LIFE AND TEACHINGS OF MENNO SIMONS

Part 2: THE LIFE OF MENNO SIMONS

Part 1 describes the situation in northern Europe from the Province of South Holland in the
Netherlands to the Lower and Upper Bishoprics of Mlnster in present day Germany.
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In the early 16™ century, Anabaptists, known as Melchiorites with their apocalyptic twist, were
spread across this entire area. In 1535, the fiasco at Oldeklooster took place and later the same
year Munster fell. Menno Simons was a 39 year old priest in Witmarsum, Friesland.

Menno Simons

Menno, Simon’s son, was born in Witmarsum, Friesland, in 1496.43444546 Friesland is an historically
independent area in northern Europe on the North Sea, now the northernmost province of The
Netherlands. Menno’s family were peasants, poor, probably farmers, but they had the necessities
of life.***¢ At an “early age”, Menno was placed in the Franciscan monastery in Bolsward 8 km from
Witmarsum.**% There Menno grew to manhood and at age 28 was ordained into the
priesthood,**** thereby achieving the family goal of raising himself several levels in social class.*



The Bolsward monastery church, damaged by fire
in 1980, with new glass roof to preserve the remains
of the landmark ruin

Menno received a classic Franciscan education. He was well acquainted with the writings of the
ancient Church Fathers, Tertullian, Cyprian, Eusebius.** He knew the language of the Church,
Latin, and was familiar with Greek.*“® He was trained in administering the sacraments — Mass and
(infant) baptism.* But there was one book Menno had never cracked the cover — the Bible.*3444%4¢
Menno had been taught that only the Pope could properly interpret the Scriptures and he feared
his reading/interpretation might mis-lead him.**

Menno’s first professional position was as 2™ of 3 priests in his father’s home town of Pingjum
(population today: 585), 10 km from Bolsward.*® Being professionally ambitious he soon was
promoted to 1% priest of 3 in his hometown of Witmarsum,*® a village 3 times as large.

Unlike Huldrych Zwingli far to the south in Zurich (see pgs. 2-3), Menno was not a large city
cathedral priest. He was a simple parish priest. But, he was well paid and well respected as he
noted by the greetings of the villagers as he walked down the streets of Witmarsum. Menno did not
take life too seriously.** He enjoyed evenings with his fellow priests, drinking and playing cards.***
Allin all, it was a good, easy life.

Menno’s Transformation

(1°tof 3)

One day, while he was administering Mass, a horrible thought crossed his mind. “Whatif the bread
and wine were not actually changed into the flesh and blood of the Lord as he had been

taught.”*5474 This must be a “whispering of the devil.”*>*” However, he continued to conduct Mass
as he had been taught although with a troubled mind.



(2" of 3)

And then, on 20 March 1531, in the 7" year of Menno’s priesthood, a certain tailor by the name of
Sicke Freerks, a pious, God-fearing man, was publicly executed in the city of Leeuwarden, capital
of Friesland, for the strange reason that he had been baptized a second time. “It sounded strange
to my ears that a second baptism was spoken of.”*° But it was even stranger to him that his church
found it necessary to execute a man for this reason.

Now, Menno opened the Bible and searched but nowhere could he find a basis for infant baptism.
But he found many references to “instruct, then baptize” and, inferring that infants cannot be
instructed, baptism must be meant for adult believers only.

Now Menno was not only troubled, but tormented. But, he loved his life of ease, his good salary,
and his evenings of carefree living with his fellow priests. So, he continued to administer Mass and
baptize babies, now with not just a troubled, but a tormented mind.

(39 of 3)

Menno was now the 1° Priest at Witmarsum where he thought of himself as a hypocrite, preaching
one thing and believing another.*® He even guided some of his parishioners toward Anabaptist
beliefs. There were small groups of Anabaptists in the vicinity of Witmarsum and, although Menno
did not associate with them, apparently some of his congregation did.%*'

Then came April, 1535 and the fiasco at Munster and the Oldeklooster described in Part 1.

Afterwards the poor straying sheep who wandered as sheep without a proper shepherd,
after many cruel edicts, garrotings, and slaughters, assembled at a place near my place of
residence called Oude Klooster. And alas! through the ungodly doctrines of Mlnster, and
in opposition to the Spirit, Word, and example of Christ, they drew the sword to defend
themselves, the sword which the Lord commanded Peter to put up in his sheath.

“The sight of these ‘poor misguided sheep, as Menno called them, giving their blood and
their lives for their faith, even though it was a false faith, made an extraordinary impression
upon Menno. ... They had given their lives for error, while he was not willing to give anything
for the truth, ... ”3®

And | was one of those who had disclosed to some of them the abominations of the papal
system. But | myself was continuing in my comfortable life and acknowledged
abominations simply in order that | might enjoy physical comfort and escape the cross of
Christ.

Now Menno was determined to use the pulpit of the Witmarsum church as a place to preach his
new message as Luther had done in Wittenberg and Zwingli in Zirich.%? His sermons turned
evangelical. He now had a dual mission: to save his people from the MUnsterite abominations
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while leading them out of their old, Catholic beliefs.®? Surprisingly, the Catholic authorities let him
continue in the pulpit for 9 more months until, on 30 January, 1536, he renounced the papal church
and left his position and life of ease.**%*Menno was in the 12 year of his priesthood.

The New Anabaptist

Menno was now an unemployed, homeless man; worse yet, a hunted man, as being an Anabaptist
was a crime carrying the death penalty. An ex-priest Anabaptist was the prime target for the
authorities.

Menno traveled around through Friesland and east to Groningen trying to come to grips with his
new situation.>* He seems to have stayed in the homes of Anabaptists who sheltered him. Menno
was never captured but some of the Anabaptists who sheltered him paid for that with their lives
when discovered by the authorities.

Sometime during this first year of wandering, Menno seems to have fallen into a group of
Anabaptists under the leadership of brothers Obbe and Dirk Philips, known as the Obbenites.
These Anabaptists accepted the tenants of the Swiss Brethren including:

e Fallibility of all men including the Pope; infallibility of the Scriptures

o Beliefthat all people could interpret the Scriptures for themselves, rejection of the clergy

e Separation of Church and State

e Understanding that the Lord’s supper was symbolic; rejected transubstantiation

e Rejection of infant baptism; belief that only adults “instructed in the ways of Jesus” should
be baptized

They rejected the Melchiorites teachings of:

e Apocalyptic times
e Use of violence on God’s behalf

A year after joining the Obbenites, 1537, Menno was ordained and named a bishop. Obbe Philips
was almost certainly the one to perform his ordination.®® It was also during the first two years after
leaving the priesthood that he married a certain Gertrude,*® her name alternately spelled
Geertruydt in the local dialect. By 1544 he referenced “our little children,”®” indeed, he and
Gertrude had two daughters and a son.®®%°

But now the Obbenites entered a new crisis. In 1541, 4 years after Menno joined their number,
their leader, Obbe Philips, lost heart and laid down his office as bishop.*® The strain of being a
hunted man with the death penalty hanging over his head while at the same time, trying to
differentiate himself and his followers from the Minsterites was too much. He rejoined the
Catholic Church.



Now the Obbenites began to search for a new leader and the choice was obvious. Menno, an
educated man, eloquent speaker, prolific writer, was thrust into the leadership role. The first use
of his name came in writing 4 years later, in 1545:

“When the countess Anna in 1544 under pressure from Holland issued an edict banning all
“Anabaptists,” a’Lasco (Jan a’Lasco, Polish Calvinist Reformer) persuaded her to modify itto expel
the radicals and permit the “Menists” milder treatment ... . (The} decree of 1545 is the first
document in which the name, “Menist” or Mennonite was used to refer to the followers of Menno
Simons.”®

“..the great majority of Melchiorites renounced violence and sought to live ... in peace after 1535,
and by the 17" century itwas common ... for Anabaptists to be called Mennonites ... initially a term
of derision but one that Anabaptist ... congregations ... accepted.”®

Menno, leader of the Mennonites

Life was difficult for a homeless family of 5 with the head of the family unemployed. The family was
constantly on the move as Menno taught, preached, baptized and wrote. They were sheltered by
other Anabaptists, some of whom lost their lives for this act. He maintained no permanent
residence®® and complained that he “could not find in all the countries a cabin or hut in which my
poor wife and our little children could be put up safely ... "%’

Menno’s wanderings took him from East Frisia west through Groningen and Friesland and
eventually further south to Amsterdam. He spent two years in Amsterdam continuing to teach,
preach, baptize and write.®? It was during his time in Amsterdam that Charles V, Holy Roman
Emperor, placed a price on Menno’s head. In December, 1542, he offered a reward of 100 gold
guilders and a pardon from any crime the person had committed for information leading to
Menno’s arrest.®*% The pardon was particularly important because the prisons were filled with
Anabaptists, many of whom had received the death penalty and this was an attempt to get
someone to betray Menno’s whereabouts. No one betrayed him!!

By 1543, Menno could no longer stay safely in Amsterdam and he traveled east through Friesland
and Groningen and on to the city of Emden in East Frisia. Here persecution was not as severe
since, in this Zwinglian/Lutheran enclave, the Emperor, a staunch Catholic, had less influence.®

Now, 8 years after leaving the priesthood and just about the time that “Menist” was first used to
describe his followers, Menno headed south to Cologne. Archbishop Herman von Wied was
favorable towards the Reformation and was in the process of transforming the Bishopric of
Cologne into a Lutheran principality. Being favorable to the Reformation, he was also tolerant of
the Anabaptists.®® Menno could feel relatively safe in his territory.



During his time in Cologne, Menno preached in towns and cities along the Meuse (Maas) River
passing through Maastricht.* In 1545, a local man was executed because he had transported
Menno in a boat down the Maas to Roermond.®¢

Unfortunately, after 2 years, von Wied’s Catholic enemies drove him out® and Menno was again
on the run. Again, he headed north, this time to Holstein.
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Holstein, in the mid-16™ century, was under the sovereignty of the king of Denmark.®” Now, one
decade after leaving the priesthood (1546), Menno settled in the city of Wismar®” where, in the
relative safety outside the Holy Roman Empire, he continued to teach, preach, baptize and write.
Here he was one of four former Obbenite, now Mennonite, bishops. Menno’s territory seemed to
stretch from Groningen in the west to Prussia in the east and he seems to have traveled extensively
throughout the territory guiding the congregations and their pastors on theology and practices of
the Mennonites.®®

About 8 years after arriving in Wismar, the civil and church authorities began putting pressure on
the Mennonites to cease their teaching.®® In 1554, the Wismar City Council decreed all
Anabaptists must leave the city’”® and again Menno found it necessary to move. A certain
nobleman by the name of Bartholomew von Ahlefeldt had for some time permitted Mennonite
refugees to settle on his lands.® In 1554, Menno moved to the village of Wiistenfelde on von
Ahlefelde’s estate of Fresenburg.®’°

*| lived in Maastrcht for 25 years not knowing this detail about Menno’s life



Menno and his wife, both with health damaged by nearly 20 years of homeless wandering and
cares over a fledging and persecuted Church, settled into a house in Wustenfelde. Menno,
crippled since his early days in Wismar, ceased his wandering and concentrated on writing and
publishing his teachings.

A life of persecution is more concerned with finding places to hide than to leaving behind visible
monuments. But the Menno-Kate (cottage) is an exception. Although hidden among tall trees, it
is clearly visible on the outskirts of Bad Oldesloe. The linden tree in front is supposed to have
been planted by Menno Simons himself.

Originally it housed a print shop where the writings of Menno Simons were reproduced. Menno
Simons may have lived temporarily in the cottage. Most certainly he spent his last years, after
his expulsion from Wismar in 1554 until his death in 1561, among a circle of Anabaptists who
found refuge in the nearby village of Wiistenfelde that belonged to the Fresenburg Estate.”!

Menno died on 31 January 1561 at age 65, 25 years after renouncing Catholicism. His wife and two
of his children preceded him in death. One daughter survived him.*’?> He was buried in the garden
of the house where he lived in Wistenfelde. Unfortunately, the exact location can no longer be
determined due to the devastation of the Fresenburg estate during the 30 Years War (1618-1648).72

Menno wrote 25 books/tracts and 16 letters survive. These are captured in “Menno’s Complete
Writings”, a book of over 1000 pages. In Part 3, some Sunday in June, | will look into these writings
and attempt to consolidate 1000 pages into 20 minutes, ; unless Pastor Steve gives me 2 Sunday
mornings in which case we will have 40 minutes to look into these writings.

*J.C. Wenger, Editor of “Writings,” claims both daughters survived Menno (“Writings” pg. 250
note)



