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~fENNONITE BrlETHnEN DISTINCTIVES

J B Toe\'1s (United States)

d "distinctives" as used in the writiwr to follow sh811 not

t makes reference to principle of faith and practice which apply

t>!ennoni te Brethren. There have been believers in the past and

pt'esent \'1ho hold, or have held the SClmc convictions of

related to faith and life as professed by the ~Jennonite

term "distinctive" in this docwnent only identifie~; basic

t.hren understanding of Scdpture related to faith and life in

text.

hos of the Mennonite Brethren can he recognized in considering

their Biblical understa.nding and practice:

itluent to the Holy Scriptures.

is on the new birth.

aption of the church as a brotherhood fellowship.

as a people in the world but not of the world.

ch as a missionary movement.

important to note that the Mennonite Br'ethren movement i:;; deeply

century Arwbaptism. "In the articles" of faith they say "we

wi th our dear ~1enno accordi.ng to our convict ion fr'om the

es. "I

did not propose a new teaching in understanding the Scriptures.

for a renel'io11 of life in consistant conformity \'iith the teachingsJ,............ ".. \.- ' .. " ...... ....... ..... ... '," ,. ". ""-""~ .

e as understood by our An8.bapt-ist forebears of the Reformation of

tury, who called for a return to the faith and practice of the

church.

irst internat ional conference of Menn~:mite Brethren may IVi:J 11

~asion where we examine the foundations of ~k:nnonite Bt-ethren

1
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c. After 125 years we again ask the question: Do we live \vhat

() believe? Is the exhortation of P<1ul to the Corinthian chUl'ch:

Ives \"hether ye be in the faith, pI'ove your own selves" (II

cnll to the t"lcnnonite l3rethren in tvlarch Hl88? To do so, we

five al'eas referred to above which can well be t'ecognized as the

oni te Bl"cthren in their professed undel"SU.lOdinrr of faith and

to the Scriptures.

BRETHlmN COM1'UTillENT TO THE HOLY SCHIP'l'UHES

te B1'ethren "believe that all ScriptUl'eis inspired by God as

¥,'ct:e moved by the:: Holy Spirit. We accept the Old and the New.

the infallible Word of God and the authoritative guide for the

fe of Christian discipleship. We believe that the Old Covenant

ry in nature, finding its fulfillment in the New Covenant.

key to unden;tanding the Bible; the Old Testament bean; witness

He is the One whom the New Testament proclaims."2 Ps. 19;

24:27,44; Rom. 1:18-23; II Tim. 3:15-17; II Pet. 1:16--21; Heb.

ve quotation from the 1976 edition of the Confession of Faith

demands no elaboration. The statement also expl'ec-;ses our

ic lmderstanding of the Scriptures. TIle provision of redemption

e of the redeemed a1'8 anchored in the incanJa.t iOll of God in Chris t

.ed for our sins, rose from the de[\d, nnd ascended into heaven.

unity of born again believers under the guidance of the Holy

daily nurture from the Scriptures. To understand Biblical

specific qll(stions of life and practice t>1ennonite Bl'()thren seek

the (~xample of Acts 15 - 8. pl'inciple of cOlllnllmi ty hermGlneut iCB. A

orded in the l!378 conference of Mannoni b~ Brethren gives

o this principle as it has been practiced tlu~oughout our

~ Conference has been called for brethr~n of iike faith from our

ches to see \vhcther at the hand of the Bible it is not possible

to harmony differed views gleaned from tho study of the Word of

pt'oceed as a church fello\""ship according to the same rule (Phil.

the banner of the cross of Chl'ist. II The final applicc1.tion of

ruth related to the life of the believer emerg0s from the

f the redeemed conuuunity as they gather to study the Holy Vlord

prayer and dependence on the i Iltuninat ion of the Holy Spi ri t.
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the Holy Spirit :ll1d us" (Acb 15: 28). "What doE's the Bible say"

continuous point of rnference related to fai-tll and 1iff~ ill

thren history.3

ANOING OF AND EMPHASIS ON THE NEW BIRTH

noni te Brethren movement W1S born in a Socio-cultut'al religious

To be bor'n of Mennonite panmts \y(Js acceptt~d as one of the

for bapt ism and ChUI'ch member'ship. ~bny people in the Mennoni tt:

\vhich the ~lennonite Bn~thren seceded were only nominal

ithout ever making a conversion experience. Deterioration of

ethical conditions in the society from which they withdrew was a

for their secession.'!

described background sharpened the condition of human sinfulness.

recogniz(~d that all men are sinful by nature, guilly befot'c God

of forgiveness through Jesus Christ. s Through the Holy

they learned that man is saved by grace through faith in Christ.

repent of their sin and trust in Jesus Christ a~{ Savior and Lord

..rgi veness. By the pOI.;er of the Holy Spit'i t they are bor'n again and

children of God. Saving faith in tvlcnnoni. tc~ Drcthn~n understanding

a surrender of the \.;iJ.1 to Chr'ist, a complete trll:3t in Him and an

to His Word in fait,hful discipleship. The evidences of a new birth

is more1b?n_~ profession to accept the benefits of forgiveness
_ ••_ .....y~ '-- ...~.~. -~-~••• ~. -- '~'-' .--~

the gl'ace of God. A surrender to Jesus 1i~;~I1~a ne~'i 1 j fe style that

self d~nial in a priocity of cOlllmitment to Jesus in relationships and

(Luke 14:25-27, 33).

believf]l's who are born again will confirm their COlllIlli tnJ('~nt to

ip by baptism - ff ••• buried with Him by baptism into death, that as

raised up from the dead by the tlory of the Fat.her, eVE.'n so we

ld \valk in newness of life" (Hom. G:4).6

re is room for ~1ennonite BYethren to exalllinl;~ the relationship of

profess to believe with regard to salvation - the new birth - and

being experienced and practiced in the cont8xt of the IHrger

CHURCH A FELLOWSIITP OF TRUE BELIEVERS

tifiable f~vidences of tl'ue f3.ith, r'ooted i.n the atollemf-)nt of

". and manifested in the transforming pOlver of God in repenUmce,
3

'.



r

regeneration, resulting in a new crenturc in Christ is for

Brethren hishwically inscpac8ble frolll their' ecclesiology. The

sue ,oIhich l(~d to the hirth of the ~,lc.llnonite l3ruthf'(~n in IBGQ Ivas

_rn for the true character of a Nel"; Testnment ehul'eh. They rejl)cted

ivist church of all people, the "VolJn-;kirche," the tntditiona1

The pt'act ice of Catholic iSlil and the Tlefonnel's, ,.,.ho incot'pot'atr~

or a fl'equen t. pI'Hetice of the t>lennolli te church of tlw t day, \Vho

tize people because they belonged to their ethnic comJIlunity but were

y born agai n l they recog'ni zed Qf:! unscriptural. 7 To reeei '.Ie peovle

ch membel'ship \oIho have not expl~rienced 8. true cOnVel'SlOn, acconiing

He 131'ethrl::n undet'standing, destroys the distinction Lehveen church

and creates a religious institution. s . ~~l
cAtJI'-

r Hennoni to Brethren 1:1 NClv Testament is described a~; follows: "The

istics of a true church <'Ire: the fnli ts of cO!lvf-;rsion and of right

Jesus Christ revealed in a life of sanctification according to the

aith of Christ and His apostles; the diligent searching of the

and tho preuching of the pure Gospel in all the world; the

of the holy onlinances of Cht'lst which an? bart i~~m and Ute: Lord's

the free confession of God and Jesus Christ beforf~ all mer); f(~rvent

y love, fellmyship and SUbllllssion among t:he!l1~~elves aud love of their

dili!~ence to uphold the unity of the spirit through the bend of

taking up the Cl~OSS in fol10l'ving Jesus; Iyatching with prayc)' Clud

tion and thaJlb~giving for 8.11 men :wd the pt'8Yi:~rful and joyful

for the coming of thf~ Lord and the establislullent of His kingdol1l. "9

the church, the body of Chril-;t is not a mere on~;:mization or an

atibn but an in_terdepen(~5?D..t 1'e1101yshi1', a covenant community (I I Cor.

Every member is to be concerned for the \Yt;lfarc of 1'0110\0,1 members.

teaching, encourai.~(~Jllent, counselling and where necessat'Y rebuke, the

promot.es constructive discipline. rvlembnrs whose \o,1alk is contntry to

.~achi[lgs of the SCL'ipturc, and do not have lovil1L; admonition 3nd

:on are formally excluded from the fellowship of the church. .Loca1

tions are members of a lat'gel' fellowship, the conference of ryk~'Ulonlte

In this relationship tIle principles of brotherhood in which the

of interdependence, love and submission to one another under the

of Christ is to prevail. lo

rninister's/leadrors of the church are t'(~co!:ni;(.ed 8S a gift from God

from within the body (Eph. 4: 1l-l(3). Their assi.gnment is to equip
4



for the rninistry.ll The church in turn shall love, respect and

Mennonite Brethren have historically held to the form of a

leadership - in contt'ast to the "one man pastor" leadership.

his assignment serves in the context of plurality - brethren

have been called of God and recognized by the church. The

of leadership with some other areas of faith and policy of

thren have been in tension with the trend toward individualism

n our culture of the west.

~'Dt"H - A PEOPLE IN THE h'ORLD BUT NOT OF THE WORLD

rds of Jesus in John 17:14-15: "They are not of the world even

t of the world. I pray not that thou shouldest take them out of

t thou shouldest keep them from evil" is basic for Mennonite

rstanding of the church. The movement h'as born in a time of

the distinction in character of being and lifestyle in the

lost much of the distinction between the people who were members

eh and the people of the world. These inconsistencies were the

for the secession in 1860. We cannot claim to be the church of

live in sin like the people of the world, was their cry. The

trinal beliefs of the Mennonite church, the Anabaptist

of truth from the 16th century, was in severe conflict with the

of their members lived. The given background accounts for the

Mennonite Brethren for a consistent theology of life. 12 The

of Robert Friedman that·a practical theolC?gy cannot be pressed into

system, applies to the history of the Mennonite Brethren. 13

words of Jesus "in the world but not of the world" for Mennonite

not mean a separation from the people of the world, but from

standards of ethics and value systems that dominate the lives of

Ie.

of this world" suggests an integration of the Gospel of Jesus

o the life of the believer-.--Mennoni te Brethren accept the Sermon

t (Matt. 5, 6, 7) as the standard of ethics which expresses itself

forgiveness, self-surrender, a love even for the enemies. The

character and relationships of people who ,are Christians - members

ch - stand in paradoxical contrast to the people of the world.

of the meetings of Mennonite Brethren for the first century of

ry address very seldom issues of doctrine. They struggle with
5



ted to the consistency of life - "how do we live after the

us and the teachings of the apostles" was their concern. 14

ocus of Mennonite Brethren concerns to harmonize what they

what they actually are in life relates itself closely to their

of Christ's word "the kingdom of God is within you" (Luke

ind\velling of Christ in the believer (John 17:21-23) can be

ly in a corresponding Christlike character. ls

econd aspect in the theology of the kingdom for Mennonite

the ongoing conflict between the kingdom of light and the kingdom

I John 5:19, II Tim. 3:13, II Thess. 2:11-12 reflect the

~cription of the character of the kingdom of this world " ... the

lieth in wickedness ... the evil man and the seducer (imposter)

and worse, deceiving and being deceived."ls

iblical understanding of being a people in the world but not of

for Mennonite Brethren can be swnmarized as follows: The personal

relationship of the church - the people of God (Gottes Kinder)

in a personal relationship with God, a response to His forgiving

basis of the atonement of the cross, and a volitional cOlluni tment

Christ -- conversion. The evidences of a true conversion find

in a new creature (II Cor. 5:17). A life so redeemed cannot ~

the values and lifestyle of this world. It is transformed, {,
(

in inner character and relationships of life. Tht,y Iive in the

a commitment to the missionat'y assignment. "As thou hast sent me

rId, even so I also send them into the ~lodd" (John 17: 15-1.8) .

ClQC..'6$ion.

CHURCH - A MISSIONARY MOVEMENT

emphasis on the need for a personal salvation experience­

a voIi t iona1 conmli tment to Christ in repentance and faith

Mennonite Brethren faith and life, provides the basis for a world

recognized only two kinds of people, those who are "saved" and

are "unsaved." For them historically, there is no third category.

cOllUllunity, the church, carries the responsibility to \vitness ito

concerning the redemptive provision of God. For them, to be the

the mission of evangelism are interdependent if not identical.

the womb of ~1ennonite Brethren understanding of faith,"

evangelism and missions a call for obedience to the thrust of the

itted to the true church. 17
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of tvlennoni le Brethren has been a strong' contributing

general renewal that came to the ~lennonite churches in Russ ia

ica in the second half of the 19th and early years of tile 20th

missionary zeal of the movement has been used of God to be

n the birth of the Evangelical Christian-Baptist church in

r outreach extended itself from Russia and North America to

, South America, Japan and Europe. Today the Mennonite Brethren

the countries named combined exceed numerically the mother

urope and Nor'th America. Missions has been and continues to be

n the life of the Mennonite Brethr'en felloNship.

tenants of faith recorded in the above essay provide the

nonite Brethren confession. The history of a century and a

testimony of the struggle for consistency between what we

be Biblical teaching and \vhat we are and practice in life. .James

deception in hearing the wor'd - to give assent to it - and not

living; according to the word (.James 1:22). Our emphasis on

the new birth, "Except a man be born again," (John 3:3) comes

crutiny of II Cor. 5:17, " ... if any man is in Christ, he is a new

.behold all things are become new."

profession to be followers of Jesus cannot escape the demand ...

y himself and take up his cross ,and follow me" (~1att. 16:24). A

fisluless does not have the right to claim a fellowship with Christ

on because "He died for all that they which live, should not

live Wlto themselves, but unto Him which died for them and rose

Cor. 5:15). A people who have been chosen out of the world (John

t again identify with the world nor love the things of the world

.15-17). Our relationship to the world is defined in the wor'ds of

He says "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to

te you and pray for them which despitefully use you and persecute

you may be children of your Father which is in heaven" (tvlatt.

understanding of a church is a body relationship &S described in I

_-31 which precludes an interdependence in the midst of a culture of

ul".....;pendent individualism.

7



lmO\\'ll as a missionary movement with convincing evidences in the

story. The commission for Biblical evangelism ho\...ever is

the declaration "All power is given unto me in heaven and in

go you and make disciples." The Lord of Christ in

is further defined as a demand for absolute priority of devotion

our fwoily (father and mother), our possessions (all that he

own life (Luke 17:25-27, 33).

nonite Brethren fellowship from around the world on this the

tional gathering is called upon to pause for an honest

er the guidance of the Holy Spirit \..hether our understanding of

Sr:r.lptural basics in redemption, faith and life give clear evidence that

declare to be according to what we profess to believe.

8
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