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Menno Sitmons
(1496-1561)

Radical as Luther and Calvin must have appeared to Roman Catholics, there were
others caught up in the Reformation tide who regarded them as not nearly radical
enough. Considerably left of central Lutheran and Reformed theology, several small
but vocal and vigorous Protestant groups sprang up, demanding that what had been
rightly begun now be carried to its logical conclusions.

These Radical or Left-Wing Reformers never became united among themselves
except in a common impatience with the way things were moving. They wanted a real
return to New Testament times, made more feasible through Luther’s translation of |
thé Bible, so that the Holy Spirit could rule in the hearts of a true community of the
faithful. -

In Luther’s own Wittenberg, a band of “prophets” from nearby Zwickau maintained
that the Spirit spoke to them directly and that therefore the Bible itself was no longer
necessary. Even more radical was Thomas Miintzer, who advocated the establishment
of the kingdom of God by force. In Switzerland, Grebel and Hiibmaier tangled with
Zwingli on similar if less militant grounds. And in Moravia and especially in Holland, a
quiet but persistent type of spirituality, decrying all outward show of force or
entanglements with civil authority, manifested itself.

Sometimes this scattered group went by the derogatory name of Anabaptists (literally
“re-baptists”). They believed that there was no Bible warrant for the baptism of infants,
and that the church of Jesus Christ should be made up only of those (adults) who had
made a public profession of faith. Those of their group who had been baptized as
infants were consequently re-baptized, though this was their opponents’ way of seeing it
since for them infant baptism was no baptism to,begin with. (The pejorative accent to
such names as Anabaptist, Pietist, Puritan, Methodist, Quaker, all of which had so much
in common, is an indication of their minority status.)

Hunted and hounded on all sides, the Radical Reformers were persecuted and
scattered. It was said of them that “not many died in their beds.” Some fled to Poland.

Russia, Paraguay. Many migrated to America. High on the list of reflective thinkers in
the group would be the Dutch pastor, Menno Simons.

Born at Witmarsum in Friesland, Menno Simons broke with Roman Catholicism
through his reading of the New Testament. He became a teaching elder of the Holland
Protestant community and did much to give stability and depth to the group who later
became known as “Mennonites.” Forced to be on the move, he lived and taught in
various cities in Holland and in northern Germany. The last years of his life were
saddened by increasing controversy among his own group. Essentially a man of
concord, he bequeathed to the Mennonites determination to avoid civil strife and to
seek peace.

The passages from Menno Simons’ works cited here indicate the Left-Wing
Reformation position on infant baptism and the nature of the true church.







