Perfor mative Envisioning:
An Aesthetic Critique of
Contemporary Mennonite Theology

Phil Soltzfus

Onceinside, they locked the door s behind them, and then, freefromall
disturbance from the curious crowds without, began to dismantle the
church. Thework was done quietly and efficiently . . . . Every standing
statue was removed from its niche or its base and, together with the
base, taken out of the church. It was then either broken up by the
masons, if made of stone or plaster, or burned, if made of wood. Every
painting was taken down from the altars and burned outside. All
murals were chipped away or scraped off the walls. The altars were
stripped of all images and vessels, all votive lampswere let down and
melted outside, and all crucifixes were removed. Even the carved
choir salls were taken up and burned. Then the walls were
whitewashed so that no traces whatsoever of the old decorations and
appointments might be seen . . .. By Sunday, July 3, 1524, scarcely a
statue, a painting, a crucifix, a votive lamp, a reliquary, a shrine, or
image or decoration of any sort wasto be seen anywhereinthe Zurich
churches!

I ntroduction

Although the radical iconoclasm of Zwingli’s Zurich in the summer before
the birth of Anabaptism was doubtless a formative moment in the aesthetic
consciousness of the new movement, the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition as
awhole has exhibited awealth of artistic forms of expression throughout its
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history. From the early American singing schoolsto the flowering of twentieth-
century Canadian Mennonite literature, Mennonites have sought creative
outlets for articulating an aternative cultura vision while at the same time
engaging with the artistic possibilities of the broader cultures in which they
found themselves. Mare recently, North American M ennonites have expanded
our artistic competency beyond the folk arts, music, and literature, and into
the media of the visual arts, theater, film, architecture, and cyberspace.

When it comes to aesthetics, however — to philosophical reflection
upon the meaning of artistic experience — the iconoclastic enthusiasm of the
summer of 1524 is still evident. With the exception of work in literary
criticism and recent eclectic reflections upon postmodernism, Mennonites
have to date produced little in the way of second-order thinking concerning
the construction of the sensesin our common life, theinteraction of our forms
of material culturewith larger cultural and artistic styles, and theinfluence of
the arts, especially visual and performance arts, in our theological self-
understanding. Thismight be seen, of course, asacharacteristic deficit of al
the theological traditions tracing their roots back to early modern Europe,
suspicious as they are of Roman Catholic sacramentalism and the neo-
Platonic aesthetics of Beauty underlyingit. Y et, from the barogque Pietism of
a Bach chorde, to the modernist American architecture of our seminary
chapels and churches, to the action-adventure genre of the movie“ Witness,”
wehaveinfact all shared —at timesdeploring, at times celebrating—both the
high cultureand the popular culture of our neighbors. Whileat itsbest fruitful
and enriching, this cultural journey among M ennonites seems, neverthel ess,
to have been conducted largely without the benefit of abroader analytical and
critical perspective on the place of distinctively Anabaptist-Mennonite
artistic sensibilities (itself a highly debatable concept) within the
philosophical and theological project of Western culture as awhole.

There are good reasons why this reflection does not appear to have
occurred. Mature theological work among Mennonites in North America
arose out of the particular interests of the guild of the historians, rather than
the interests of classically trained philosophers or theologians. Furthermore,
neither Harold Bender nor C. Henry Smith conceived of their work ascultural
history per se, but rather as socia and intellectual history. As a result,
Mennonites at mid-century were given a strong foundation for
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conceptualizing the ethical and political distinctives of the Anabaptist
Vision, and for subsequently concatenating these concerns, rather creatively,
onto a narrativist biblical hermeneutic, progressive socia ethics, and a
largely neo-orthodox/evangelical theological temperament. Thus God the
Father, anonresi stant Jesus, and aquasi-believerschurch ecclesiology (not to
mention, of course, verenike, shoo-fly pie, and quilts commanding figures
into the five digits) were able to survive the mid-to-late twentieth-century
challenges of modernism and postmodernism. But whenit comestoacultural
studies competency of any sort of aesthetic acumen, Mennonites are still
suffering under an inferiority complex,? just asthe “ Convent women” arein
Toni Morrison's latest novel Paradise, whose leader despairs of their
aesthetic sensibilities:
... thetimbre of each of their voicestold the sametale: disorder,
deception and . . . . drift. The three d’'s that lead to perdition . . .
[S]he could tolerate them, but more and more she wanted to snap
their necks. Anything to stop the badly cooked indigestiblefood,
the greedy hammering music, thefights, the raucous empty laugh-
ter, the claims. But especialy the drift.?

Isit possible for Mennonite thought to find a way out of its own 475-year
“drift” into self-induced aesthetic masochism? Instead of continually
recycling our philosophical ethics, can our intellectual space not entertain —
a least for a brief moment — the neglected resources of philosophical
aesthetics?

Yoder, Barth and Bertolt Brecht: The banality of ideology

John Howard Yoder's work appears, at first glance, to be bereft of an aes-
thetic sensibility of any particular import. His reconstruction of Christian
pacifism involves a hermeneutic of biblical realism, and an application of
text in the service of a cleanly articulated counter-cultural socia ethics. Di-
mensions of theological inquiry having to do with the forces of symboal, po-
etry, and imagination at play in the larger culture take a distinctly second
place to the business of normatively asserting the message of the Christian
kerygma. Yoder was successful, however, in instilling in many of us an ap-
preciation for the art of narrative theology and an awareness of the need to
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artistically tranglate, adapt, and practice the gospel in order to adequately
resist thelarger aesthetics and political temptations of empire. For Yoder, the
New Testament itself features successive “restatements in another key” of
the original message of Jesus.* Aesthetically, this position can be seen as
fundamentally Platonic and logocentric in character. One attempts, as with
Plato, to grasp hold of a noumenal, pre-existent form —in this case, the gos-
pel narrative of Luke. The story must then be mimetically set in mation, or
performed, through the dialectical activity —in this case, Nachfolge — of the
community of those who seek the truth. The gospel narrative “as it stands’
becomesthe aesthetic “text,” and the church asthe “body politic” represents
thosewho are hermeneutically faithful to the“ practices’ entailed inthetext.®

Such a view is reminiscent of the aesthetic perspective of one of
Y oder’s teachers, Karl Barth. Similar to Y oder, Barth was concerned with
articulating a narrative theology in response to the cultural
“accommodationism” he identified in nineteenth-century theological
liberalism.® The aesthetics of his position becomes more explicit in his
reflections upon his favorite composer — Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Barth
found in Mozart’'s compositional style a unique reflection of the primordial
ordering harmony of creation:

Could it be that the characteristic basic “sound” of both the ear-
lier and later Mozart — not to be confused with the sound of any
other —isin fact the primal sound of music absolutely? Could it
bethat he discovered and struck this“tone” initstimelesdy valid
form?. ... Itisasthoughin asmall segment the whole universe
bursts into song because evidently the man Mozart has appre-
hended the cosmos and now, functioning only asamedium, brings
it into song!”

Given the backdrop of this Platonic musicological formalism, it isnowonder
that when in his Church Dogmatics Barth turns his attention to the concept of
Beauty, Christ takes the place of Mozart, becoming for Barth “the form, the
beautiful form of the divine being . . . . And because we know that [God] is
this in this way in Jesus Christ, we must therefore recognize the beauty of
God in Jesus Christ.”® The Barthian Wholly Other, revealed through the
church’s Word of proclamation, is at the same time discernible in the
compositional techniques and thematic relationships of the Mozartian
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“parable of the Kingdom.” In such amusicological and theological drama,
the“Yes’ of cosmic Christian hope can most clearly be heard astriumphantly
overcoming the ever-present “No” of the human condition. Another of
Barth’ s students, the Roman Catholic Hans Ursvon Balthasar, praises Barth
for this introduction of aesthetics, beauty, and “authentic objective form”
back into Protestantism.® Von Balthasar's own program of theological
aestheticsis much indebted to neo-Platonic and neo-orthodox formalism, in
which the fixed truths of gospel narrative and the “form” of Christ are
“dramaturgically” re-actualized through the liturgy and doctrine of the
church.

The drawbacks of this Yoderian/Barthian aesthetics can be best
illustrated by taking a critical look at one way dramatic narrativity has
actually been handled in the genre of modern theater. Bertolt Brecht, for
example, devel oped the concept of the“ didactic play” (Lehrstlick) which sets
out to undermine the Romantic grand narratives of capitalist and fascist
optimism. Through terse, minimalistic commentaries on everyday
underclass life, Brecht invited his audience to rationaly objectify its
aliienation and to entertain an alternative narrative of progressive social
change. As claimed by such critics as Theodore Adorno, however, Brecht's
work suffered from an ideological positivism; the work of art for Brecht
became fused too tightly to a “blunt objectivism” which was all-too-often
“intolerant of ambiguity.”° A work like The Threepenny Opera (1928), for
instance, could be said to lack dramatic autonomy, confined asit wasto the
artificial expression of liberating presence; at the close of themusical, ahorse
and rider appear suddenly to bring theironic“good news’ of ahappy ending.
With the antiseptic moral cognition of aStar Trek episode, Brecht (according
to Adorno’s critique) represents for us, in a more aesthetically intense
fashion, Y oder’'s own conception of the faithful Christian community. The
troupe of good Yoderian actors, we might say, may indeed accurately
reproduce the truth of the gospel narrative. But they perform out of a
formulaically-contrived and sensually-starved monotone because the
criterion of aesthetic excellence remains, at the end of the day, a “New
Criticism” of textual/communal formalism,** or what Adorno might call an
aesthetics of “ideology.”
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Holland, Schleiermacher and MTV: The seduction of expression

Scott Holland's recent work is a welcome Anabaptist-inspired corrective to
Yoder. Holland is our best critic of the Yoder/Hauerwas model of the theolo-
gian as a “scribe for the collective,” and of theological writing as a de-
sensualized and de-sexed didacticism:

[T]he hegemonic metaphor of “the Body of Christ” and its at-
tending communal hermeneutics effectively shield us from the
ambiguity of our own embodiment and from the mystery of the
world asGod'shody . . . . Desireiseclipsed by discipleship; eros
toward the world is swallowed up by a churchly ethics of perfec-
tion, and the strong singer’s voice is lost in the four-part har-
mony of the collective body.*?

For Holland, Gordon Kaufman is helpful in articulating amodel of theology
as imagination, and of the theologian as a “creative composer” for
envisioning shalom.®® Poetics is to be valued over mimesis, allowing space
for a fresh theological re-appropriation of images drawn from ecology, the
carna body, the senses, and human sexuality. Holland advocates, for
example, the return of the concept “desire” to contemporary theology, and
delightsin the seductive transgressions and excesses which the “ strange and
satisfying sensations of the barn and field” offer to the imagination of his
audiences. This perspectivetakes usradically back to Baumgarten' soriginal
modernist formulation of aesthetics in 1750 as the “science of sensual
knowing.” Such a Brethren/Mennonite construction of the arts as sensual
immediacy could thus conceivably be brought into fruitful conversation with
a host of Orphic, Epicurean, Pietistic, Romantic, Existentialist, and
Postmodernist kindred spirits fighting the perennia philosophical battles
against the metaphysicians of morals.

In modern Protestant theol ogy, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834)
stands as precisely such akindred spirit. In response to what he perceived as
the Kantian reduction of theology to moral rationalism, Schleiermacher drew
fromthemusical ethosof hissectarian Pietist boyhood among the Moravians,
aswell as from the Romantic impulses of histurn-of-the-century colleagues
in Berlin, to construct a full-fledged “expression” theory of theological
aesthetics. The character Eduard in Schleiermacher’ s Christmas Eve drama,
for example, concludesthat “every fine feeling comes completely to thefore
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only when we have found the right musical expression forit. ... Anditis
precisely to religious feeling that music is most closely related.”** Informed
by his experience with the felt immediacies of Christian hymnody, sacred
choral works, and instrumental music, Schleiermacher identified both
religious and artistic experience as rooted in “immediate self-
consciousness.” His mature lectures on aesthetics outlined an interpretation
of artin general, and music in particular, as human activity in the service of
the expression of feeling (Gefihl) and mood (Simmung),® and his
subsequent systematic theology followed this theoretical lead. Christian
theology at its best should represent the direct verbal expression of the piety
of the church at agiven point in time, the center of which isthe aesthetically-
induced experientia reality of what he called a God-consciousness or “the
feeling of utter dependence’:

We shall simply say that this idea [of God], which is nothing
more than the expression of the feeling of utter dependence, is
the most direct reflection upon it and the most original ideawith
which we are here concerned . . . . [I]t can indeed be said that
Godisgiventousinfeelinginanorigina way . ...

In consideration of a Holland-esque contemporary Mennonite theology
dealing appropriately with the corporeal, emotive, and experiential
dimensionsof piety, wemight say that Schleiermacher isour most significant
aly.

The problem with a theological paradigm of expression for our time
can be clarified through expl oring the emotive and religiousimpact of MTV,
the 24-hour cable channel which stands as one of the most powerful pop
culture mediainfluences upon the affective imagination of those presently in
their 20s and 30s. In music video, the meaning of asong is dramatized in a
visually fragmented and temporally disunctive montage of sound bites,
often quoting from pre-existing concert footage or other religious, sexual, or
political floating signifiers at play in the electronic “datasphere.” As Tom
Beaudoin has recently argued, the “ Generation Xer” unites these visual and
musical moments by attempting to interpretively construct a narrative chain
of coherent sensual and erotic images:

Each image in pop culture is a sign (whether a pierced navel, a
crucifix, or a fish on a cutting board) that refers to something
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else. A referenceto sensua religiousart inamusic video reminds
us of worship, sex, devotion, passion. What, we wonder, does
passion mean, whereisit found, and to what does it refer?’

But such a “chaos theory” of the theological affections can often cross the
line of good taste into afacile sentimentalism or soap-opera-esque bedroom
romanticism. Even more disconcerting, though, isthe problem in such media
of the commodification of religious expression — of the cheap evocation of
our hidden desireto push, with the repetitive fervor of the scripture song, the
God buttons of our sectarian spirituality, all in the service of the transcendent
“corporate sponsor.” Expression aesthetics doesindeed address head-on the
objectivist shortcomings of the Y oderian paradigm, but it can also leave us
with a theology in fetishistic captivity to the interior monologues of our
individual and communal consciousnesses. In his desire to resurrect the
“subversive memory of the erect, carnal body of Jesus,”*® Holland (along
with Schleiermacher before him) has perhaps succeeded only in replacing
one ideology with another — the ideology of the particular aesthetics of
sensuality. It isan attractive move, but one which can makeit all too easy for
Holland's detractors to equate aesthetics with a narrative of Epicurean
pleasure, and then tragically reject it altogether as an adequate mode of
theological reflection.

Friesen, Tillich and Fall Festival: The correlational dilemma

A third opening for aesthetics in contemporary Mennonite theology comes
from Duane Friesen, who has been advocating for arevision of Yoder based
on theideaof an Anabaptist-informed “theology of culture.” Mennoniteiden-
tity, for him, involves living in a discerning way out of both the cognitive
minority culture of Christian pacifism as well as the dominant culture of
Americana, with each informing and orienting itself through the concrete-
ness of the other. Biblical narratives, theological symbols, and Christological
norms of the tradition are interpreted by Friesen as phenomena themselves
thoroughly embedded in culture rather than in essences or types somehow
abstracted from it. The task of the Church isto “sing God's song” in both
harmony and dissonance with “ songs of the dominant culture.”*° A vital com-
ponent in constructing a holistic yet aternative cultural and theological vi-
sion is consideration of our responsibility to experience aesthetic delight
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and create aesthetic excellence in our homes, worship spaces, and public
landscapes. Furthermore, our material and imaginative culture, both high
and low, represents akey intersection between the human spirit and the Holy
Spirit:
The visible, outward form of culture should truly express the
spirit within, the underlying values which orient our lives. It is
my contention that in so far as the visible outward form truly
expresses the Spirit of God within, our lives should honor God
not only in living the truth and by living ethically responsible
lives, but also by the creation of beauty, or aesthetically excellent
form.?

Whereas the Barthians connected aesthetics most closely with Christology,
Friesen placesit in thethird moment of a Trinitarian theology of culture. The
artsbecomeapotential actualizationin human cultural life—in the shalom of
the city in which one dwells— of the third aspect of the Trinity, thelife of the
Spirit of God.

Despite Friesen’ sdeliberate engagement in hiswork with the thought
of Gordon Kaufman, his observations on aesthetics actually drink more
deeply from the wells of arguably the most aesthetically attuned Protestant
theol ogian of thetwentieth century —Paul Tillich. Shortly after emigrating to
the United States from Germany in 1933, Tillich developed the provocative
claim that the visual arts had become “a realm of human creativity from
which | derived categories for both my philosophical and my theological
thought.”? He was fascinated with, in particular, the contributions of
German Expressionist painters, through whom he thought aradical, ecstatic
“breakthrough” had been achieved in the symbolic capacities of Western
culture. The philosophical-aesthetic categories of form, subject matter, and
substance provided him the keys to a theological interpretation of this
stylistic phenomenon, later corresponding to the Trinitarian formulations of
Ground of Being, New Being, and Spiritual Presence in his Systematic
Theology. Like Friesen, Tillich holds that culture is never something over
against theology but rather providestheformal structures and subject matter
for the aesthetic, symbolic, and ecstatic ground, or “substance,” of religious
experience — “religion is the substance of culture and culture is the form of
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religion.”2 Tillich’s openness throughout his career to the avant-garde art
scene as a barometer of the ever-changing enculturations of “Spiritual
Presence” was reflected in his interest right before his death in the
phenomenon of Pop Art and its potential connection to the negative theol ogy
movement.z Twentieth century artistic trendsmost directly signal for Tillich
those ambiguities and questions in our symbolic worlds for which it is
theology’ s task to provide answers.

The Friesen-Tillich approach appears to have the advantage of
incorporating within it the best of the previoustwo models. Both authors see
theology as a dialectical movement of correlation between the symbols of
Christianity and the sensually enculturated symbols of society at large. The
problem of whether even such adistinction as thisis valid can be explored
through consideration of the aesthetic example of the ethnic festival or street
festival — perhaps the site in contemporary American life, both rural and
urban, where the rich compl exities of our current aesthetic symbolizations of
self, community, and society come together most concretely and are most
intensely negotiated. At Bethel College in North Newton, Kansas, for
instance, mid-October is the time for Fall Festival, a Saturday when
thousands of area residents come to campus to celebrate ethnic
distinctivenesses (generally Russian Mennonite, but othersaswell). Italsois
a time to celebrate our common, public life, as reflected in the “ Taste of
Newton” street festival which takes place next door in downtown Newton on
the Thursday evening before Fall Festival weekend. Newton residents
mingle together on Main Street with their Mennonite, Latino, and other
neighborsin acultural performance which actsto re-situate the diversities of
the formal, “gospel” texts of the various constituent groups, and to re-
integrate their affective, embodied experiences into a new expression of
public solidarity and public “taste.” 2

In such aesthetic “happenings’ it may not always be as clear as the
theologians would like about where the “cultural forms’ end and the
“gpiritual presences’ begin. Festival goers rarely speak in Trinitarian
language, be it the German Idealism of Tillich or the historically concrete
Christology and ecclesiology of Friesen. Helpful here are the insights of
L udwig Wittgenstein, for whom phil osophical aestheticsbeginsand ends not
with analytical construction but with persistent attention to the upsetting play
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of differences at the crossroads of ordinary language and everyday activity:

Language is a characteristic part of alarge group of activities—
talking, writing, travelling on a bus, meeting a man, etc. We are
concentrating [in aesthetics], not on the words ‘good’ or ‘ beauti-
ful’, which are entirely uncharacteristic . . . but on the occasions
on which they are said — on the enormously complicated situa-
tion in which the aesthetic expression has a place, [or even] in
which the expression itself has almost a negligible place. . . . If
you cameto aforeign tribe, whose language you didn’t know at
all and you wished to know what words corresponded to ‘good’,
‘fine’, etc., what would you look for?'You would look for smiles,
gestures, food, toys. . . . How far this takes us from normal aes-
thetics[and ethics—Trand ator]. We don't start from certain words,
but from certain occasions or activities.”

A festival is one of the locations in our aesthetic lives where our “official”
constructions of sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch are most radically de-
centered. At their best, Friesen and Tillich aswell would want to teach usthat
in the performative exchanges of festival, we necessarily make ourselves
vulnerable to the posshility that aesthetic excellence (i.e., the
“Christological norm” or the “Spiritual Presence”) could come to us
precisely in the unrehearsed melody of the other person or group rather than,
necessarily, in the sublime ecstasies of our “own,” perhaps more rigidly
rhythmic and harmonious, singing.

An alternative proposal: Performative envisioning

| want to put together the best of the above three options in formulating a
“performative envisioning” approach to Mennonite theological aesthetics.
First, we need away of thinking about the aesthetic text which does not reify
it into a fixed form of the past, an object of reminiscence and pedestrian
historical performance, but rather adequately embraces the improvisatory
ontology of interpretation. Second, we need away to think about interiority
and affectivity whichisnot smply an emoting “expression” of the pre-exist-
ing psychoses of our fragmentary personal and communal romances but rather
opensusup to truly novel ways of inter-subjective sensing and feeling. Third,
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we need away of thinking about our diverse cultural and symbolic worlds
which is not content to merely “correlate” them with supposedly Christian
“norms’ or “grounds,” but rather sees Christian self-expressions as them-
selvesapart of the devel oping creativity of contemporary language and eve-
ryday life.

Inashort articlewritten several yearsago, Gordon Kaufman observed
that the creative activity of artists may provide more of acatalyst and model
for the activity of theological reflection than we have heretoforerealized. Do
theartsfunction simply to express Christian theology, or do critical advances
in conceptualization sometimes appear first in artistic productions and are
only later incorporated into our religious structures of meaning?

It probably has been a mistake to have thought of the history of
theology as confined to the verba productions of the guild of
theologians. Properly understood it should, perhaps, include all
forms of human expressiveness, and the interaction of these vari-
ous forms with each other, aswell asthe influence they have had
on each other, should be regarded asimportant subjectsfor histo-
rians of theology to investigate.?

We may indeed find that the arts represent a peculiar cultivation of
“traditions of insight, skill, and practice” to “create the new” or for more
effectively “acting creatively in theworld” to “transform” it. Theology, too,
likethe arts could then bethought of asan enterprise which at itsroot isabout
enabling a “new praxis,” and our theological self-education might best be
seen not as an exercise in metaphysics, hermeneutics, religious experience,
or even congtruction, per se, but rather as an exercise of setting forth a
“series’ of aesthetic “practices.” %

It is possible to see Kaufman'sidea latent in the other two models as
well, and even to traceit back to the text of the“ Anabaptist Vision” itself. In
his address of 1943, Harold Bender talked in like manner about the role of
discipleship as central to the spirit of Anabaptist theology. Hewas, of course,
operating from the paradigm of social ethics, but | think that there are some
aesthetic implications to his formulations which Mennonite thinkers have
largely failed to exploit. First of all, Bender uses the language of sight —
“Vision” — as an aesthetic category to characterize Anabaptism. Vision for
Bender is not used in the Platonic sense of a primordial objective form or
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essential text which must be imitated. Anabaptist “seeing” was neither a
remembering nor a conceptual enlightenment; rather, “the great vision that
shaped [the Anabaptists'] course in history and for which they gladly gave
their lives’ was nothing less than “an action program of definiteness and
power.”® Rather than fixing their goal in some pristine narrative out of the
past, the Anabaptists, for Bender, went through a process of envisioning a
program to be projection into their future.

Second, Anabaptism for Bender did not remain solely avisual art — it
did more than just paint a picture and sit back admiring its beautiful
symmetry. Discipleship was a program necessarily entailing the
“transformation of the entire way of life of the individual believer and of
society.” Thus the theology had to be sensed, experienced bodily, and
externally expressed through an irreducibly temporal process:

That the Anabaptists not only proclaimed the ideal of full Chris-
tian discipleship but achieved, in the eyes of their contemporar-
ies and even of their opponents, a measurably higher level of
performancethan the average, isfully witnessed by the sources.?®

Anabaptism for Bender was a performance art, and its theologica
symbolizations were always to be considered second-class citizens to the
more determinative articulations and critiques of the everyday activities of
ethical, sensual, and cultura transformation. Theology in the Anabaptist-
Mennonite tradition, properly considered from an aesthetic perspective, is
not then just vision, but also music. It is a musicality which performatively
projects its envisioned narrative into the future — not a future far in the
distance or up in the heavenly spheres but one which is immediately “at
hand.”

Mennonites, | would argue, have been doing aesthetics al aong. In
Bender's activist envisioning, Yoder's theater of discipleship, Holland's
dance of desire, Friesen's cultural happening, Kaufman's imaginative
composing, and most recently, J. Lawrence Burkholder's musical
“cadenza’* and Gerald Biesecker-Mast’s “discipleship of performance,” !
we see the fragments coming together of a larger Anabaptist-Mennonite
philosophical-aesthetic movement of performative envisioning® — a
particular and potentially fruitful contribution of Anabaptist-Mennonite
thinking to broader aesthetic discoursesin play at the close of themillennium.
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In Paradise, Toni Morrison’'s Convent women eventualy find
community, healing, and new life through theologically-enacted aesthetic
experience: painting images of their bodies by candlelight on the basement
floor; preparing with massage-like care ameal of roasted hen, baked potato,
and apples stuffed with wine-swollen raisins; rubbing their heads with
wintergreen and dancing together after dark out in the “hot sweet rain”; and
singing on the beach in amoment of solace before “ shouldering the endless
work they were created to do down herein Paradise.”* Taking up all of the
formal, sensual, and spiritual resources availableto us, may we Mennonites,
like Morrison's women, free our artists and our theologians from the
ideol ogical captivity of theethical imagination, and re-activate our capacities
to envision new, virtual spaces into which we al can, performatively, sing
forth.
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