LIFE AND TEACHINGS OF MENNO SIMONS
Part 3A: THE TEACHINGS OF MENNO SIMONS

Menno’s Teachings are documented in “The Complete Writings of Menno Simons” (Herald Press,
first printing 1956, later printing 1984), a 1000 plus page book comprised of 25 books/tracts and
16 letters written by Menno. The first thing that stands out is Menno’s two favorite words:
“incomprehensible” and “abominable”; the former he uses when describing God or some of
God’s actions, the latter he uses when describing the teachings or actions of earlier or
contemporary religious leaders with whom he disagrees.

Menno’s favorite Bible verse is | Corinthians 3:11:
“No one can lay any other foundation besides the one that is already laid, which is Jesus Christ”
which is found on the title page of most of his writings.

| have divided Menno’s teachings into four sections:
e Theology
e Ordinances
e The Church
e Living

THEOLOGY

The Scriptures:

When Menno first opened the Bible to research infant baptism, he also discovered other
discrepancies between what he read and what the Church taught. Now he was faced with a
dilemma. “... which of the two authorities was to be supreme in his life, the Church or the Holy
Scriptures.””® Menno did not follow most of Luther’s teachings but “What he was always grateful
to Luther for, was the fundamental principle of the authority of the Scripture over against any
human authority.””®

“Menno Simons was a Biblicist ... in all his beliefs and practices.”” Like most Anabaptist leaders,
he declared that all men are fallible, the Scriptures are infallible. And, like most Anabaptist
leaders, he believed in the Priesthood of the Laity; that is, that all people were capable of
interpreting the Scriptures for themselves with no need for the clergy, Catholic or Anabaptist, to
doitforthem. He declared, “... (do) not accept my doctrine as the Gospel of Jesus Christ until (you)
have investigated for (yourself) and found it to agree with the Spirit and Word of the Lord, ... ””®



Menno challenged Tertullian, Cyprian, and Origen (2" - 3™ Century Church Fathers) “If these
writers can support their assertions with the Word and ordinance of God, we will admit that they
are right. But if not, then it is the doctrine of men, and accursed by the Scriptures.”*’¢'1®

*All 3 taught infant baptism
“..there is no need ... to compel us by tyranny and torture. Only show us God’s Word and
the question is settled.””®

“If anyone can with Scripture convince me of error and | will not renounce it, ... then
practice upon me the tyranny of Nero ... "’

“..do not believe me, but the Word to which ... | have with my small talents pointed you.”’®
“.. that the whole Scriptures ... were written for our instruction, admonition, and
correction, and that they are the true scepter and rule by which the Lord’s kingdom ...must
be ruled and governed. Everything contrary ... should be ... destroyed without any respect
of persons.””®

Note: This must be a very Dutch way to express oneself. When living in the Netherlands, | had a
very good friend who continually used the same reasoning: “I am right unless you can
scientifically show me that | am wrong. Then I will readily agree with you!!”

God

Menno describes the nature of God:

“.. He is a Spirit so great and awe-inspiring, and invisible, He is also inexpressible,
incomprehensible, indescribable.”*”%#

Trinity

Again, Menno declares the Trinity to be:
“This one and only eternal, omnipotent, incomprehensible, invisible, ineffable, and
indescribable God, we believe and confess with the Scriptures to be the eternal
incomprehensible Father with his eternal, incomprehensible Son, and with His eternal,

incomprehensible Holy Spirit.”*®

Nevertheless, in spite of that statement above, Menno continues on with seven more pages
describing his understanding of the Trinity. He quotes John:

“There are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word,** and the Holy Ghost,
and these three are one.”®



*From his tract: Confession of the Triune God (1550)

**Christ
Now, | must confess that, as one inclined toward Engineering, Science, and Math, the concept of
the Trinity has always illuded me. | have a difficult time with the equation:

3=1

However, Menno’s tract referenced just above has helped me with this concept as much as | can
be helped. Menno declares:

“And although they are three, yet in deity, will, power, and works they are one, and can no
more be separated from each other than the sun, brightness, and warmth. For the one
cannot exist without the other(s).”*%

This analogy is probably as close as | will get to an understanding of the Trinity.
Christology — The Nature of Christ

The age-old question: “Was Jesus Divine or Human” and in answer, most Christian theologians
say “yes”; that is, he was both. The follow-on question then is, “What was the origin of Christ’s
humanity?” Here the theologians differed and intense disputes took place.

In the 16" century, reproductive biology was less well understood. One school of thought was that
the man inserted a whole person into a woman’s womb and she nurtured and gave birth without
giving any of herself to the new person. The second school of thought, closer to our understanding
today, was that the father and mother both gave some of their person to the new individual.

This carried over into the discussion of Christ’s human nature. Did Christ receive his human nature
from heaven or from Mary? Proponents of the former claimed that He could not have received his
human nature from Mary because she, like all of us, was descended from Adam and since Adam
sinned in the Garden of Eden, Mary, like all his descendants, carried that original sin. That means
Jesus would also have carried original sin and, therefore, could not have redeemed us on the
cross.*

Proponents of the second, that Jesus obtained his human nature from Mary (perhaps in modern
terms, carried Mary’s DNA), claimed that if his human nature came from heaven, He would not
have suffered on the cross thereby failing to redeem us.

Now | hear some of my 215 century readers saying, “Who cares!” Well, in the 16" century,
Menno and his contemporaries cared a lot as his writings are filled with arguments
supporting his position and numerous disputations (debates) took place with his
contemporaries on this topic.

*From his tract: Confession of the Triune God (1550)
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Menno was a proponent of “celestial flesh”, that Christ’s humanity came from heaven receiving
nothing from Mary,® a very Melchiorite belief. Menno emphasized the deity of Christ saying “Christ
was not of her (Mary’s) womb but in her womb.”**#He continued, “Christ ... passed through Mary’s
womb like a ray of sunshine through a glass of water without taking on any of her ‘sinful flesh.” Only
thus ... could the Savior be perfect ... ”#°

Menno continued to stress the heavenly origin of the human Christ until the end of his life.*" He
concludes his position by saying, “... | do not at all undertake to reason out this incomprehensible
point, but will follow the word of my Lord ...”*%

If this section left you a little bit mystified, it was to show you what preachers do when
they’re not preaching!!!

Salvation
Menno is very clear, concise, and unambiguous on the path to heaven:

“Notice, my dear reader, that we do not believe nor teach that we are to be saved by our
merits and works ... . We are to be saved solely by grace through Christ Jesus, as has been
said before.”**87.88

Ifany of my Fort Collins Mennonite Fellowship friends believe that their support of and involvement
in our mission to help our unhoused friends is a path to Heaven, Menno says, “You are wrong.”
Now, don’t get me wrong; Menno believed in and supported “good works” and saw that as integral
to a true faith based organization or person. But, thatis not a ticket to Heaven. The path to Heaven
is only through the grace of Christ.

“We teach emphatically that by no outward works, however great and good they may
appear, we could be saved ... "%

“If God should judge us according to our deserts and not according to His great goodness
and mercy, then | confess with the holy David that nho man could stand before His
judgement.”®’

J. C. Wenger writes in the Introduction to Menno’s book/tract “Christian Baptism”: “Menno’s thesis
is that salvation is a pure gift of God, ... .”®

* J. C. Wenger in 1955 writes in the Introduction of “The Complete Writings of Menno Simons”:
“(Menno) also held to a theory of incarnation that is unacceptable to Mennonites today.”

Bender adds: “... this theory of incarnation never found its way into any authoritative creed or
confession of the Mennonite Church.”>

**From his tract: Confession of the Distressed Christians (1552)



In some ways, Obbe Philips could be considered Menno’s mentor when he left the priesthood to
join the Anabaptists. It was probably Obbe Philips who baptized Menno. However, when Obbe left
the brotherhood in about 1540, Menno considered him an apostate.* A decade and a half later,
Menno wrote:

“Obbe Philips ... asserts that the justification (salvation) of a man results not from faith
alone but from faith, love and good works.”

Menno’s reply:

“For our doctrine ... testify that ... we seek justification (salvation) in the righteous and
crucified Christ Jesus alone.”

And then, to twist the knife in the wound, Menno adds: “l dare say that not more than six or ten
followers can be found who believe as he does.”**%

To conclude, Menno declares:
“For if our reconciliation depended on works and ceremonies, then grace would be a thing
of the past, and the merits and fruits of the blood of Christ would end. Oh, no, it is grace
and it will be grace to all eternity.”®'

Predestination

The debate was whether God, who knows beforehand what will happen, has already pre-

determined the outcome of our Salvation or whether we, as individuals, have a choice in that

outcome. Menno is again very definite:
“Zwingli formerly taught that when a thief stole, or a murderer killed, God’s will compelled
them to it, and that their punishment was also brought about by the will of God; a position
which, in my opinion, is an abomination of abominations.”%%2

Menno continues:

“Shall | say that Thou hast ordained the wicked to wickedness ... ? Be that far from me.”®?

*An apostate is one who “believes”, then rejects his beliefs and leaves the brotherhood as
opposed to someone who never believed; a “backslider”

**From his book: Reply to Gellius Faber (1554)



Menno then objects to Luther’s teachings:

“All doctrine which is contrary to his word or without his command is vain. ... Or in the
German churches (Lutheran), this matter of working in us both good and bad.”*%

Menno was referring to Luther’s position as an ardent Predestinarian in that he taught that our
good works are due to God in us. Therefore, reasoned his opponents, our evil works must also be
due to God.

Menno also saw the idea of predestination as a way to shift the blame. Along with the Biblical Esra,
“| perceive that so many are born to no purpose”:

“Yet must their stubborn hearts and carnal minds be attributed to Thy will in order that they
may continue upon the broad way and have cover for their sins, ... ”**%
Hey, it’s not my fault. God made me do it!!

He sums up his position:

“Water, fire, life and death (read: to sin or not to sin) hast Thou left to our choice. Thou dost
not desire the death of the sinner, but that he should repent and live.”9%%*

ORDINACES

The priest, Menno, trained in ceremonies became the Anabaptist, Menno, who rejected ceremony.
“Ceremonies without the reality are not valid before God.”®® Menno warns, “Therefore, let everyone
be careful lest he ascribe the honor and glory (which is) due to Christ to ceremonies performed
....”% He says, “Under these splendid trappings (crosses, bells, organs, masses) may plainly be
seen the silly, crouching wolf, the earthly sensual mind, the antichristian seductions and the
bloody abominations; for they seek nothing but the favor of men ... ”¥’

So where did all this ceremony come from? Well, it started a long time ago. Menno says,
“The whole church, after the death of the apostles, through the foolish teachings of the
bishops, gradually degenerated from the truth in Christ Jesus to trust in outward
ceremonies, as may be plainly seen.”***%

Or as the editor explains, the substitution of sacraments for the Gospel.

*From his book: Why | do not Cease Teaching and Writing (1539)

**From his tract: Meditation on the Twenty-fifth Psalm (1537)
***From his book: Christian Baptism (1539)



Menno writes, “.. trust only in the Lord and His grace and not in church ceremonies or even in
church membership.”*%

Menno subscribes to two, and two only, ceremonies.** He notes that in the Old Testament, God’s
commandments through his servant, Moses, were many and attended with trouble and difficulty;
however, in the New Testament, He commands through His Son, Christ, only two in number,
namely Baptism and the Supper, neither of which are attended with trouble or difficulty.

Baptism

Although the topic of Baptism is spread throughout all 25 of Menno’s books/tracts, 3 are focused
on the topic:

e The New Birth (1537): A 14 page tract in which Menno describes what is necessary for a
person to prepare themself for baptism.

e Foundation of Christian Doctrine (revised in 1558): Twenty-two pages of this 122 page
book are dedicated to “Baptism,” “Refutation of the Pedobaptist Arguments,” and “An
Admonition to the Pedobaptists.”

e Christian Baptism (1539): A 59 page book.

In half of each of these books, Menno pounds on the theme: Teach, Believe, and Baptize in that
order! In the other half, he refutes the reasons/arguments of church authorities forinfant baptism.

Biblical basis: Menno points out that:
“Christ ... commanded His apostles saying, ‘Go ye therefore, and teach all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father, and in the name of the Son, and the Holy Ghost;

LU ERERIO] (Note the order: teach, baptize)

And again:
“.. preach the gospel to every creature; he that believeth and is baptized shall be
saved.. . ****101 (The order - preach, believe, baptize)

Menno then gives his opinion about church authorities who teach infant baptism:

“Since Christ has commanded that believers should be baptized and not infants, ... all
reasonable minded men must admit that infant baptism, although alas practiced by nearly
the whole world and maintained by tyranny, is nothing but a ceremony of Antichrist, open
blasphemy, a bewitching sin, a molten calf; yes, abomination and idolatry.” %2

(One thing can be said about Menno and most other 16" century religious leaders, they
were pretty clear and forceful when stating their beliefs!!!)

*J. C. Wenger: Introduction to: A Kind Admonition on Church Discipline (1541)
**The Catholic and many other Churches recognize 7 sacraments

***Matt. 28:19

****Mark 16:15-16



Regeneration: Menno uses the word, “regeneration,” frequently with regard to baptism which he
defines as: “... the heavenly quickening power of God in our hearts which comes from God ... if we
accept, ... we are converted from unbelief to faith ... .”®8 In 215t century English we might say “born
again.”

Menno declares:

e Menno’s clearest, shortest statement regarding baptism, simultaneously refuting infant
baptism and declaring believers’ baptism:

“We are not regenerated because we have been baptized, ... but we are baptized
because we have been regenerated ... .”%°

e Peter said unto them, “Repent ... and be baptized.”*'%?

e “To baptize before that which is required for baptism, namely faith, (is like putting) the cart
before the horse, to sow before plowing, to build before the lumber is at hand, or to seal the
letter before it is written.”%

And what about the salvation of children? Menno says Christ will protect them to the age of
understanding.

o “Ifthey die before coming to the years of discretion, ... then they die under ... the generous
promise of grace given through Christ Jesus.”'®

e “And although infants have neither faith nor baptism, think not therefore that they are lost.
O no! they are saved, for they have the Lord’s own promise ... .”"%

And then Menno takes a swipe at Luther’s rationale for baptizing infants:
e “Luthersays faithis dormantand lies hidden in children, even as in a believing person who
is asleep, ... . We do not read in the Scripture that the apostles baptized a single believer

while he was asleep.”'"’

Summary: “Baptism is the believer’s responsibility, not the parent’s, not the Church, nor the
Pope’s.”108

Importance: So, baptism must be very important, right? It is in the very definition of our faith,
Anabaptists, the rebaptizers!! “No” says Menno:

“(This) is the very least of all (God’s) commandments. ... for it is not more than a little

outward work, namely the application of a little handful of water. It is a much greater
commandment to love your enemies!”'®

*Acts 2:37-38 KJV



Supper

The Lord’s Supper, the Last Supper, it has often been shortened to “Supper” in many writings of
and about Menno Simons. We already know from pages 15-16 that this was the first of three major
events which drove Menno from the priesthood to Anabaptism. And it was the Catholic doctrine
of transubstantiation that raised the doubt in Menno’s mind. So where did transubstantiation
come from?

Three of the four gospels say in almost identical words (I will quote from Luke 22:19-20):

After taking the bread and giving thanks, he broke it and gave it to them saying, “This is my
body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way, he took the
cup after the meal and said, “This cup is the new covenant by my blood, which is poured
out for you.”33

The question here is which word to emphasize, “is” or “remembrance”. The Catholic Church took
(takes) the word “is” literally and, when wrapped in the ceremony of Mass, teaches that the bread
transforms into the actual body of Christ and the wine transforms into the actual blood of Christ.
Luther taught “consubstantiation,” that is, that the elements were not altered but that Christ was
co-mingled with the bread and wine." The Anabaptists rejected both these beliefs and put the
emphasis on “remembrance,” that is, that Jesus really meant that this was to be a symbolic
remembrance of his sacrifice.

What started as doubt in Menno’s mind became certainty. Menno couldn’t accept the Church’s
teachings when in 1 Corinthians 11:24 he read, in words almost identical to Luke (above) that the
taking of the wine and bread were outward signs of memorial to the sacrificial work of Jesus.™

Menno writes:

e “..we believe and confess concerning the Lord’s holy Supper, that itis a holy sacramental
sign, instituted of the Lord Himself, with bread and wine, ... in remembrance of Him, taught
... by the apostles among the brethren.”™"

e Speaking of “These regenerated people” ( see page 28), “Their Lord’s Supper they celebrate
as a memorial of the favors and death of their lord ... ”*"2

e “Sointhe Holy Supper the bread is called the body, and the wine the blood of the Lord: the
sign signifies the reality. Not that it actually is the flesh and blood of Christ, for with that He
ascended into heaven ... ”**113

*From his tract: The New Birth (1537)
**From his book: The Foundation of Christian Doctrine (1539)



Menno doesn’t limit himself to stating his own beliefs. He also boldly states what he believes are
the teaching errors of the established Churches.

e “DearlLord, is notthis wicked error and great blindness to teach and to believe that a piece
of bread and a mouthful of wine is changed into the real and actual flesh and blood of the
Son of God, and that therewith we may be delivered from hell, ... ? Oh, unheard of
heresy!”*14

e “He ascended up to heaven and sits at the right hand of His Father, and that therefore He
cannot be masticated nor confined in the alimentary tract nor consumed by time, by fire or
worms, as in the case of visible bread and wine as one can see.”*'™

Avery logical and graphic argument!!
e “.. the outward perishable man eats and drinks perishable bread and wine, and the inner
imperishable man of the heart eats in a spiritual sense the imperishable body and blood of

Christ which cannot be eaten or digested, as was said.”*"™

Above a small sampling of Menno’s teachings on this topic in the 25 books and 16 letters preserved
in “The Complete Writings,” but enough to be clear on Menno’s beliefs.

Footwashing

I’'m not sure that Footwashing qualifies as an Ordinance but growing up in a Mennonite Church in
the 1950’s-60’s, Footwashing was irrevocably linked to Communion held twice a year.

We all know that on the evening before His crucifixion, and before the Last Supper, Christ washed
the feet of his disciples as a sign of humility and a demonstration to all of us to follow that example
of humility.

Menno only mentions “Feetwashing” once in all his writings and he takes a very practical
approach, not a ceremonial one. If someone arrives at your house with dirty feet, wash them for

him/her.

“Do wash the feet of your beloved brethren and sisters who are come to you from a
distance, tired”**'5

*From his book: Foundation of Christian Doctrine (1539)
**From his book: A Kind Admonition on Church Discipline (1541)
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