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All Canadian groups have their “great man” or “great woman.” He or she has
been chosen as an icon to represent the very embodiment of the group. For
Canadian Ukrainians it might be Dr. Joseph Oleskiw; for the Norwegians,
“Jackrabbit” Johannsen; for the Doukhobors, Peter V. Verigin – all men
linked closely with Canadian immigrants and their successful integration into
the new land.  Sometimes groups become sensitive about how their “man” is
represented; consider, for example, the statuary reincarnation of Louis Riel
during the mid-1990s on the banks of the Red River in Winnipeg, from twisted
and tormented prophet to smartly dressed Lower Canadian barrister.
Sometimes they create their particularly “Canadian” man as the Italians re-
Italianized explorer John Cabot, who was actually their own Giovanni Caboto.
And German Canadians have discovered that it was not the Norseman Leif
Erickson alone who ‘discovered’ Canada, but Erickson along with Tyrkir, a
German crew member. Sometimes there is a “great woman” who intersects
this male iconography. Ukrainians have their mythological Princess Olha, the
Cossack Mother, and the Doukhobors their Anatasia Holuboff, who
challenged her son Peter Verigin, Jr. for the right to lead this mystical, pacifist
Canadian sect.1

During the last century Mennonites, too, have created a popular
representation of peoplehood.  This was especially true during 1996, the 500th
birthday of Menno Simons, the Frisian priest turned Anabaptist fugitive. It
may seem odd to make this assertion: non-Mennonites usually seem surprised
to learn that Menno Simons was not the founder of the Mennonites, and
Mennonites themselves might be surprised to learn that Menno was relatively
obscure until a century ago. Perhaps at no time has Menno the man been
spoken of as much as in 1996.

Royden Loewen holds the Chair in Mennonite Studies and is associate professor of history at
the University of Winnipeg.
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During that anniversary year Mennonites created a blizzard of
activities. The Americans commissioned a musical, hosted several
conferences, and published a dozen church magazine articles.  The Soviet
Aussiedler Mennonites in Germany organized a four-day conference on
Menno’s theology. The Manitobans sponsored a lecture series in April and
arranged to have world-renowned tenor Ben Heppner sing in Winnipeg in
November.  The Dutch outdid all others: they hosted a four-day conference
attended by 800 people at Mennorode, they launched Piet Visser and Mary
Sprunger’s lavishly illustrated pictorial biography, they commissioned a new
official portrait, and they requested their government to create a special
Menno stamp. They even issued Menno memorabilia, including a “Menno
500” biodegradable pen and pencil set, a commemorative tin of sweet
stroopwafel, a battery-less flashlight, and a 12-day bicycle pilgrimage guide
taking one from Menno’s birthplace in Witmarsum in Friesland to his place of
death in Oldesloe, Germany.2

How did this Menno come to be made?  His work as Anabaptist leader did not
point unequivocally to a time when he would become the namesake of a
worldwide ethno-religious group numbering over 1,000,000 members. True,
he had a remarkable conversion.  Mennonite students have now become
familiar with the events leading up to Menno’s 1536 epiphany when, at age 40,
he exchanged his life as a respected Catholic priest in Witmarsum for that of
an Anabaptist fugitive preacher, and how for the next twenty-five years he
travelled tirelessly, wrote profusely, and preached and baptized from
Friesland to East Friesland to Westphalia to Schleswig-Holstein to Poland and
back usually while being pursued by authorities answering Charles V’s
challenge to bring him in for a 100 guilder reward.

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

Menno Simons had no apocalyptic visions.  He lacked a university
education, having learned Latin and only a little Greek at the monastery near
his birthplace of  Witmarsum. His attitude to women was pastoral but
paternalistic, and his wife Gertrude is mentioned only once in his voluminous
writings. His agenda was hardly socially revolutionary; true, he harshly
castigated the rich and the greedy, especially those religious leaders who by
declaring themselves sole divine negotiators “raked  together money, gold,
silver . . . cities, principalities and kingdoms,” but he readily took shelter when
offered it by lenient princes and princesses, and he longed for a stable
community.3  And arguably he devoted much of his writing to make the point
that Anabaptism was not radical, but a manifestation of sober-minded,
dedicated servants of a peaceful Christ.

He did not even present the image of a radical innovator. The South
German Anabaptist Hans Hut has  been described as “a very learned, clever
fellow, a fair length of a man, a rustic person, with cropped brown hair, a pale
yellow moustache”4; the Swiss leader Georg Blaurock bears the historic image
of a “man of striking appearance, his black hair and beard and his fiery eyes
betray[ing] an impulsive character.”5  The physical description of Menno
Simons presented by Professor Egil Grislis in a graduate Reformation history
class at the University of Manitoba during the mid-1980s was that of “a stout,
fat, heavy man, broken or rough of face [wearing] a brown beard [and unable
to] walk well.” Unlike hundreds of early leaders Menno did not face a martyr’s
death; he was never even arrested or tortured.  He died at age 65, a very old man

plague; even more likely were they severely tortured and burnt at the stake, or
mercifully drowned if they were female. When the movement spread north to
South Germany it took on mystical qualities: its leaders – Hans Denck, Hans
Hut, Melchior Rinck – spoke of a spiritual bond with Christ manifested
diversely in a pacifist love or a chiliastic apocalyptic age of violence. When
Anabaptism spread eastward to Moravia, it took on radically communalist
properties: Jacob Hutter and Peter Riedemann spoke of an ontological
transformation from a life of violence and greed to one of selflessness,
simplicity, and common property. When Anabaptism moved westward to
Basel and Strasbourg, it exhibited itself in a veneration of prophetic voices that
proved most liberating for women leaders; Ursula Jost and Barbara Rebstock
were only the most prominent of the prophetesses.

Menno Simons had no apocalyptic visions.  He lacked a university
education, having learned Latin and only a little Greek at the monastery near
his birthplace of  Witmarsum. His attitude to women was pastoral but
paternalistic, and his wife Gertrude is mentioned only once in his voluminous
writings. His agenda was hardly socially revolutionary; true, he harshly
castigated the rich and the greedy, especially those religious leaders who by
declaring themselves sole divine negotiators “raked  together money, gold,
silver . . . cities, principalities and kingdoms,” but he readily took shelter when
offered it by lenient princes and princesses, and he longed for a stable
community.3  And arguably he devoted much of his writing to make the point
that Anabaptism was not radical, but a manifestation of sober-minded,
dedicated servants of a peaceful Christ.

He did not even present the image of a radical innovator. The South
German Anabaptist Hans Hut has  been described as “a very learned, clever
fellow, a fair length of a man, a rustic person, with cropped brown hair, a pale
yellow moustache”4; the Swiss leader Georg Blaurock bears the historic image
of a “man of striking appearance, his black hair and beard and his fiery eyes
betray[ing] an impulsive character.”5  The physical description of Menno
Simons presented by Professor Egil Grislis in a graduate Reformation history
class at the University of Manitoba during the mid-1980s was that of “a stout,
fat, heavy man, broken or rough of face [wearing] a brown beard [and unable
to] walk well.” Unlike hundreds of early leaders Menno did not face a martyr’s
death; he was never even arrested or tortured.  He died at age 65, a very old man



21Making Menno 21Making Menno

for the 1500s, and was buried with dignity in a garden on the estate of a
sympathetic nobleman. When he engaged the authorities in debate it was in a
voice of thunderous disdain and  disapproval: “the Roman antichrist has
gained such respect . . . that even the imperial majesty . . . has to humble
himself to kiss his feet”; the village clergy engage in “shameful seduction of
women . . . . they have eyes full of adultery, are at home with harlots, beget
illegitimate children”; theologians enjoy “perverted fleshly ease” and cherish
vain honor when addressed as “doctor, lord and master.” The general populace
of Christendom is not composed of followers of Christ: “verily you see
nothing anywhere but unnatural carousing and drinking, pride as that of
Lucifer” from people who then seek salvation in “hypocritical fastings [and]
pilgrimages” and revere “dumb idols of stone.”6 Contrast this to the engaging
witty debates of Michael Sattler during his trial in 1527 or of Lijsbeth Dirks in
15357; there we find unequivocally a man who saw things in black and white
terms, one who smothered his opposition with bombastic, thunderous, and
continual denunciation.8

What makes Menno an unlikely namesake of the Anabaptists, too, is
that less is known about him than about almost any other early leader.  By
contrast, we know much about that first man to rebaptize an adult in 1525, the
26-year-old Conrad Grebel: we know that he attended universities in Basel,
Vienna, and Paris, and that his father was Jacob Grebel, his mother Dorothea
Fries. We know that Jacob was a wealthy iron merchant and member of the
Zurich town council. We know that Conrad was at odds with his parents, who
disapproved of his licentious and violent life as a university student and of his
marriage to a woman of lower social status. We know in detail the process by
which he fell out of favor with Ulrich Zwingli, even the very date of his
baptism as an adult – 21 January 1525 – in Felix Manz’s house. We have no
such details for Menno. Historians have speculated that his parents were dairy
farmers, that he studied with the Premonstratenian brothers, and that he was
baptized early in 1536 by Obbe Philips, the surgeon barber of Leuwarden.9

But this is all conjecture. Most details of Menno’s life remain a mystery.
Yet it was Menno who gave his name to the Anabaptist movement. The

reason for this has generated some debate. Menno was neither the only
Anabaptist leader nor the only prolific writer, and his particular ideas of a
pacifist and biblicist sectarian religion were not especially unique or profound.
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He was one among many others.  Indeed, the first reference to “Mennonite” or
“Mennist” occurred in 1541, when in East Friesland the authorities exempted
his brand of Anabaptism from the Davidites (who at that time were more
numerous) and the Batenburgers (who were better known, even if it was for
their violent, thieving, iconoclastic Anabaptism).10  Ironically, the name
would not take root in Menno’s own territory; Dutch Anabaptists refused to
take the name of their own “reformer” and are known to this day as the
Doopsgezinden, the “baptist oriented.”11  The name itself spread to groups of
Anabaptists who did not know Menno personally and was used by groups who
disapproved of some of his central teachings.  The Swiss Anabaptists, for
example, never met Menno, abhorred his docetic christology, and opposed his
strict views of the ban and shunning. Yet by 1600 they had taken the name
“Mennonite” to distinguish themselves more fully from the name
“Anabaptist,” which by that time had come to be associated with the violence
of Thomas Müntzer in 1525 and, much worse, the chiliastic horror of the
Westphalian city of Münster in 1535. Menno came to stand for something at
a particular juncture of Anabaptist history.

Indeed, it was the debacle at Münster that drew Menno to the
Anabaptists. There thousands of half-starved, unemployed North German and
Dutch Anabaptists used political and military might to take over the city and
purify it for the anticipated return of the Lord in April 1535. What ensued was
an eighteen-month reign of terror: polygamy was legislated, the ferocity of
leader Jan van Leiden struck fear into hearts, and non-Anabaptists put to
death. Menno knew some of these poor disenfranchised folk, for they came to
Witmarsum asking for assistance. He respected their willingness to suffer
death, and he was attracted by their impatience with a structured society that
had turned religion into a commodity and Christianity into a meaningless
cultural signifier. He was especially drawn to them when he heard there was
a minority of Anabaptists in the Netherlands who also preached a separate and
exclusive church antithetical to sacraments and were willing to follow Christ’s
way, the nonviolent, suffering, path of the regenerate. When Münster was
destroyed by a cohort of Catholic and Lutheran forces and thousands were
executed on a single day, Menno was moved to leave the old church and
preach a peaceful, biblicist, and christocentric walk.  His intended audience
was twofold: (1) the Anabaptists who had fallen prey to the apocalypticism of
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Jan van Leiden and who needed shepherding into a separate congregation of
only those who would follow Christ literally; (2) the Reformers and Princes
who needed to be told that the Anabaptists were nothing but a beleaguered
group of pious, peaceful people whose only text was the Gospel of Christ.
This was Menno’s message in the forty booklets, tracts, and letters that came
to constitute his thousand-page literary corpus.

These writings coalesced similar-minded Anabaptists.  The Swiss
Anabaptists took his name with them to Pennsylvania, the Dutch carried it to
Poland and Russia and then to North and South America. But even as they
came to be known as the followers of the man named Menno, few Mennonites
had a clear idea of who their Menno was. Indeed, the literary corpus
Mennonites carried with them from one continent to another was dominated
by other books: their songbook, the Ausbund; their statement of faith, the
Dordrecht Confession; and their mythological history, the voluminous
Martyrs Mirror that provided testimonials of 1,500 Anabaptists who paid the
ultimate price. And even among the accounts in the Martyrs Mirror, Menno
receives only passing mention.  So little is known about him, though, that even
these details are crucial in giving biographical shape to his post-conversion
life. His itinerary is known because the Martyrs Mirror contains the
testimonies of several Anabaptists put to death for dealings with the fugitive
Menno:  Tjard Reynolds of Friesland in 1539 for having housed him; Jan
Claeszoon of Flanders in 1544 for possessing 600 of his books; a boatman of
the River Mass in 1545 for whisking him out of Holland, and so on.

Oral tradition that informs other groups about their leaders is also
significantly absent in Menno’s case. Indeed, only two frequently retold
stories about Menno have survived, or perhaps more correctly, have been
created over time. Both suggest why so little is known of him; he was a fugitive
and his followers had a vested interest in relaying as little information about
him as possible.  It is highly unlikely that even these stories came from his
followers, for both put the pious Menno in a morally compromising light. The
first story is innocuous enough although as Ervin Beck suggests it makes
Menno into an “innocent deceiver.” A coach carrying Menno is stopped by
Anabaptist hunters who demand to know whether Menno is aboard. It so
happens that he is riding on the seat with the driver and in answer to the
sheriff’s query he stoops down, opens the door of the carriage, and thunders
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out that they want to know whether Menno “is in there.” The answer from
within is “no,” and with this information Menno tells the bounty hunters, “they
say Menno Simons is not in the coach.” The second story is more
controversial: Menno is preaching in a secluded barn in the Dutch
countryside; he is standing atop a casket of molasses, women and children are
seated on the ground around him, and the men stand on the barn’s outer edges
to guard the clandestine worshippers. Suddenly a cry alerts the pious that the
sheriff and his men are approaching. The heavy-set Menno moves to descend
from the barrel, but the lid splinters and he finds himself thigh-deep in
molasses. Horror sets in when it is realized that if Menno should run now, he
would leave an easily detected trail of sweetened sugar. The answer is for the
women and children to gather around him and lick the molasses from his boots
and trousers. Menno escapes and the church continues growing, although the
tale also suggests why the children of Holland had a sweet tongue ever after.12

Over the centuries Menno the man remained relatively unknown.  Even most
of his writings became foreign to Mennonites over time. As both the Dutch
and Swiss Anabaptists became Germanized, adopting the German of the
Palatinate or of the northern lowlands, most of Menno’s writings remained in
Dutch. There was a 1575 German translation of his important Dat Fundament
der Christelychen Leers which was brought to the New World by Swiss
Mennonites and even reprinted along with eight other works during the
nineteenth century.13  But as Irvin Horst notes, “the editors avoided Menno’s
polemical works, which textually made up more than half of his total
writings”14 and, one might conclude, in the process they produced a one-
dimensional Menno, a pastoral, quiescent man whose only antipathy was
towards the outside corrupted world.

Other eighteenth and early nineteenth-century publication efforts were
similarly skewed. In a 1753 work, selected portions of Menno’s writings were
translated into German by Dutch pietist Joannes Deknatel.  But as Robert
Friedmann has argued, the end result of this book, known popularly as Der
Kleine Menno, was that a “pietistic” Menno Simons was produced. Deknatel
ignored the socially charged Dat Fundament, presenting only those
“selections out of Menno Simons’ works which fit into the new trends of piety
. . . . Thus, a good orthodox theologian and exhorter for a more living faith was
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well presented, but the great leader of a brotherhood which actualized a true
Christian life . . . was dropped.”15 The first effort by Dutch-Russian
Mennonites to translate parts of Menno’s works faced its own handicap. In
1835 when the Kleine Gemeinde Mennonites sought to bring reform to the
Russia Mennonite community, future bishop Abraham Friesen and his
merchant brother Peter von Riesen turned to Menno’s Dat Fundament and had
it retranslated. However, issuing the book was held up for a decade when
Mennonite ministers in Prussia, where it was published, ordered the entire run
hidden for fear of aggravating their tenuous relations with Lutheran
authorities. As Delbert Plett has observed, even then the book was not widely
recognized by the Mennonites in Russia.16

Not till the 1870s, when American Mennonites began leaving their
isolated communities and began to acquire the English language en masse, did
a complete translation of Menno’s known works appear.  It is noteworthy that
the first translation of these Dutch writings was not into German but into
English, and by the Chicago publisher John F. Funk. Thus Menno was
reintroduced to the Mennonite world only after American Mennonites had
begun assimilating into the mainstream of American society.  To halt that
assimilation was the clear purpose of Funk’s 1871 English translation: “the
writings of a good man, when read with an unbiased mind . . . are always
beneficial . . . . Such writing may be the means of doing much good among
men, especially in these times of worldly conformity in which there is such a
great opposition to the cross of Christ; in which men love ease and pleasure
and make many devices to avoid those self-denying principles of the religion
of Jesus.”17  To spread the word about Menno, the complete writings were only
now further translated into German and issued to the Russian Mennonites.

Still, little was known about Menno the man. True, the 1575 translation
of Dat Fundament highlighted excerpts from a 1554 writing in which Menno
outlined his dynamic “enlightenment, conversion and call.”18 However, this
was but a short period of his entire life. Even though Walter Klaassen has
argued that  the nineteenth century produced “a very impressive succession of
writings on Menno Simons,” he has also contended that those writings bore
significant limitations. Mostly they were short and incomplete pieces,
emphasizing particular aspects of Menno’s life. An attempt by Heinrich Jung
Stilling in 1813 reinforced ideas of Menno the pietist; an 1853 biography by
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the Baptist J. Newton Brown created a Baptist Menno, a proponent of
immersion baptism; and a 1864 work by Dutch Mennonite J.G. de Hoop
Scheffer, “the first to do careful scholarly work . . . using all the existing
sources and literature,” was still unsure of Menno’s dates.19 Although at least
eight sympathetic biographical sketches were written, the first comprehensive
biography to be “based on accumulated research findings” of the 1800s treated
Menno with “a polemical edge.” This 1914 biography, by  Dutchman Karel
Vos, was the first to ascertain that Menno was born in 1496 and died in 1561.
But Vos also conjectured that Menno first learned his Anabaptism from the
apocalyptic mystic Melchior Hoffman, that he lied in his writings about
knowing no Münsterites, and that his closest confidents, Obbe Philips and
others, probably were Münsterites.20

The first sympathetic biography of Menno that was as comprehensive
as Vos’s was issued in English by an American Mennonite.  It would follow
the same logic that Funk used in his 1871 translation of Menno’s works.
Employing the very biographical detail provided by Vos, American
Mennonite leader John Horsch wrote this first English-language biography in
1916, at the time when Mennonites in the U.S. were just beginning to receive
unprecedented bad press for their pacifist stance. Horsch’s preface said it all:
“the writer has been led by the desire that a better acquaintance with the life
and teachings of the earlier heroes of faith may become the common property
of all who would follow their footsteps as they follow Christ’s.”21 Horsch
excused Menno for waiting ten years to join the Anabaptists; he was not
cowardly but was waiting for the Protestant state-church to carry through
reform.  Horsch defended him on the issue of the Münsterites by arguing that
Menno knew no Münsterites even though he referred to them as his “dear
brothers.” Horsch built a selective portrait of Menno whose increasingly harsh
views on the ban and shunning were simply ignored and never entered this
biography.

Horsch’s work would become the source for one American biography
after another, each adding to Menno’s fine image. In 1936 Kansas historian
Cornelius Krahn wrote an even more detailed life.22 Krahn came to be
associated with a de-emphasis of Menno’s early ties to mystical and
apocalyptic Anabaptism. Menno’s were the cautious words of  one who had
opposed the Münsterite experiment: “publicly from the pulpit and privately,
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he denounced its evils,” Krahn explained, and although Menno “even had
some discussions with leaders of the Münsterite movement” he had a
reputation of being able to “silence them beautifully.”23   Indeed, Menno had
attained his ideas from no other source than the scriptures.  If anything, he had
been influenced by the native Dutch ascetic tradition of “Devotio Moderna”
and “Imitatio Christi” taught by the devout and peaceful Brethren of the
Common Life, whose ideas were mediated through the humanists, especially
the teaching of Erasmus and refined in the Lutheran-spawned Sacramentarian
movement.24 Perhaps Menno was uncouth and unlearned, but these were his
very strengths: he was a common man, motivated not by theological intricacies
but by the concerns of one who wished nothing more than to attain a life of
Nachfolge Christi in everyday life. These views also informed the writings of
Harold S. Bender, America’s most influential mid-century Mennonite
historian.  In his 1944 biography, refashioned later for an edition of Menno’s
complete writings, Bender produced a Menno exorcised of any social
revolutionary tendency:  A reader of the later 1956 version saw a Menno who
was not only a biblicist but a convert whose experience resounded with the
same heartfelt repentance called for by American evangelist Billy Graham,
and whose religious practice was nothing less than the most respectable form
of Christianity based on the “ideal of practical holiness and the ideal of the
high place of the church in the life of the believer.”25

The battle over the real Menno was not settled by mid-century
American Mennonite Church leaders.  During the 1970s a new and
iconoclastic school of social historians of Anabaptism arose and challenged
the Horsch, Krahn, and Bender views of a biblicist, pacifist, and evangelical
Menno.  James Stayer of Queen’s University and Werner Packull of the
University of Waterloo in Canada were among a group of young historians
who emphasized the early Anabaptist links to mysticism and apocalypticism;
they were among a new guard of scholars known to advance the “polygenesis
school,” drawing attention to Menno’s medievalist ideas, to his ambivalent
pacifism that left room for Christian leaders to forcibly eradicate false
teachings, and to an ecclesiology that exorcised apocalyptic versions of
Anabaptism only after they lost credence among the common people.26

During the next decade or so ideas that disparaged Menno spread from
the secular academy to the church seminaries. In 1986 Walter Klaassen
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concluded that although the study of theology in Menno’s works had survived
the new interest in social history, writings about Menno were “now much more
nuanced and less apologetic.”27 Indeed, the leading seminary history textbook
on Anabaptism during the mid-1990s, written by C. Arnold Snyder of Conrad
Grebel College, declared its “indebtedness” in part to the polygenesis school.
In this reading the “great man” Menno took a back seat. Snyder’s 430-page
text granted Menno a biography of less than one page, and squeezed it in
between other short biographies of the “terrorist” Anabaptist Jan van
Batenburg, the “spiritualist” David Joris, and the “strict disciplinarians” Dirk
Philips and Leenaert Bouwens.28 Although Snyder applauded Menno’s
“literal Christocentric hermeneutic” and “high doctrine of regeneration,” he
was not uncritical: when writing about the ban, for example, Menno lacked
“measured judgement,” was a “tool” in the hands of younger leaders and “ran
aground on the rocks of legalism.”29 Ironically, of the comprehensive
scholarly treatments of Menno during the late 1980s and early 1990s, none
was as positive as the work of  Lutheran scholar  Egil Grislis, who published
half a dozen articles on Menno in the  Journal of Mennonite Studies.  Grislis
rediscovered in Menno an evangelical biblicist orthodox in his views of
religious regeneration and possessed of only an innocuous form of docetic
christology.30

As the Mennonite laity focused on Menno’s 500th birthday in 1996,
they were introduced to a rehabilitated Menno yet again. Mennonite
newspapers and church magazines lauded him. They reminded their readers of
the 1980 conjecture of George Epp, founder  of the Mennonite Studies Centre
at the University of Winnipeg, that as a priest of the Premonstratensians, who
emphasized thorough training, “Menno [must have] received a fairly good
education.”31 They were also reminded of Menno’s links to Christian
humanism. Santa Barbara University historian Abraham Friesen, having
turned the radical Thomas Müntzer into a proto-Marxist, now turned Menno
into a respectable Erasmian. The two Dutchmen shared witty bombast and an
optimistic anthropology, a view of salvation that tied human fate to human
goodness. How much better for the Mennonite leader to be linked to the
intellectually agile humanist Erasmus than to the apocalyptic mystic
Hoffman!32 As well, popular books now brought together Mennonites of all
stripes, from liberal Dutch seminarians to conservative American Old Order
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writers, to reproduce the works of Menno, that “anti-clerical leader of the ‘true
penitents.’”33

In the most important international work of 1996, a celebratory picture
book by noted Dutch historian Piet Visser and American scholar Mary
Sprunger, yet another laudatory image of Menno arose. True, the book
featured forty-five pages of portraits of an invariably somber, bearded,
unequivocating Menno, indicating a continued hiatus between the sixteenth-
century reformer and the modern permissive Dutch readership. But the Menno
in those portraits had been rendered harmless.  He was clearly a religious
antiquarian. Yet the book made him relevant by making him the courageous
icon not merely of the Dutch Mennonite Church, but of Dutch society as a
whole. The book’s opening salvo asserted that Menno “was the only Reformer
native to the Netherlands.” The modern Dutch could concede that Menno was
no magnanimous man: he “shaped” a movement that created “its own New
Testament norms” and led a community “both marked and purified by
intolerance.”34 But intolerance no longer mattered. What was important was
that Menno’s descendants in the Netherlands rose “on the wings of the new
spirit of the young Dutch republic . . . out of the dark swamps of death and
oppression to the shining summits of peace and prosperity.”  Menno was not
the ultimate Dutchman, but he was foundational for the ultimate Dutch
identity.

Little was known about Menno Simons the man until the twentieth century.
Large sections of his massive writings remained hidden in the Dutch language
until the late nineteenth century.  As the Mennonites who bore his name forgot
the Dutch language and took on a variety of German dialects, they would
continue to know the martyrologies, hymns, and confessions of the sixteenth
and seventeenth century Anabaptists, but they would know little of Menno
himself. When Dutch biographers did write about him in detail early in the
twentieth century, they described someone who was a curious mix of
intolerance and equivocation. It was the American Mennonites, caught in an
increasingly intrusive society, who found in Menno an evangelical man,
soundly biblicist and committed to christocentric ethics. Such a man was
useful to American youth in search of a mentor. A more sceptical social
history-based academy demoted Menno; he was the late arrival, propounding
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a strange doctrine, given to easy dichotomization. But in 1996, scholars
returned to regenerate Menno. He was a well-trained intellectual, an optimistic
Erasmian humanist, the only Dutch reformer, an anti-clerical champion of
common people. For the moment he had once again become an icon.

What will happen to Menno as Mennonites seek grist for their collective
identity in a new century remains to be seen. We may not find any new sources,
but that will not stop us from making another Menno.

Notes

I would like to thank Arnold Snyder and Al Reimer for commenting on this paper.
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