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Can a Mennonite Be an Atheist?

Dallas Wiebe

When Michel Eyquem de Montaigne (1533-1592) wrote what he
called an “essai,” what he was doing was testing an idea. He was trying an
idea. He was examining an idea to ascertain its validity and its implications.
He was “trying” an idea in the sense that the word “try” is used in Moby Dick
when Melville writes a chapter called “The Try-Works.” Montaigne was
“trying” an idea in the sense that we have the word used in “These are the
times that try men’s souls.” In addition, Montaigne was using the word
“essai” in the sense of the French verb “essayer,” to attempt something, with
the implication of determining its nature.

In this essay I want to try to use the word “essay” in Montaigne’s sense.
In this essay I want to ask a question and then examine its answer or answers
for their validity, their truth. The question I’m posing is as follows: “Can a
person be a Mennonite and an atheist?” The question pushes disbelief to the
extreme where it can be examined at its most radical expression. It’s an old
idea, I know; ideas can often be best tested when they are stated in their
extreme form. Ideas, as even the Existentialists realized, can best be
examined in their absurd form. “Ideas breach the limits of reason”
(Cochlaeus). State a crazy proposition and then try to make sense out of it. Or,
define an absurd situation and then try to make sense out of it.

I want to begin with a man I have known for some years. He is the
neighborhood bookie in the area of Cincinnati in which I live. I can’t use his
real name. Let’s call him “Ishmael.” Now, even though this Ishmael is not
educated, I like to talk to him because he mixes up words. He is an unending
and surprising source of linguistic humor. Ishmael once tried to give me some
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“palomino peppers.” He once went to Atlanta, Georgia, where he saw on a
street corner some “female personalities.” Once, when discussing a kid who
flew a plane across the U.S., Ishmael said the kid was probably just “trying to
get his name in The Book of Genesis.”

This Ishmael asked me one day if I believed in God and the afterlife.
When someone asks me about my religion I usually tell them that I am a
Christian anarchist or a heterosecular humanist. I don’t tell them that I’m a
Mennonite because they think that means “Amish.” I told Ishmael that I was
not an atheist. I said I was an agnostic. “Agnosticism is the effect of a B.A. on
a weak mind” (Rev. Gambrinus Philologus Wiebe, Adagia). He asked me
what that word meant. I explained what an agnostic is. He asked me why I
believed the way I did and I told him why. He thought about it for a while and,
when I asked him if he believed in God and the afterlife, he said, “Well,
Dallas, I guess I’m like you. I’m also one of those ‘obnoxious.’” I didn’t ask
him what the odds were that there might be a God and an afterlife. Ishmael
will soon be settling the question as to whether there is a God and whether
there is an afterlife. Maybe the fact that he is an “obnoxious” also leads him
to believe that he can live to an old age and still smoke five packs of cigarettes
a day.

It’s the word “obnoxious” that is the operant word here. My question
for this essay is of an obnoxious nature. It’s the kind of question no one wants
to examine. It’s the kind of question Montaigne would examine. “The
impediments of the diurnal collapse before the full thrust” (William Cop).
The statement of the question may be obnoxious; the question is not.
Mennonites must be ready to address any question, including the most
disturbing ones. We must be ready to articulate the enigmas of belief and to
look at them honestly and carefully no matter the consequences. It’s an old
notion that faith without testing is bound to decay. It’s obvious that belief
without doubt is fantasy.

My question is important because Mennonites are no longer farmers
and no longer live in coherent communities. Mennonites have dispersed into
all levels and kinds of our society. Mennonites live in cities where the stresses
are different, not necessarily more severe, but different from those in rural
life. Mennonites have entered a wide variety of professions and that too has
put stress on traditional Mennonite beliefs. Mennonites live in cities and have
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become teachers, doctors, technicians, nurses, engineers, managers,
politicians and even lawyers.

The problem I’m addressing comes down to the necessary presence of
doubt and skepticism. “Doubt is the womb of the unexpected” (Collegium
Porci). (Here the reader should recall Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground
for the invidious results of the absence of doubt.) Most professions require
some form of professional training. Professionally trained people must
acquire the habit of doubt. In short, can Mennonite belief and intellectual
discipline be reconciled? It is no secret that doubt and belief don’t mix.
Skepticism and religion are inevitably in conflict. Religious belief,
especially, requires the absence of doubt. Christian fundamentalists – all
religious fundamentalists for that matter – demand that belief be accepted
without question. The one thing that all religious fundamentalists have in
common is that they are right and everyone else is wrong. For them religious
belief comes from divine fiat. It is apodictic. It is handed down from a divine
source. You can’t, in the eyes of most believers, be a believer and say “Honor
thy father and thy mother depending on the circumstances.” You can’t say,
“Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the children of God we
hope.”

The Bible itself denigrates doubt. In the Gospel of John, chapter 20,
when the risen Christ appears to the disciples, Thomas, called Didymus, does
not believe the disciples’ report that Christ has appeared to them. Thomas
insists on touching the wounds. For which we have inherited the opprobrious
label “Doubting Thomas.” But Thomas is us. We too must doubt without the
presence of miracles. Thomas at least got to see the wounds. In her great short
story “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” Flannery O’Connor’s character the
Misfit does not believe that Christ arose from the dead because he was not, as
he says, there to see it. I sympathize with the Misfit. He doubts. Christ
responds to Thomas’s doubt by saying, “Happy are they who never saw me
and yet have found faith” (John 20:29)

The topic that I’m addressing often takes the form in our time of an
attack on “secular humanism.” The attack by the Christian fundamentalists
ignores the crucial role of humanism in Western culture. To begin with, the
whole western European system of universities is based on the emergence of
what is usually called humanistic learning. The emergence of humanistic
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learning came about in order to eliminate ideology from institutions of
learning. “Colet fumed while Erasmus tittered” (Beatus Rhenanus). The most
important area where ideology had to be removed was in the sciences. Mostly
that ideology came from religious institutions, especially in western Europe
from the Roman Catholic Church. It was an ideology enforced by political
power. Humanism was primarily an attempt to free learning from the
constraints of religious controls. Where scientific speculation and the
teachings of the Roman Catholic Church clashed, science was suppressed, as
in the case of Galileo. It is often said that the suppression of Galileo killed
scientific speculation in Italy and drove scientific endeavor into northern
Europe.

Whatever the history of the conflict between science and religion was
and is, religious fundamentalists are certainly right in fearing secular
humanism. They cannot exist comfortably side by side. They are usually seen
as enemies. I don’t believe that to be true. I don’t accept the incompatibility
of humanism and religion. I think they reinforce each other as we Mennonites
in fact practice in our colleges where our so-called religious colleges teach
the liberal arts, that is, western humanistic learning, along with Mennonite
theology. The pairing is not so awkward as it at first seems. “Humanism and
Mennonitism came from the same matrix” (Willibald Beck).

Mennonitism may have come, as Beck says, as much from humanism
as it did from the Bible. The Reformation certainly was “humanistic.”
“Erasmus laid the eggs and Luther hatched the chickens” (John le Sauvage).
The common notion is that humanism came from the so-called Renaissance
in Western culture, which began with a revival of Classical learning and a
consequent propagating of Classical ideals. One of those ideals that came
with the Renaissance, no matter its source, was religious tolerance and
religious freedom. Humanism led to such ideas as belief by consent, not by
force. It led to such ideas as the right to disagree. It led to Protestantism. It led
to Anabaptism. It led to the secular nation. It led to the right to question
official belief. The humanism that grew out of the Renaissance led to many
of the ideals which Mennonites came to espouse, even if Mennonites said
they came from and indeed did come originally from Scripture. Some of those
ideals in our beliefs are pacifism, service to humanity, simple living,
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separation of church and state, humble life, worship of God, faith in divine
presence.

The problem with “secular humanism” is the word “secular.” It is
redundant because humanism must be, perforce, secular. The use of
“secular” makes it appear that humanism excludes God and religious belief.
It is, in that sense, a dishonest label. Humanism does not mean atheistical.
“Secular” means that there is no official religion. We live in a secular nation.
There is no official religion for our nation, just as humanism recognizes no
one religion as superior to all others. And that’s as it should be. We are free
to worship and believe as we see fit. And so are all other believers. That
secularism must exist or we inevitably fall into religious orthodoxy with its
concomitant religious oppression. Our whole Anabaptist past is an attempt to
find personal and communal religious freedom. Mennonites are the children
of humanistic learning as much as they are the children of the Reformation,
which itself was a result of humanistic learning.

The main reason the fundamentalists attack secular humanism is that
they don’t know what humanism is. For them secular humanism means
“Theory of Evolution.” One wonders if they have ever read Charles Darwin’s
The Origin of Species (1859). It might surprise them to know that Darwin was
anything but an atheist. They might also be surprised to know that humanism
includes the study of religions and religious beliefs, and that much of
humanism arose from revulsion to corrupt, contemporary religious practices.
The men who founded and propagated humanism were almost all religious
men and believers in God. Humanism never was anti-religious. In its
formative years it wasn’t even agnostic. It was always associated with
religion and religious belief. Religious belief and the study of belief are at the
center of humanism because religion is central to the mind of man.
“Humanism is the handmaiden of Christianity” (J.B. Wolgamot).

More than that, the assailants of secular humanism don’t understand or
want to understand science. When Galileo taught Copernican theories about
planets orbiting the sun, his religious critics refused to accept the evidence.
They refused to accept scientific data. “They pray with their hands folded so
God will not see what’s written on their palms” (Ludovico il Moro). Modern
critics of humanistic learning are just as ignorant and have minds that are just
as closed. When the Bible says “The heavens declare the glory of God; and
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the firmament showeth his handiwork,” anyone who has followed recent
astronomical discoveries must say “Yea, yea.” The more we learn about our
universe through such machines as the Hubble Space Telescope, the more we
see the extraordinary wonder of our universe. If wonder is the source of
religious belief, then modern science is working for God, and the
fundamentalists ought to wake up and realize that.

I have been an insomniac for as long as I can remember. I lie awake for
many hours through the darkness. “When night’s dark curtains fall we think
all” (Faustus Andrelinus). While lying in that darkness I try to think about
things so that the time is not wasted. One of the ideas I examined for years
was, “What is an intellectual?” It finally came to me some years ago what an
intellectual is. In the darkness, about 4:00 A.M., it came to me that “An
intellectual is a person who knows at all times that he might be wrong.” It was
such a simple and, to me, elegant formulation that I got up and wrote it down
so that I would remember it. I like my definition so much that I often quote it.
You also may quote it if you like, but be sure to credit the source.

If my definition of an intellectual is acceptable, how can an intellectual
be a believer in Christianity? Or any religious belief, for that matter? The
implications of my definition are immense. If my definition is true, how can
an intellectual believe in capital punishment? How can he be patriotic? How
can he support any war? How can he read the Bible and not be assailed by
doubt? How can he be a Mennonite?

I consider myself an intellectual and a Mennonite. I am aware of the
apparent contradiction. I think that situation is not only inevitable given the
condition of modern Mennonitism but it is also necessary. In this twentieth
soon to be twenty-first century we Mennonites must learn to live in the
existential dilemma that our beliefs create. Inevitably Mennonite beliefs will
clash with the world we must live in. I say, let’s enjoy the noise. Let us with
a gladsome mind add to the banging and clattering. Not only should we accept
the dilemmas or our situation, we should revel in them. “Joy cries from the
depths when the mind arises to the brink” (Cuthbert Tunstall). The dilemmas
we face will keep our minds alive. We will in our ambivalences not lapse into
rigid belief. We will in our tensions not lapse into orthodoxy. The conditions
that threaten our beliefs will in fact perfect our beliefs.
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But there is that matter of doubt. I consider myself an agnostic. But I
support the Mennonite Church. It’s the only church I’ve ever joined, it’s the
only church I would join, and it’s the only church I can support. I think the
Mennonite Church has an important place in our world. What the Mennonite
Church does in regard to relief work and peace work must be supported. The
Mennonite Church must be sustained as an institution that offers an
alternative to the insane militarism of our own nation and of other nations.
The Mennonite Central Committee and the Mennonite Disaster Service are,
to me, the perfect embodiments of belief. I believe that belief is what you do,
not what you say you believe. I am quite aware that it is an old idea. I am quite
aware of the problems caused by such a position. I’m all too aware of the
Apostle Paul and his idea of justification by faith. In my belief, the
theologians and their theological systems are irrelevant.

You do not have to believe in God in order to believe in the doing of
good works and the living of a moral life. What Jesus of Nazareth presumably
said in the so-called “Sermon on the Mount” doesn’t have to come from God
in order to be believed. It doesn’t have to come from someone who is the Son
of God in order for the truthfulness of its moral vision, the validity of its moral
imperatives, to be believed. The Sermon on the Mount stands as one of the
greatest of all statements of human morality ever given to mankind, no matter
where it came from and no matter who said it. It doesn’t have to be apodictic
to be believed. It doesn’t have to be said by someone who rose from the dead.
It takes thought to see that. Even an insomniac agnostic can see that what the
Sermon on the Mount sets forth is something that might save this world from
its own insanity and therefore must be believed and lived.

Which brings us to the human engine called “thought.” Doubt comes
from thought. “We are commanded to be thoughtful” (Isaac Stern). But
thought also leads to acceptance of what often comes only from thoughtless
belief. My version of “The Anabaptist Vision” includes thought and belief
and all the attendant difficulties which thinking brings on in the world of
belief. I am willing to accept those difficulties because I believe that evil is
the product of thoughtlessness as much as it is the violation of divine fiat.
“When the mind’s away the cat of evil will play” (Eoban of Hesse). Thought,
disciplined by doubt and skepticism, leads to moral purity. The Enlightenment
thinkers believed that and they were right. Scrupulous thought leads us to
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believe that morality begins with doing unto others as you would have them
do unto you.

Religious belief, especially fundamentalism, must be tempered by
humanistic learning or we get the religious oppression that we now have in
Iran, Algeria, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, that is, in nations not touched by
secular humanism, nations in which religious beliefs are enforced by military
force. Now we see in the U.S. religious fundamentalists attempting to put
their beliefs into law, an effort that is a serious threat to religious liberty. We
see in our time a dangerous and powerful effort to suppress humanistic
learning. The attack on secular humanism is an attack on doubt, humor, and
democracy. Doubt, humor, and democracy are anarchic. Even humor must be
included among the enemies of fundamentalism because humor and
humanism coincide. They undermine totalitarian control. They vitiate
authority. Ideology, whether as religious fundamentalism or as political
correctness, cannot flourish in a humanistic environment. Humanistic
learning is the source of understanding and tolerance. Mennonitism should
be based on thoughtfully established and thoughtfully supported ideas as well
as Biblical revelation.

Reading the Bible surely will lead the thoughtful to skepticism and
doubt, as it did for me when I first read the King James Version at the age of
twelve. I think now that the Bible was written for another time. In a sense, it
was not written for us. The earth we live on now includes problems never
addressed by the biblical writers. Fortunately for us, revelation is not over. It
is constant. We have but to think our way to it. “The sun bursts through the
clouds of our unknowing and withers iniquity” (Sylvester Gigli). We don’t
have to have an anointed one, a Messiah, walking on this earth and telling us
that he is the Son of God. We have our minds, as fallible as they are, that can
tell us that we must care for the poor, not commit murder, not destroy our
environment, love our neighbors, respect our parents, not kill the dark-
skinned poor in other lands. Thought can tell us to be Mennonites. Certainly
it can reinforce our beliefs. Race hate is the absence of reason. It is also the
absence of belief in God. I acknowledge the dilemma and the mutual
reinforcement.

Apocalypticists refuse to address the dilemmas that confuse and
discomfort. They refuse to address the world at hand. Apocalyptic constructs
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are an admission of defeat in the realm of moral conflict. Apocalypticists say,
“I quit. Let’s get rid of it all.” They refuse to learn, to think and to change.
They have given up on both thought and belief. I refuse to shut down my mind
even at 4:00 A.M. I will not stop thinking even when it leads me into the valley
of the shadow because I know that eventually my thinking will cause me to
lift up mine eyes unto the hills.

I think, then, that I can be an agnostic and a Mennonite. I think I can be
an intellectual and be a part of the Mennonite community. Propinquity is not
necessary for community; a common set of beliefs is. Given that we live in
dispersion and under great stress in our beliefs, we must learn to live in that
world where belief and thought are frequently at odds. We must learn to live
with doubt. Skyblue says that the great spiritual problem of our time is how
to be pious without being religious. He equates religion with mindlessness. I
refuse to accept the idea that to be pious you must be thoughtless. “Right
thinking is the piety of the pure in heart” (Gratian Pullus). I believe that we
can be intellectuals and live with the presence of the knowledge of possible
error. What you do is what you believe and what you do must be thoughtful.
Morality stems from right thought just as much as it comes from revelation.
Right reason can lead to moral perfection. Religious tradition has made
thought evil; we must not accept that. Intelligence, doubt, skepticism are not
evil. They are necessary parts of our lives and cannot be avoided. We should
welcome them. Let’s cry out that we are ready.

In the past, Mennonites have accepted theology as a “mind-full”
discipline. We have evidence for that in the work of John Howard Yoder. His
The Politics of Jesus is a great intellectual defense of Mennonite pacifist
belief. Yoder achieved a national status of great respect as a thinker. He was
honored within his discipline. His work is an example of how belief and the
exercise of the mind can co-exist for the enhancement of each other. He was
a great Mennonite intellectual.

Mennonites must now achieve that same status in other intellectual
disciplines. We all know and must accept the idea that thought is not safe. If
it’s working well it leads to risky areas of skepticism. It leads to trouble,
especially in the area of belief. But that risk must be taken. The risk is, of
course, reduced when belief is tempered by thought and thought is tempered
by belief. The life of study and learning must remain an option for those who
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wish to remain within the Mennonite Church or the Mennonite Church will
become “mind-less.” Mennonites must make room for the life of the mind or
their church is dead.

Finally, there is the dilemma of the Mennonite writer. I think there is
such a thing as a “Mennonite” writer. If such a person doesn’t exist, one can
take on the persona or play the role. “It is very hard to assign bounds to the
achievements of the faculties of the soul” (Montaigne). As Mennonites enter
the literary world and write poetry and fiction, the existential forces become
ever stronger. My friend Skyblue says that “To be a writer you must know
everything and believe nothing.” It is said that a reader in order to read a piece
of fiction must “suspend disbelief.” That may be true. It is also said that when
a writer is creating a narrative he must suspend belief. His religious beliefs
must be put aside in order to create his narrative. Narratives deal with moral
incertitude, with moral dilemmas. To be a successful writer, a writer must
enter that world where all belief is suspect. He must enter a world where
religion is absent. He must learn to take on sympathetically and seriously the
personae of evil. “The face of evil is in your mirror” (Pierre Malet). If
Mennonites are to accomplish something of importance as writers of poetry
and fiction, they will have to enter that world of the imagination where there
is no moral certitude, no matter what the writer’s personal beliefs might be.
It is not a comfortable place. “Doubting-Castle” was no daydream of John
Bunyan. He knew how dangerous the place is.

At this point Montaigne would probably give us an anecdote from his
daily experience. He would throw in a few quotes from Classical literature.
He would wrap up his essay with some sleight-of-hand. I doubt that one can
be an atheist and still be a Mennonite. I’ll give it some more thought. It’s late
as I write this and I have a long dark night ahead of me. In the darkness, it’s
easy to compromise on these matters, even if compromise is slightly
dishonest. Before turning out my night light, I’ll read my Bible as usual and
say a little prayer for the doubters of this world. I’ll ask God to lift up their
hearts. I never pray for myself; I think I can handle the problem without
outside help. I know that, come the dawn, the problem will still be there.

When I see Ishmael tomorrow, I’ll try my thought on him. I’ll say to
him, “I’m not an atheist. I’m a Mennonite agnostic.” He won’t know the
difference. He won’t get the joke. He’ll think I’m an Amish man who can’t
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harness a horse. Ishmael doesn’t know the life of contradiction and the
problems it poses. He doesn’t care about intellectuals, because they don’t
place bets with him. He doesn’t realize that intellectuals don’t gamble
because they know at all times that they might be wrong. The only doubt
Ishmael has is how much to put on Bender’s Vision in the seventh race at
Beulah Park. To him I will just be another “obnoxious.” He will just complain
to me about the “inclimate” weather and how much he had to pay for some
“genetic” toilet tissue. As the poet John Sapidus once said, “We dine on our
words and therefore our stomachs turn sour.”
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