesus, through generally fair and careful
reasoning, to understand why Grenz thinksthat the appropriateevangelical and
biblical positionishisown.

Each book also makes some effort to risk its own central prejudice at
least sufficiently to acknowledgethe potential integrity and val ue of opposing
prejudices. Amid comment on sexuality as a central challenge faced by
Christiansina“ permissivesociety,” Grenz notesthat “ becausethe challengeis
oneweall face, whether ‘ straight’ or ‘ gay,” webest faceittogether” (156). And
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Kreider poignantly articulatesher effort to seevalueintwo very different sets
of prejudices:

| feel caught inthe middle! | very deeply love and carefor each of
you and do not want to hurt you in any way. It has been very
comfortabletowalk along together, affirming and encouraging one
another without many major conflicts. Truly itisgood when God's
people dwell in peace! But when | am ready to say, “Let’s just
keep it that way,” then | immediately see the faces of our many
gay and lesbian friendsand their parents. (266-67)

However, neither book showssignificant evidenceof readinesstorisk itsown
prejudice, as opposed to the meaningful yet lesschallenging effort to value or
respect another prejudice. Each book islargely committed to its own stance.
There is much reasonable concern for opposing stances, but these are not
primarily viewed as potential sourcesfor enlarging thewriter’ sown prejudice.
Rather, the writer’ sbiasisin the end what is cherished.

This is generally the pattern as well in Biblical Ethics, whose nine
chaptersby different authors provide asampling of viewpoints presented at a
largely Presbyterian Consultationon Biblical Ethicsand Homosexuality held at
McCormick Theological Seminary in 1995. The most scholarly of the three
books, in handling prejudices Biblical Ethics nevertheless encompasses
roughly the samemovesasthe other two volumes. M ost of the chapter writers
skillfully expressaclear prejudice, again hel ping readers enter the force of a
writer’ sreasoning and why theauthor findsit persuasive. For instance, Ulrich
Mauser carefully explainswhy heviewsmal enessand femalenessasgrounded
in the basic order of God's creation itself and why this leads him to view
homosexua conduct as the “denial that the human being is good as God's
creature in the polarity of being male or female. In one form or ancther,
homosexual conduct fears or denies, despises or ridicules, the goodness of
God' screation of maleandfemale” (13). J. Andrew Dearman appearsto head
inasimilar directionin histreatment of “Marriagein the Old Testament.”

Then take Elizabeth Gordon Edwards. Her biasregarding the Apostle
Paul’ s understanding of the flesh or body is clear: “ Redeeming Paul’ s use of
sarxisafutiletask; anabortionisrequired” (69). A morebody-affirming (and
implicitly LGBT-friendly) “ability to proclaimtheblessing of our sexudity asa
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God-given gift” is needed (82). Herman C. Waetjen and Dale B. Martin
articulatetheir own LGBT-friendly prejudices. Waetjentreatsthegay-straight
“binary” aspart of a“ pollution system” (114) cleaving humansinto clean and
unclean that the gospel has overcome.

The occasional rhetorical nod toward opposing prejudices may be
found. But thewritersremainlargely interestedin articul ating their own biases,
not in risky exploration of how an alternate one might enlarge their own.
Nevertheless, the effect of placing al these prejudices under the cover of one
book is powerful. At the level of the entire work, as these contrasting biases
jostle against each other, each isplaced at risk, shown potentially to need the
perspectiveit may itself tend to deny or minimize. Editor Robert L. Brawley
seemsawareof this. Hereportsthat participantsin theconsultation“ affirmwith
deep respect for one another the value of our dialogue. Significantly, this
profound respect comes not from avoiding our differences but through
confrontingthem” (153). Highlighting thepolarization afflicting conversations
on homosexuality, Brawley notesthat

Debates from such opposite extremes leave little room for
negotiation. Inthe midst of varieties of methods[such asof biblical
interpretation], social locations, and plays for power, the multi-
vocality of the dialogue in our Consultation has broadened the
visionof usall. (154)

| write herefor ajournal circulated among Anabaptists afflicted by their own
opposite extremes. No peaceful way forward seemsyet in sight. Y et perhaps
treating viewpointsasthey have beentreated here, asmeansto grasp themulti-
vocality of our dialogueinthe quest for abroadening of al our visions, isone
productive way to proceed.

MICHAEL A.KING, Telford, PA
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GeorgeR. Hunsberger, Bearing the Witness of the Spirit. Lesslie Newbigin's
Theology of Cultural Plurality. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans,
1998.

Thisisthe latest book in a projected series from the Gospel and our Culture
Network, anetwork attempting to “ foster themissional encounter of thegospel
with North American culture.” Hunsberger iscoordinator of thisnetwork and
professor of missiology at Western Theol ogical Seminary in Michigan.

Tofacilitateamissiona encounter in apluralistic world, atheology of
cultura plurality is needed. According to this book, such atheology isnot a
reflection onthereligiousnatureof culturebut is, rather, atheol ogical response
to culture and to the plurality of culturesintheworld. Hunsberger prefersthe
word “plurality” to “pluralism,” because the latter implies*“acertain form of
commitment to the pluriformity” (12), while the former simply speaks of
pluralism as a fact. Serious reflection about the intersection of gospel and
cultureisalso needed asthe church liveswith renewed awareness within the
pluralismof culturesandreligionsthat surround us. Hunsberger believesthat a
solid framework for such reflection is aready present in the thought,
experience, and writings of Lesslie Newbigin. Drawing our attention to this
resourceisadgift from Hunsberger to the church.

Hunsberger givesfour reasonswhy Newbigin' scontribution providesa
solid basis for considering questions of gospel and culture. First, is his
missionary career that hasimmersed himinaculturally plural world. Secondis
his extensive participation in public debate about these issues. Third, he has
consistently reflected on atheol ogical understanding of cultural plurality. And
fourth, in his debating process he hasin effect created atheology of cultural
plurdity.

Hunsberger methodically analyzes Newbigin's writings, a literary
contribution of over 260 pieces that cover about fifty years of missionary
experience and reflection. As a missionary in India, Newbigin dealt with
guestions about the authority of the church to engage in mission. Upon his
return to England he had to deal with questions about the authority of the
church to have faith. These two questions, suggests Hunsberger, continue to
underlie our own contemporary debates about the appropriateness of the
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proclamation of aparticular faith and theinvitationto aparticular missionwithin
culturd plurality.

Hunsberger examines Newbigin’ sthought about thereally toughissues
involvedininter-cultural andinter-religiousmission. Iscross-cultural mission
valid? What are the forms that church unity must take? What is the basis of
inter-religiousdia ogue?Newbigin’ sframework for answering thesequestions
is both surprising and predictable. Much of his understanding of the role of
particularity withincultural plurality isbased onthebiblical doctrineof el ection.
Thisis asurprise for most, yet it is this emphasis that makes dialogue and
particul arity both necessary and authoritative. Heal so pointstoissuesof history
and eschatology, the communal implicationsof conversion, and thegospel as
“secular announcement” to the world. Newbigin suggeststhat interreligious
dialogue and particularity within plurality must ultimately be understood
accordingtothetriangular relationshipsamong gospel, church, and culture.

Hunsberger i dentifiesthreeimportant contributionsof Newbigin’ swork
for theology withincultural plurality. First, it“ enableschurchesto engagetheir
owncultureinamissionary way” (278). Second, it givesto churches* powerful
resourcesfor theinner dialogueinwhichthey must beengaged” (279). Third,
“Newbigin’s vision nourishes congregations toward their calling to be the
hermeneutic of thegospel, theinterpretivelensthrough which peoplewill see
and read what thisgospel hasto dowiththem andtheworldinwhichthey live”
(279).

Hunsberger’ sbook istimely and encouraging, though at timesonefeels
that things could be stated more succinctly and that repetition could be
eliminated. But these weaknesses are also strengths. Hunsberger desires to
communicate carefully and thoroughly the thought of Newbigin. The book
demonstrates Hunsberger’s integrity in subjecting himself to the thought of
another, and even in areas of potential disagreement he allows Newbigin to
speak without biasing the perspective. It isinspiring to see how “outdated”
material continuestobe" contemporary” and relevant. | recommend thisbook
to collegeand seminary classes, to missiologically minded persons, and tothose
wishing to think carefully about the role of particular faith witness within
culturd plurality.

ROBERT J. SUDERMAN, Winnipeg, MB
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Roland H. Worth, Jr., The Sermon on the Mount: Its Old Testament Roots.
Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1997.

The purpose of this book is harrower than the title suggests. Worth wantsto
demonstratethat Jesus' teachingsintheso-called six antithesesof Matt. 5:17-
48 do not contradict the teachings of the Old Testament. He believesthat this
isimportant in order to sustain his understanding that Jesus must uphold the
Jewish Law during his lifetime, because the Law continues to be valid until
Jesus' death (his understanding of “until all is accomplished,” v.18). This
allowsWorthto contrast Jesus' supposed strict adherencetotheLawtoPaul’s
later insistencethat the Law isno longer binding on Jesus’ followers (45ff).

The book’s first two chapters set out the problem and give a brief
description of scholarship onit. The next two chaptersexplainingreater detail
his understanding of 5:17-20 as the context for the antitheses, and provide a
brief commentary on other placesin the gospel swhere Jesus might be seento
beeither advocating or actua ly breaking the Torah. Worth usesthe old standby
argument of “intent” vs. “letter”, which allowshimtointerpret theLaw insuch
away that Jesusisnot actually breakingits“intent.” Unfortunately, in doing so
Worth denigratesthereligiousleadersof Jesus day for their “well-intended but
misguided human accretionsto thedivinelaw” (73). These accretions are, of
course, of acompletely different character from thehuman accretionwhichthis
book entails. Worth’s denigration of the Pharisees should also be noted (55-
57), especialy sincehisbibliography citesbookswhich should correct hisbias
(Neusner, E. P. Sanders). These types of arguments tend to preserve rather
than combat anti-Semitic biasin parts of Christian thought.

Theheart of thebook (chs. 5-11) isacareful study of the six antitheses.
Ineach case, thegoal istofind OT parallelstothe“ but | say toyou” part of the
antithesis. Thefinal chapter may beof particul ar interest to Mennonitereaders,
asit dealswith non-violence.

Worth begins it by giving a detailed interpretation of Matt. 5:38-42,
Jesus' commandsto turn the other cheek, give your cloak, and go the second
mile. Hisunderstanding of “turnthe other cheek” limitsit primarily tojudicia
settings, with secondary applicationto everyday lifesituations(235-43). While
Worth does see here a“repudiation of the central attitudes of the Zeal ot-type
movements,” heregardsthisas* anindirect consequenceof (Jesus’) teaching,
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rather thanits central thrust or purpose” (243). Having decided onthe (only?)
correct understanding of Jesus' commands, Worth then goes on to find OT
paralelsin Job 16:10, Lamentations 3:28-30, and | saiah 50:6. Whilethefinal
textisused only asapossiblebackgroundfor theattitude of theMessiah, Worth
congratulates himself on having found “two prophetic texts that advocate
nonretaliatory conduct and that could have been easily in (Jesus') mind when
he spoke hisantithesis’ (254).

This section reveal sthe limits of the author’ s study. His parallelsonly
work if his is the correct interpretation (or human accretion?) of these
commands. If, for example, wewould choosetointerpret 5:39inlight of 5:43,
the command to love our enemies, and thus to see it as a command to non-
violentresistenceingeneral, then Worth’ spassagesfail to providetheparallels
necessary to prove his case. Further, hisinitial concern was whether or not
Jesus' teachingscontradict the Prophetsor the Torah (4). Noneof hispassages
isfrom the Torah, the Job and L amentation texts are not “prophetic” (in the
Hebrew Bible these books are part of the Writings, not the Prophets).

In general, Worth employs a number of presuppositions that detract
fromhisargument. First, hewishesto show that Jesusis* bringing the people
back to the original intents (sic) of the ancient sacred works’ (30). While
concernwith original intent wascertainly anormative positioninthetwentieth
century, it wasnot part of the method of textual interpretationin Jesus' day. It
isanachronistic at best to show Jesus' superiority to rabbinic teaching onthe
basi sof amethod of interpretation that neither woul d haverecognized. Second,
Worth appearsto believethat thereiscompl ete continuity and agreement within
theearly church. Hedoesnot allow for thepossibility that M atthew’ sposition
regarding therel ationshi p between Jesusand the L aw might be quite different
thanthat of Mark, Paul, or James. While he may beright on thisissue (though
| think that unlikely), it would need to be proven not assumed.

Third, the author generally ignoresthe possibility that Matthew had an
influence uponthewording of the Sermon on the Mount. While Worth hasread
many authorswho would disagree with hisposition, hetreatstheir ideaswith
“major skepticism” (4) rather than counter-argument. He attempts to get
aroundthisproblem by claimingto be concerned with “themeaning of thetext
in the form that we have it today,” but later goes on to speak about “ Jesus
listeners’ (21) ashistorical rather thantextual persons. Fourth, Worth assumes
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that the New Testament’ s picture of Messiah was a prescriptive norm which
theMessiah hadtofollow (72). Y et clearly the NT writers spent considerable
energy redefining “Messiah” for their audience, in order to fit Jesusinto the
definition. Thisis one of the key themes of the book of Mark. Our Christian
picture of what a “Messiah” should be is largely based on a retrospective
position which assumesthat M essiah = Jesus. Itisapicturewhich beginswith
Jesusand reads him back into the Old Testament. (Thisiswell withintherules
of theday for “correct” biblical interpretation but doesnot fit with our “ original
intent” rules.) Worthwould have usbelievethat Jesusisfollowingacourselaid
down by the OT writers.

These four questionable presuppositions make it difficult to find
Worth' soverall argument valuable. They are also fundamental to his overal
plan, making it hardto read around themin order to find more general insight.
Worth's bibliography, nevertheless, is extensive and wide-ranging, and
hundreds of notes enhancethe arguments, although their placement at theend
of each chapter make them less useful than they might have been.

WES BERGEN, Newton, KS



