MENNONITE BODIES

GENERAL STATEMENT
HISTORY

The origin of the denominations classed under the head of Mennonite bodies
is traced by some to an early period in the history of the Christian Church.
As various changes in doctrine and church organization came about, in both the
East and the West, & number of communities, unwilling to accept them and
preferring the simplicity of the Apostolic Church, remained more or less distinet
through the Middle Ages. These communities received various names in differ-
ent localities and in different centuries, but from the time of the first General
Council at Nicea in the early part of the fourth century to the Conference of
Dort, Holland, in 1632, they represented a general protest against ecclesiastical
rule and a rigid liturgy, and an appeal for the simpler organizatlon, worship,
and faith of the apostolic age.

Present historical authorities, however, see little or no connection between
these early independent movements and the present Mennonite Church, since
those who founded the body to which present Mennonite bodies trace their origin
came out from the Roman Catholic Church.

The first congregation of the church now known as Mennonite was organized in
January, 1525, at Zurich, Switzerland, by Conrad Grebel, Felix Mantz, George
Blaurock, and others. They called themselves ‘ Brethren’’ (Swiss Brethren), but
were commonly known as ‘“Taufer.”” Grebel and his friends had been ardent
coworkers with Ulrich Zwingli, but had withdrawn from his leadership in 1523,
when they had realized that he would consent to & union of the church with the
state, and that a church was to be established in which the whole population of
the state would be obliged to hold membership. Zwingli's program called for
the introduction of certain reforms in the existing Roman Catholic State Church.
Grebel and his friends did not recognize infant baptism as scriptural. Hence
they baptized again those who had been baptized in their infancy. For this
reason they were called Anabaptists (Re-Baptizers). In 1534 the first Anabaptist
congregations were organized in Holland by Obbe Philips. Two years later
Obbe baptized Menno S8imons (1496-1561), a converted Catholic priest. Menno
soon became the most prominent leader of the ‘Obbenites,” as the followers of
Obbe Philips were called, in Holland and North Germany.

The name ‘‘ Mennonite” dates from 1550, but would scarcely be recognized in
Holland, where the usual name is ‘‘Doopsgezinde,” or ‘Dooper,” the Dutch
equivalent for the English ¢ Baptist.”” Similarly in parts of Germany, Switzer-
land, and Austria, the German form ‘‘Taufgesinnte,” or ‘‘Taufer,” was used
to indicate Baptists, although this name was not applied to all Mennonites.
It was to some of the Flemish Mennonites, who, upon the invitation of King
Henry VIII, settled in England and became the pioneers of the great weaving
industry of that country, that the Baptists of England were largely indebted
for their organization as a religious body, although it was not as ‘ Mennonites”
that they were invited to come to England, since it is known that persons of
this faith were severely persecuted in England in the reigns of Henry VIII
and Elizabeth along with other nonconformists.

The persecutions of the Mennonites were due to the fact that in all countries,
Protestant as well as Roman Catholic, church and state were united and dissenters
were not tolerated. The number of Mennonites martyred is very great. Their
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Book of Martyrs (First German Edition, Ephrata, Pa., 1749; English Edition,
Elkhart, Ind., 1886) is a ponderous volume. In the Netherlands the persecution
was very severe, but by the second decade after Menno Simons’ death his followers
had increased to respectable numbers, since in many places the authorities had
been slow to carry out the decrees against them. The very presence of these
numerous Mennonites proved the error of the supposition that the best interest
of the state demands the toleration of only one creed within its realms. Holland
became the first country to throw this principle overboard and grant religious
freedom. After the founder of the Dutch Republic, William of Orange, had
embraced the Reformed faith he ordered the cessation of persecution there
(in 1577).

In Switzerland the persecution continued well into the seventeenth century.
The last martyr was Hans Landis, the most prominent Mennonite bishop of that
time, who was beheaded at Zurich in 1614. Thereafter many were imprisoned
and some sentenced to the galleys.

After the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) Mennonites were permitted to settle
in the Palatinate, in South Germany. Many fled to this province from Switzer-
land. When William Penn acquired Pennsylvania from the English Crown, he
offered a home to all who were persecuted for their faith. The Mennonite
pioneers in America were 13 families from Crefeld, Germany, who came on the
ship Concord, in 1683, and settled at Germantown, now s part of Philadelphia.
During the eighteenth century many Swiss Mennonites emigrated to Penn-
sylvania. They were for the most part poor. Their brethren in Holland formed
an organization for the aid of those who did not have the means to go to America
and contributed liberally for this purpose. Practically all the so-called Pennsyl-
vania Dutch Mennonites are of Swiss descent. As their numbers increased
during the first third of the eighteenth century, the Mennonites spread northward
and westward from Germantown into Lancaster, Bucks, Berks, Montgomery,
and other counties in Pennsylvania, and from these original settlements they have
since spread to western Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and farther west,
and to Canada. As these early settlers came in contact with the Indians, they
often found that their nonresistant principles served as a better protection than
the rifles and stockades of most of the settlers, and there are but few records of
injury of any kind inflicted upon them by the Indian tribes.

Since their settlement in this country a number of minor divisions have taken
place among the Mennonites, occasioned by divergent views on some questions,
but of late years the feeling has developed among nearly all branches that closer
union and cooperation along certain common lines of gospel work would be

desirable.
DOCTRINE

At a conference of some of the Mennonite groups in the Netherlands held at
Dort, Holland, in 1632, a compilation of previous confessions of faith was made
and called ‘“ A Declaration of the Chief Articles of our Common Christian Faith.”
This confession, containing 18 articles, was later accepted by the Alsatian Men-
nonites and is accepted by the great majority of the American Menonnite churches
to-day.

A brief summary of these articles includes the following:

God the Creator of all things; the fall of man, through his disobedienee; his
restoration through the promise of the coming of Christ; the Advent of Christ
the Son of God; redemption has been purchased by His death on the cross for all

mankind, from the time of Adam to the end of the world, who shall have believed
on and oi)eyed Christ,
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The law of Christ is contained in the Gospel, by obedience to which alone
humanity is saved. Repentance and conversion, or complete change of life,
without which no outward obedience to gospel requirements will avail to please
God, is necessary to salvation. All who have repented of their sins and believed
on Christ as the Saviour, and in heart and life accept His commandments, are
born again. As such the?' obey the command to be baptized with water as a
public testimony of their faith, are members of the Church of Jesus Christ, and
are incorporated into the communion of the saints on earth.. By partaking of
the Lord’s Supper the members express a common union with one another and
a fellowship of love for and faith in Jesus Christ. The washing of the saints’
feet is an ordinance instituted, and its perpetual observance commanded, b
Christ. The state of matrimony is honorable between those spiritually kinc{re(i
and such alone can marry “in the Lord.”

The civil government is a part of God’s ministry, and members are not per-
mitted to despise, blaspheme, or resist the government, but must be subject to
it in all things and obedient to all its commands that do not militate against the
will and law of God, and should pray earnestly for the government and its wel-
fare, and in behalf of their country. Christ has forbidden his followers the use
of carnal force in resisting evil and the seeking of revenge for evil treatment.
Love for enemies can not %e shown by acts of hatred and revenge, but by deeds
of love and good will. The use of all oaths is forbidden, as contrary to God'’s
will, though simple affirmation is allowed.

Those who willfully sin against God are to be excluded from the rights and
privileges of the church, but are to be kindly exhorted to amend their ways, the
object of expulsion being the amendment, not the destruction, of the offender,
and for the benefit of the church. Those who, on account of their obstinacy,
are finally reproved and expelled from the church, because separated from God,
must also be shunned socially, ‘‘that the openly obstinate and reprobate one
may not defile others in the church,” though in case of need they are to be kindly
cared for, and admonished as those in need of spiritual help.

At the end of earth and earthly existence, all those who have lived and shall
then be living are to be changed in a moment at the sound of the last trump,
and are to appear before the judgment seat of Christ, where the good shall be
separated from the evil; the good to enter into the heavenly joys prepared for
them, the evil to depart forever from God’s presence and mercy into the place
prepared for the devil and his servants.

To the conviction that some of the requirements of civil law are contrary to
the will and law of God is largely due the fact that the Mennonites have suffered
so severely in past centuries, and have often been charged with being ¢‘clannish.”

The Lord’s Supper is observed twice a year in nearly all the congregations, and
the great majority of them also observe the ordinance of washing the saints’ feet
in connection with and immediately after the Lord’s Supper. In nearly all the
Mennonite bodies baptism is by pouring.

ORGANIZATION

With two exceptions the form of church government in the different bodies of
the Mennonites is the same. The local church is autonomous, deciding all
matters affecting itself. ' District or State conferences are established, in most
cases, to which appesals may be made; otherwise the authority of the congrega-
tion or of a committee appointed by the congregation is final. All decisions of
State or district conferences are presented to the individual congregation for
ratification. The divinely appointed offices of the Church of Christ are held to
be those of bishop (sometimes called elder and sometimes presbyter), minister
(pastor or evangelist), and almoner (deacon). The ministers are generally self-
supporting, sharing the farming life of most of the Mennonite communities.
Besides these there are teachers, male and female, as coworkers in the adminis-
tration of the work.
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divergence between his followers and the other Mennonites was in regard to the
exercise of the ban, or excommunication of disobedient members, as taught in
I Corinthians v, 9-11; II Thessalonians 11, 14; Titus 111, 10, and incorporated
in the Confession of Faith. The Amish party interpreted these passages as
applying to daily life and the daily table; while the others understood them to
mean simply the exclusion of expelled members from the communion table.

In 1690 two bishops, Ammon and Blank, acted as a committee to investigate
conditions in Switzerland and southern Germany. As those accused of laxity in
the particulars mentioned did not appear when called upon to answer the charges
preferred against them, the Amish leaders expelled them. They in turn dis-
owned the Amish party, and the separation was completed in 1698. Bome time
after this, Ammon and his followers made overtures for a reconciliation and
union of the two factions, but these were rejected, and it remained for the closing
years of the nineteenth century, almost exactly two centuries later, to see the
steps taken that virtually reunited the two bodies, or the main part of each, for
in the meantime there had been other divisions between the extreme elements of
both.

At about the time of the separation, the migration of Mennonites from Europe
to the crown lands acquired by William Penn in America began to assume large
proportions, and included many of the Amish Mennonites, who settled in what
now comprises Lancaster, Mifflin, Somerset, Lawrence, and Union Counties, in
Pennsylvania. William Penn himself traveled extensively among the Mennonites
in Europe, preaching in their meetings, and rendering them aid in various ways.
From Pennsylvania the Amish Mennonites moved with the westward tide of
migration into Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Nebraska, and other States. There was
also a large excdus from Pennsylvania and from Europe direct to Canada, prin-
cipally to the section westward of the large tract acquired by the early Mennonite
settlers in Waterloo County, Ontario. : ,

Toward the middle of the nineteenth century a growing sentiment in favor of
closer relations between the two main bodies of Mennonites became manifest.
Many prominent men on both sides, feeling that thé division of 1698 was an error
for which both sides were more or less to blame, used their influence toward a
reconciliation. The establishment in 1864 of a religious periodical, and later
the publication of other religious literature, for the benefit of, and supported
by, both the Mennonite Church and the Amish Mennonites, naturally drew them
into closer relationship. One result was the revival in both branches of direct
evangelistic and missionary effort, which had been largely neglected ever since
the migration from Europe to America. In this resumption of long neglected
activities, denominational lines between the two bodies were disregarded. The
establishment also of & common church school, in the closing decade of the last
century, brought the most prominent men and ablest thinkers, as well as the
young people of both parties, into one working body. Almost simultaneous
with this, and as a natural result of it, was the establishment in 1898 of a General
Conference, in which each body was accorded equal rights in all things pertain-
ing to conference work. Subsequently, as stated above, the three conferences
reported in 1906 as Amish Mennonite became identified with the Mennonite
Church,! and the term as used at present refers to the two main branches—Con-
servative and Old Order—which still retain some of the beliefs and practices
which were the basis of the separation.

1 Bee Conservative Amish Mennonite Church, p. 860, and Old Order Amish Mennonite Church, p. 864,












