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OnApril 8, 1998 in the Facts and Arguments page of the Globe and Mail, an
Anabaptist (her self-description) widow ventilated her reactionsto the suicide
of her youngest son ten years ago who had announced, upon the death of his
father, that he was gay. Upon consideration of the family’s course of action,
the mother recalled she and her remaining three sons had decided “that the
old Anabaptist practice of ‘ shunning’ might be helpful.” By her own admission
it seemed the only time she had ever discussed the matter with her sons, nor
did she expect they would ever discussit again. One could not help but rub
one'seyesin disbelief that here apparently was afamily who had only talked
about what the funeral had cost them, while at the same time the mother
displayed no qualms about speaking freely of their family tragedy in Canada's
national newspaper.t She wanted readers to know that in an hour of great
need she and her remaining sons could draw from their Anabaptist heritage a
strategy to cope with a difficult dilemma. “We decided to treat Ken asif he
didn't exist.” One Easter Sunday as an Easter gift he returned home, put an
end to hislife, and now really does no longer exist.

Why did this household learn from their tradition such harshness-and
indeed practice the cruelty of shunning towards a boy who, once his father
was dead, thought he could now approach his mother with what must have
been a soul-wrenching dilemma? The mother apparently had no heart to bear
her son’s burden, no ear to hear his painful cry. She had only the tattered
remains of “an Anabaptist heritage.” But is not her dilemma that of the
Mennonite fellowship at large? We read about congregations impatient with
conference officials because they would like to have a bit more dialogue
before they excommunicate congregations who allow gays as members.

Whatever the disciplinary issue, all who would claim Anabaptist
allegiance need to consider a leader with impeccable credentials, named
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Pilgram Marpeck. Marpeck’s use of power within community could serve us
well as amodel. He urged Anabaptists to be slow in judgment and to delay
excommunication as long as possible—at least until you are prepared to feel
the pain of losing a member of your body. As he says:

In the freedom of Christ Jesus the Lord | find comfort, joy and
peace in the Holy Spirit, and nothing else. Everything that
commands, forbids, institutes, orders, drives or produces anything
against thisfreedom brings quarrelling, wrong understandings, zeal,
strife, and unrest in heart and conscience. Such strife only produces
a restless, seared uncertain conscience without the true peace of
God.?

Let me expand on some alusions to Marpeck and his group which were
offered to the power conference last year: the use of power in the case of
discipline involving Helene von Freyberg.® Its importance stems from the
role played by a woman from the nobility whose wealth gave her a certain
prestige and power. We are blessed with a first-hand account from her, a
document found in the Kunstbuch recently translated and analyzed by Linda
Huebert Hecht, who also placed the document in its historical context.*It is
a case in which power—the power of forgiving—appears to be used to good
advantage by the one accused and those whom she feels she has wronged,
Pilgram and Va entine. Hecht locates some of the language within the history
of spirituality and offers an interpretation of the most difficult word in the
confession.® She suggests that the sin committed had to do with the regional
government officials. Most likely what happened is that Helene temporarily
recanted her faith, and for this she was held accountabl e by the leadership of
the group, among whom Marpeck held aleading role.

Pilgram Marpeck lived asafaithful follower of Jesusintheimmediacy
of worldly obligations. He was never employed by the Church, but aways
either by the city of Rattenberg (1525-28), even directly by the Emperor
(1527-28), by the city of Strasbourg (1528-1532), or by Augsburg (1544-
1556). Most of the time he was very well paid and apparently was both a
wealthy and a generous man. He was fired for not obeying orders which he
considered improper for a Christian to carry out (he believed it was not the
role of the state to interfere in matters of religious belief)—for refusing to
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discontinue his publishing and organizing of believersinto a community of
faith in Strasbourg—and he was harassed in Augsburg. He did not avoid
ambiguity—but neither did he sell out to the establishment. He rejected pat
formulae, and sought together with his very active fellowship to be guided
by the Holy Spirit. Aboveall, hefollowed Paul inturning aside all false piety
which seeks to outdo the other in detecting sin and banning the sinner. This
presumed “sanctity or godliness’ which prides itself in submitting to
regul ations needs to be rebuked, and reminded that such regulations have an
appearance of wisdom in promoting “ self-imposed piety, humility, and severe
treatment of the body, but they are of no value in checking self-indulgence”
(Col. 2:23, NRSV).

In the late 1950s scholars like Robert Friedmann and Harold Bender
raised questions about Marpeck’s approach. As evidence had accumulated
both of the wealthy position Marpeck had attained and of the wealth of one
of his colleagues, Leopold Scharnschlager, it was natural to ask whether
Marpeck actually practiced Anabaptism. Washe perhapsa“ silent” Anabaptist,
a conventicle type who might meet in salons or even perhaps beer halls to
discussreligiousissues, but unable himself to walk the path of discipleship?
One might then speak of a“Marpeckkreis,” acircle, but hardly of agenuine
fellowship.

Stephen Boyd's conclusions on Marpeck’s position on justice would
seem to be an adequate reply to those critics:

[Marpeck’s] appropriation of ideas from these diverse traditions. .
. had as one of its central organizing principles his own sense of
vocation to “redeem the world” to be diligent in all things unto the
fulfilment of al justice, not only internally before God, but also
externally before humanity.®. . . His thought might be described,
then, as a social, or even a palitical, theology of the cross . . . .
[This] social theology of the cross served [his community] in two
significant ways. First, It gave them a meaningful theological
context in which to understand their own suffering Second,
Marpeck’stheology provided thosein his sphere of influence with
anew sense of identity, worth, and dignity.”. . . In thelast phase of
his life, Pilgram Marpeck experienced some of the sixteenth
century’s most important events—{religious and political]. His
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professional abligations and religious activities brought him into
contact with [a very large cross section of citizens| from every
socia class. From his vantage point of an apartment in the middle
of the city of Augsburg and the water tower at its edge, Marpeck
observed thepolitical strugglefor control of the city and the empire—
astruggle often justified in the name of the true faith and the church,
but fought by many who had little influence in that church or in
political life.?

Marpeck coined a formula which he employed in many contexts. “a
spiritual real justice” (geistlicher wesentlicher gerechtigkeit), and it expressed
for him the personal and social transformation which took place when the
cross of Christ was accepted. Then all the damage Adam’s fall has wrought
is undone for al nations and heathens, and thus the die is made true, the
balanceisjugt, andthe earth hasjustice.® Boyd trand ates: he brings everything
to order. Marpeck builds on the Old Testament view of justice, citing both
Isaiah and Jeremiah 33, where God is called thejust one; and Jeremiah predicts
that the order and justice of God will be restored to al the people. All of our
injustice will be undone by Jesus. For Marpeck, thisis both apersona and a
socia statement.

The hope for thisrestoration residesin the new community. The good
deeds of the truly believing community, preaching, teaching, miracles,
baptism, and discipline, serve as anecessary preparation and mediator of the
Holy Spirit. That community isthe true spring from which eternal life flows.
Through it the Holy Spirit flows into the hearts of all believers and secures
them, thereby releasing them from the hopel ess task of securing themselves.
TheHoly Spirit comesfrom outside, grants us participation in the communal
and divine life, and thus secures the human spirit in a transcendent reality.
The believer participates in the first resurrection. Because of the grace of
Christ-this free outgoing of Christ’'s power from above—death is no longer
death, but through faith in Christ we are carried through death with the love
that is stronger than death.

The Holy Spirit's power to maintain the believer in the life-giving
relationship with the divine is greater than the power of death to separatethe
believer from that participation. Therefore, no one can overpower us again
with the deceit of our self-obsessed love of ourselves and theidolatrous love
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of creatures by which we, in adisorderly way, loved against God's will and
our neighbor. Secured by areality greater than the self, the believer is freed
from the dlavery of sin—that is, from the attempt to secure the self in the
world by anxious grasping. Inthe Christian community thebeliever isfreeto
serve the neighbor out of free grace, and freed from the compulsion to serve
the self by taking from the neighbor or serving for areward.

For Marpeck, freedom is that unconstrained receptivity and giving
made possible by participation in the communal, and thereby in the divine,
life. The Holy Spirit, poured out in the cross of Christ, grants participationin
the love and friendship of God and effectuates areal, supernatural, spiritual
life. Often Marpeck returns to Johannine co-inherence language to describe
this participation: “We know that Christ Jesusisin God, the Father and God,
the Father, isin Jesus Christ . . . and we know, acknowledge and also feel
that Christ isin usand we are in Christ and remain so in eternity.”°

Marpeck saw the “weapons of justice” or righteousness as of supreme
importance. Thisterm is used by Paul in 2 Cor. 6:7 (compare Rom. 13:12,
armor of light, and Ephesians 6 and the armor of God)."* The Holy Spirit
pours into the hearts of the believers and

reproduces and recapitul ates the perfect law of freedom of Christ
effecting purity of mind and heart. The human spirit then leads
the body and fleshinto a purification and cleansing of sin making
both body and flesh weapons of justice. By receiving the spirit,
one’'s whole being is reordered and the Christian, who is part of
the humanity of Christ, becomes an agent of Christ’s justice in
the world, through the concrete acts of his or her body.*

More difficult to answer was the possibility that since some Swiss
groups had banned him, thisindicated Marpeck was not agenuine Anabaptist.
The ultimate test was that no body of believers had survived which bore his
name. Thiswas seen as a sure judgment of history that he was not agenuine
Anabaptist. The evidence in the form of letters to the Swiss and others, in
which Marpeck delineated their differences, throws considerable light on
the matter. Asfar as| can tell, however, no one has done the detailed study
necessary here. What isneeded isresearch into the nature of conflict between
the early Anabaptists, including the issues which divided the Hutteritesfrom
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the Marpeck fellowship, the Swiss and their substantive accusations against
Marpeck.

The second area in which Marpeck can help us walk the path of
faithfulnessisthat of power and powerlessness. In an essay on the limits of
the state in Marpeck’s thought,* | sought to depict his position for it seemed
to me then, asindeed it still does, that we have something moreto learn on
the subject: How do we use power with each other? How do we judge the
use of power by the state? Lawrence Burkholder urges usto read Paul Tillich
on love, justice, and power.** Having done so, | still believe that Marpeck
has something to say on that topic, and again it comes from his intense
involvement in those questions. He was a leader who engaged the powers
with adegree of faithfulnesswhich may surprise us. Moreover, | suggest that
inour searchfor positive modelsin our history we can still learn from Pilgram.
It was his attractiveness as amodel which helped keep me in the Mennonite
Church for many years.'s

Marpeck can serve as our dialogue partner. Throughout his activelife
Marpeck engaged in dialogue with the Reformers, Bucer and Capito, and
with al branches of Anabaptists available to him. His sustained efforts to
dissuade the Hutterites from banning people because they disagreed with
them on private property; hisvigorous effortsto bring the Swiss around to be
more open in negotiating such matters as recognizing the state's role in
marriage, therole of women, the oath, etc.; but aboveall hisextensivewritings
demonstrate his desire to engage in active discussion of issues pertaining to
the Christianlife. Marpeck believed in thereality of Christ’sbody asmembers
rebuked each other and cared for each other. Ever vigilant that the Devil
might take advantage of human proclivities towards both legalism and
libertinism, he sought refuge in open communication among believers. His
legacy, hard as it may seem to appropriate, is desperately needed in the
Mennonite family.

According to Stephen Boyd, Marpeck appropriated ideas from many
sources in the various contexts in which he found himself—those of Luther,
Zwingli, Bucer, Spiritualists, Theologia Deutsch, et al.: in his own words
Marpeck sought “to be diligent in all things unto the fulfilment of all justice,
not only internally before God, but also externally before humanity.” Personal
repentance and social justice faithfully meshed together. For Marpeck, the
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realm of Christ, constituted by that justice, encompassed both individual and
socia transformation—one was impossible without the other.

Because of Marpeck’s sense of the spiritual and physical
interdependence of human life, theindividua and communal transformations
within the new community had political implications beyond the conventicle.
Boyd argues that Marpeck developed asocial or even apolitical theology of
the cross, not in the sense of Dorothy Soelle but in the more general sense of
the “deprivatising of theology wherein theology cannot be isolated from its
social, political, and economic spheres.” 1

\David Flusser, an orthodox Jew livingin Jerusalem and one of today’sleading
New Testament scholars, recently published a revised edition of his Jesus
book. This fascinating work is dedicated to his“Mennonite friends.” Over
the years Flusser has met many Mennonites, and his North American tour in
the early 1980sincluded lecturesin Goshen-Elkhart and Winnipeg. Clarence
Bauman and he spent many hourstogether, and both were deeply influenced
by Jesus’ reading of thelove commandment. Indeed, Flusser says he dedicated
the book to the M ennonites because they were one of thefew Christian groups
who are vitalized by the love teaching and religion of Jesus.’®

At a recent meeting, Flusser spoke of a Mennonite acquaintance, a
teacher who had been fired from a Mennonite school, because that teacher’s
wife had left him for another man and divorced him. Genuinely puzzled,
Flusser asked whether such a thing was possible in the Mennonite church.
He had also heard that there were some congregations which did not permit
gays or leshians as members, and again he wondered what form of gospel is
being preached to such people. “How then do you assure them that Jesus
lived and died also for them?’ Such questions are not easy to answer. But
they are at the heart of the main question: How do love and power come
together in our community? They deserve an answer.

Mennonites at the cusp of the twenty-first century need the peacethat
comes to a discerning community. They also need to listen to Marpeck’s
clarion call to be slow to judge and quick to embrace the brother or sister for
whom Christ died.

Premature judging, the rush to arrive at a verdict, the false pride that
comes from breaking off dialogue—all of these Marpeck, in a letter, warned
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his Swiss colleaguesto abjure: “True believers are forbidden to condemn al
these people before theright time (1 Cor. 4:5), that is, until their fruit, which
isopenvice, appears.”®® “Whoever presumes to decide and judge, beforethe
revealing of guilt, is a thief and a murderer (John 10:1). He runs ahead of
Jesus Christ, who alone is the revealer of good and evil in the heart.”* He
concludes his letter with the words:

I have written to you in the hope that God, through his child Jesus
Christ will grant us the ability to recognize one ancther in Christ
Jesuswith aclean conscience. For all schism, discord, and uncertain
consciences come, in part, from one's own understanding, flesh
and blood, which mixes itself into the knowledge of God. Every
moment, | am conscious of this in myself, for division does not
come from the Spirit of Christ . . . | desire the grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ to be given to all who long for it.2

Pilgram Marpeck spanned the time from 1526 to 1546, thus bridging
the gap into the second generation of Anabaptism. He does not hold the
answers to all our questions. Nevertheless, he provides evidence that a
commitment to a community living under God's covenant can confront the
world, and can provide both a haven for those who need it and a source of
energy and wisdom for those who are baffled by the complexity of modern
and postmodern life or who are fatigued. God gave Marpeck a fine critical
mind which he used to enrich both hisfellow citizensand his*fellow comrades
in the tribulations which are in Christ.” We could do worse than to heed his
warnings and follow his example.
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