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CHAPTER 11

THE "FREE CHURCH?": A TIME WHOSE IDEA
HAS NOT COME

(Pt Peachey

Fritz Blanke, church historian at the University of Zarich in the early
1950s, defined sixteenth-century Anabaptism 2s the frst modern "free church.”
The concept of the free church, of course, was formuiated in contrast to the
stace and folk Christianity that had prevailed in Evzope for more than a millen-
aium. Reviewing the price paid by the radical refocmers for abandoming that
tradition, Blanke ended his Asabaptist research seminar with the comment,
'nunodyunxvms&nghswncﬂhsynhq;ﬂmyuﬂuaxdﬂnfnedmni

" The unspoken impfications: first, the radical propositicn was
u&taﬂszxidwqﬁpnmﬂmeﬂngﬂz1h=dmnﬂwdeMEdmn&
theless to be the wave of the foture.

In this essay [ offer some reflections on Blanke’s free church thesis.
These reflections, however, will be my owa, and thus are not intended as
- specalations as to witat may bave beea in a1y estecmed teacher’s mind. For the
parpose of this essay I accept the potion of sixtecnth-century prematuriky as 2
descriptive took; that is, the sixtecnth-century was oot ready to Hsten to the
“free church” profect, and thos 21l but crushed X. Cur own ceatwry, 1o the con-
{rary, is cupping its ears, but, I shail argoe, the churches, now free, are stutter-

In part the mission of the “free church” has been realized, and this fact
alone can give rise to uncertzinty. Church and state have been
TStianT unhunﬁsadﬁﬁgiamshm;bumncyxdu:adﬁuMan

offer to this age. The task of this essay is to critique these idioms, and thes to
address cwr current situation. It will be sccessary thus to recall rapidly some
sabicnt though famifiar facets of salvation history.

Biblical Faith as am Aporia
Bibticat faith, begianing with the cafl of Abrabam and chimaxing in the
{(New Testament) age of the Spirit, entails a2 conandram, perhaps in the eod an
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174 Anabaptisre Revisited

aparia, a set of contradictions for which thers is no logical solution. On the
one hand, Old Testameat people cacountered God in a qualitatively new
mode, and with this came a new definition of humagity. At the same time,
homever, this Creator God, Yahweh, disclosed himseif through a specially
cbosen peopie, the Israciites, and eventually through Jesus aad his followers,
the Christians. Scmething had gone wrang-—the “Fall,” "original sin," or
whatever—so that action, suppicmentary to the creation covenant, became

Thercafter things seem to move oa two tracks, cne for all humanity, the
other for the chosea peopie {Hebrews, later Christians). Thers seem to be two
orders, one of creation, the other of salvation, one of nature, the other of
grace. The chosen people, however, move oa both tracks, and matters become
rather complicated m afl divections. At times the chosen peopie appear as the
center or end of all things, and thus as recipsents of special blessing. At other
times, however, and fundamentally, they appear as means to a larger end, the
satvation of all lumanity. They are calied apart, with a special ideatsty but only
&s a means to a larger end, an end beyond themsetves. They are constituted an
“eschatologicai® commanity, rooted in a reality beyond time and space. They
are yeast destined to "leaven”® the entirs "lemp” of all burmanity. Two impaises,
one centripetal, the other centrifugal, stand in unrelieved tension, always shift-
iog in the fux of history, never at rest.

Wethmfaceasuiachuandaris. How are the sociabilities of *nature”
and of "grace” related among the pecpie of the covenant? How are the
covenantalfy chosen people related to the rest of humaekiod? Axnd growing
from these two questions, how is an eschatclogical community, a manifestation
of a kingdom that "ts aot of this worid™ (John 18:36), to express itself his-
torically? Thus far, over the course of more than thres millennia of "saivation”
h@urythspmbhmhmbe:nmamf&snapmn. A faith community that is
merely “spiritnal® possesses no reality. A faith community, organized his-
toricadly, as other groups are organized, perpetuzlly tends to debase kself. This
aporia 1s the subject of the present essay.

Istael 20d Christendom

The problem arises with the Issachite exodus, the Sinai covezant, and the
formation of the nation Isracl. The interplay of theocratic vision and primitive
(Mcm}MuhmMMMsnm
W&d the covenact ic fact contaia a blueprint for
[ sufficiency without a centrai state? Was the monarchy
simply the result of the lack of faith or 2 kess of nerve? Or &id the subseqoent
assimilation of the royal motif in the figure of the Messiah imply 2 more posi-
tive dimeasion as well? Whatever the answer, we know that the uniquely
Hebrew prophetic tradition emerged in juxtaposition to the mogarchy (monar-
chics). The covenant became an ellipse with two foci: the roval institutions,
with their corrupting tragedy of power, n ever-heighteaing tension with the
prophet-champiooed theocratic vision. There are cycies of apostasy and partial
repeatancs, bat the general direction s down, leading eventually to the cap-




! The "Free Charch” 175

tivity and collapse of the monarchy. In the end, only Diaspora remains, a
phenomenon to whick I will retura,

Remarkably caough, a parailel mutation occurred in carly Christianity,

xnmebmmcuumywhmdnnavﬁﬂums&annmmudaw
tolerated by the Roman Empire {Constantine) and then late im the same
anmqwnsmmkﬂwe&isheﬂﬂrrd%hn(ﬂnukﬁnﬁ.THSmmmhq
however, was not himited to the empire. From Armenia and Georgia in the
East tc Britain in the West, Christianity “triumphed® in nation after nation as
princes embraced the faith and harnessed its energies 3o state-building. A
mutation of this sort, morecver, has not been Kmited to Judaism and
Christianity. Other “founded” refigions,! sotably Islam and Buddhism, bave
. been similarfy employed. It may also be noted n passing that in modern times
Christian missions Save gained hearing mostly where other “founded” religions
bave not entered previously.

Herz, then, an acute question arises. What does it signify that historically
Christianity has been a qvilizicg snergy, that it has afforded the spirituai
resources for state- and society-buikding? Roland Bainton, in effect, addresses
our above aporia whea e distinguishes the two methods by which the
Christian faith can be (has been) promulgated. One is “the way of individual
conversion with a goodly period of instruction prior to baptism... The dis-
a&mmqpof&umﬁﬁmiwdu:ﬂw(mnﬁmnunnnsmapqpncMmm

become, by reasoe of their change in faith, deracinated from their owa cuitare
axd compedled to move into an 2fies conclave. The other method is mass con-
wersion, and it was this method which converted Europe. Kings like Clovis
{carly 6th century) embraced the fath” The dsadvantage of this method was
that it "entailed the paganizing of Christianity.? The former method, Bainton
observes, was characteristic of the nineteenth-ceatury Protestant missionary
movement
: George Mendeahall, an Old Testament scholar, notes the parallel
between the rise of the Israclite monarchy and the Coostantimian turning point
i Christiany. Describing King David as the “Cld Testament Constantine,” be
extends the capvass to include a similar matation of the criginal message of
Zarathustra by the later Acbaemenids {7th, 6tk centurics, B.C.). He writes,
“All three cases are entirely analogous, tlustrating (to put & as provocatively as
possible) the dissolution of refigion into poiitics. At the same time, the basis of
m&hﬁqw&nwkmgrﬂtammmmghndznu&:i&x:uﬁmnacxmmm

MatﬂmnwmmswslmmhuLorm&u;&m *dissolution” itself was a
" multidimensional process. Apparently princes espoused the founded religion
r’ﬂnnadumm&nudsﬁﬁmnupmmxn:qmma;nhxﬂhumhi Omn the
" other kzod, in both the Israclite and the Christian nstance, the faithful had
"good” reason to accept a political embodiment of the faith, The Israclites
thought they needed a king to enable them to cope with surrounding hostile
ChnmmgkxdzmguLhﬁsﬁ&mdumkrgnummm.A:mxsﬂ
d&qnaﬂpduywaumkmmn&mh
Thweanumﬂyugymﬁ:mnamgbmnmand&xyxnmsasde
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WWmhnmmlifzsmmmﬂymdandduﬁmd.mm

humanity consists in onr capacity and vocation to transcend those
determinisms tn thought, in choice and action. We constroct tools, buildings,
and spaceships first @ our minds, and then tracslate our mendal pictares info
material constructs. Similarly our perception-based actions give rise to the
social cuitural order that shapes our existence* But we also visualize pos-
sibilitics and realities that cannot be thus materialized We espouse visions and
ideals that spur us forward cven when they are not directly attainable. Reii-
gious faith pertains to the unseea, the “otherworldy”; and the faith experience
is profoandly persomal, sever fully communicable. But refigions prehensions
are mediated and validated intersubjectively, and this brings them into the
wordd of symbolic colture.

By their very nature, however, religions prehensions are kighly peecarious.
Unexpressed or uncembodied, they tend to evaporate. Once cuiturally
embodied, however, they are exposed to other coergies and readily assume a
fife of their own. In any event, authentic “otherworldly” quests kave profound
"this-woridly” conscquences. Christian monasticism, for example, s an exam-
ple of withdrawal and otherworkiBness. At its best it has profoundly impacted
cvents in the worid. Ou the other band, monasticism has often been
by the very historical processes which # set in motion. Thas, i the end, may be
the root probiem. Both the Hebrew and the Christian propbetic visions were
so powerfal that in effect they generated eatire civilizations. QOace
institutionalized, bowever, and subjected to the vitalities of cature, they
assumed a &fe of their own, thereby losing contact with the originating vision.
It was as if the burning bush which Moses saw was in fact coasumed.

If the cmergence of Christendom may be viewed as analogons to the rise
of the Hebrew monarchy, the rise of Christian moaasticism and of medieval
sects, by the same token, may be seen as analogous to the rise of Hebrew
prophecy, Just as there were false prophets, there were menastic and sectarian
perversions. Similarly instructive paraileds can be drawn betweea the decline of
the Hebrew monarchics and the decline of Christendom, though these paraliels
may be less direct. More particalarly, the resulting Jewish dispersion
{Diaspora), as we shall see, has eccesiological

Ancient Israc] and medieval Christendom both soccumbed to the lusioa
that their respective covenants couid be, and in fact were, histarically embodied
and secured. In the former instance the cuit and the tempie scemed to make
this explicit. The subsequent cstablishmeat of the manarchy reinforced this
zoticn. Nooectheless, from the cutset these material embodiments tended to
suborn the covenant. With advancing apostasy, teasion between the prophetic
vision and both cult and monarchy mounted. Finally the full truth dawmned.
The word of the Lord came to the propiet, “For 1 desire steadfast love and not
sacrifice, the knowledge of God, rather than burmnt offerings” {Hos. &6). Once
the prophetic vision climaxes in Jesus, the veil in the temple is reat, and all
doebt is removed (Mark 15:38). The kingdom is simply not of this world {(Jobn
18:36). On the material plane it empioys aeither altar nor throoe! Altar and
throne were provisional didactic measures, keading to Christ (Gal 3:24). Not
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Moses (though be, toc, kad his prophetic side), but Abraham is the prototypi-
cal fignre!

Given the historical and cuitural context of ancient Israel, and the vul-
aerability of its tribal polity to surrounding military intrigue, the materializa-
-ticm of the covenant in Hebrew history is at least understandabie. But how,
‘witkout fundamentaily misrcading the gospel, does one get to imperial
Christianily, whether of the Roman or of the Byzantine variety? The path
traveled was doubtless complex and cannot be parsued bere. Qbvicusly the
same human impulses and needs asserted themselves in both instances, the
Hebrew and the Christian. Pofitical ruie and refigions estabfishment woaid
. redocs the insecuritics and risks mherest in faith. But there were important
‘difcrmaswdl. Whereas the Hebrew state was organized from within the
fan‘hmmmty in the Christian case the state came from the outside. While
* for that reason one migit view the fourth-century establishment of Christiaaity
,ammammwmmmmwmumm
: by that time. In the ensuing era many churchmen were oaly too ready to
mwvoke imperial power in suppoct of their cause.

Less than a century afier embracing Christianity, bowever, the empire,
inwardly decadent, collapsed under invasions from the North {476 CE). For
more than a millennium thereafier, the notion of empire as a spirituai eatity
was to hannt European ruiers, as one after the other vainly pursued the
imperial purple. The problem was to swrmount a chaotic tribalism with wider,
more stabie political coafiguraticas. Christeadom, the cvilization that arosc
thereby, was a dazzfing, though ruthless, achievement. Meaawhie, the struggie

. to surmount iertribal chacs and confiict that dominated Europe during the
| Maddle Ages has gone workdwide, and in our era is far from resclution. The
i brutality of society- and state-building processes, of course, is nct to be blamed
i directly on Judaism oc Christianity, or for that matter, on any of the founded
| reBgioas that encrgized the buikiing of civilization. The scandal is rather that
. these religions all Azve been prostituted in the process.

" Reformation: Freeing the Church?

The medieval vision of a sniversal chorch, onited ander one head, admii-
tedly has eaormous acsthetic appeai. But it rested on premises, both at the
point of departure and of subsegquent development, that are far from explicit in

" the Gospels. Moreover, historical evidence, both in the biblicai era and since,
- speaks against such a project. But if not by such organizatioeal and hierarchi-
i cal means, how is the covenaat or faith community to become historicadly reai
and manifest?

This question arose zcutely in the Protestant Reformation. The
"magisterial reformers,™ for their part, presupposed the anity of the church
aniversai as they embarked oa their jowracy. Luther in particaiar remained
thoroughly medieval in his mrystical comceptica of buman unity, a conception
later known as the corpus christiaruun. He, and others like iim, wished to
reform, not to davide, the charch.

That, bowever, was not to be. The controversy with the papacy that fol-
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EVANGELIZATION AND CULTURE SEMINAR

iFree™ and "Canonical® Churches Contrasted
as Ideal Types
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*e.g.: "So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard
comes by the preaching of Christ."™ Rom. 10:17.
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78 Anabaptism Revisited

lowed, as we know, ended in a complete break between Rome and the
Reformers. Once out of fellowship with Rome, the iatter acutely faced the
problem, theologically as weil as practically: Where in the church is authority
vested? Imdeed, what and where is “the church™ Luther, it has iong been
noted, toyed with the viston of a believers’ church, a gathesing of people who
wished to be Christian in carnest.5 But for this, Luther opined, he did not have
the people. Ia amy case, concerned as e was for avic order and for the fate of
the whole society, such 2 charch was hardly an optioa.

Zwingft's brash with the free charch idea was more serious. Not only was |
that conception beginning to dawn among his assodates, but on precipitating
the first disputatioa in Zurich in cariy 1523, be found himself on the defensive.
anuhbdonpdtothedmut‘Constamc.andobmmlymﬂingm/
church law, only the bishop could coavene the clergy. Bat in the early 15205, as
reform ferment in Zurich mounted, the city council, at Zwingli’s prompting, |
convened a public disputation to consider the first reforms. angﬁ,needing[
to justify the procedure, i of Christ’s whuemor)ﬁ
three gather (Mart. 18). Th:logc,ofumse,wasstramcd. A mecting of a aty |
counc is bardly 2 meeting *in my name.” I.ame]yheappaledmthc&athat/
‘ wudlmmbasmcChns&am,doubti&sadmmnomﬂytme.bm
- malapropos. In any case the meeting was not an ccclesial gathering,

For both Luther and Zwingli, givea their assumptions, the “free church®
was not an option. In the sixteenth century, social and politicai cohesion was
secn generally as dependent on religious uniformity. Moreover, had Luther
been seriously tempted by the “free church” model the Peasants’ Revolt would
guickiy have disabused tam of the notion. In tite end, be divided the temporai
and spiritazal spheres, ceding the pablic activity of the drurch to the temperal
sphere, thas to the jurisdiction of the territorial prince, and refaining matzers of
faith for the chorch. While this was intended as an emergeacy measure,
Germarn kings were to carry the title Notbischof for four centuries. Swiss
reformers, though with different reasoning, foflowed the same course. In their
setting, howerer, the rule was municipal rather than royal

ia passing, ¥ is instructive o observe that sixtecath-century political con-
ceptions and policies strikingly paralicied important features of Marxist-
Lenanist rule i the Soviet Union today, the atheism of the latter notwithstand-
ing. Marxist-Leninists, Soviet-style, perhaps in part as heirs of the Byzaatine
tradition, at feast until recently coald a0 more conceive of cvic and peolitical
unity, and hence stabifity, without ideological aaiformity thaa could the
sixtecath-centary reformers. In the Soviet system the party and its dogma
occupy 2 place similar to that heid by the church and its creed prior to the
October Rewoluticn (1917). Doubtless this displacement of the charch by the
party accounts at least in part for the severity of the pressure on the dmrches
during the period stace 1917,

Radical Reformation: The First Free Church
H. S. Beader’s “Anabaptist Visior® (M},udmwrmpmta-
ticas meanwhile, have provided a fruitful point of orientstion ia sixteenth-
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ceotury Radical Reformation studies in recent decades. Outstanding disagree-
ments in those studies need not distract us here. However twrbulent andé con-
fosing that now distant era may have beex, a distinct movement, surviving Ito
our own time, <rystallized arcund the seven articles drawn up by a group of
"radicals” i 1527 in Schieitheim, a village on the Swiss-German border.? Not
only did this statement shape the origmal ethos of that movemeat, the Men-
an the issues before us here, namely, those arising from the two-track mode of
divine action = buman history. These articles, of course, are the scurce of
Beader’s “vision.”

These articies, compiled under the leadership of Michael Sattler, 2 former
Beacdictine subpricr, were written under great stress. Felix Mantz, the first
martyr of the new movement, had just been executed in his native Zuorich.
Decrees had been passed prohibiting the activities of the radicals, who fater
were to be dubbed Anabaptist. The issues they raised now suddealy took an
Efe-and-death significance. Focosing on issues tn dispute, the Schleitheim Arti-
cles deftly laid bare the faliacies that underlay the medievai synthesis of
Christianity as civilization. Or the other hand, these formulations cicarly
presupposed a common body of Christian tradition and snderstanding that did
nct need to be spelieé ocut. In no way, thea did the Schleitheim Articles
presume to offer a complete theclogy. In fact, their fragmentary nature was to
hannt, in subsequent times, the commonities gathered around them.

Schleitheim radically redefined salvation, church, aad the fallen created
order. Though order and symbolic observances remain, sacrament and hierar-
chy disappear. The church, now a voluntary assembly, consists of believers,
prepared (o submi to the disciplines of the gospel. Understood as the dialogi-
cal assembly of believers, the church is defined in this docament in radically
congregational terms. Structures beyond that are simpiy not contemplated. In
2 remarkabiy pregnaat yet succinct phrase, the “sword™ (magistracy) is viewed
as “divinely ordaimed, cutside the perfection of Christ.” Cverall, the articles are
important, a0t oniy as an fockive and coberent paradigm in its own right, bot
ahobeau&eoftbcnparadi%mancpcwerudwperpetuanmofthecom-
munities formed around them.

Thoughthestatement appears sharply dichotemous, church against

worid, ambiguities remaic. For cxample, how does this duzlism compare with
Luther's famoas “two-ingdom™ doctrine? Further, as has often been observed,
the "sect” is a frst-generation phenomenoa. The children of pareats who have
icft the host society to form the new community reach maturity under very dif-
ferenat Greamstances. This fact, of course, the Schicitheim Articles do not
address. Nor do they address the problems of wider church polity: How is life
beyond the coagregation to be structured? In fact, while momestarily reopea-
ing the two-track dualism addressed at the beginning of this essay, the articles
hardly sense the fufl consegquences of what they are about.

Remarkably snough, untif the Amish schism a centery and a half later,
the communitics gathered around the Schieitheim Articies, at least m the
Swiss-Upper German region, sarvived with a merely informal congregationai
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- pofity. Visits and informal gatherings of icaders sufficed to nartare the com-

" mom vision. Withdrawal from the surrounding society and persecution by it,
* however, mwmmmm Once encysted sub-

cuituraily within the sarrounding society, this faith community tended to
mutate nto an ethuicity.
Those mmpulscs, everywhere mcipient among Mennonites, reached full

;bhmmdatﬁcnmd_mﬁhomoﬁaedml&h{ﬂ&-mmmkm—

tary exemption ia Prussian lands, found their priviege jeopardized for other
reascas. As a resuit magy were respoasive to the czarina’s overtures. The

| charter given to Mennoaites iz Russia made them a self-governing colony

under the crown, respoasible for their own civic as well as rebgions affairs.
Under these circumstances, in less than a ceatury, Meanouites in Russia
evolved mtc a aew, albeit miniature, Christendom. Baptism, for those who
failed to embrace it by choice, became a compulsory, heace civic, ceremony.
Becanse of the accompanying-—-and resulting—spirituai laxity, a revival broke
out, which, 5ke the sixteenth century before it, led to schism and persecution
{1860 £).° The original Meonornite commusity had cffectively become a state
church. Its respoase to revival in its midst was similar to the responses of the
established churches, Catholic and Protestants, to the sixteenth-century radi-
cais. This revival was triggered by the preaching of a German pictist
evangelist, who also happened to be an immersionist in bis view of baptism.

| by enmersion, ao irony, ndeed!

Medern Free Canrches

If the sixteenth-ceatury radicals were the first free church, other free
movements were to follow iadependently in other {ands in subsequent
ceaturies. These, such as Baptists and Congregationalists, championed free-

Adommthcmmmlmsﬁpulst:dabm—m&mﬁba&y separaumoi

important, need not detain as here.
W‘uhmmruwpnms,&eechmchamd:c?fstammidmmha

| some countrics, Eagland and Sweden in the West, for example, and Humgary

i amd the German Democratic Republic in the East, institutional vestiges of

estabishment remain today. Churches once established have been slow to
yield their privileges, or to tcierate, much less to recognize, free churches
¢ within their domains.

Many immigrants to the New Worid came m search of religious liberty.
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The “Free Church® 11

Nanetheless severai of the colonies originally had established charches. Whea
it came to American independence, however, and the zew constitution, diver-
styoftn&msandcﬁnmhumthcmmlmdn&d&eﬁungd
one dencmination over otbers. Heace the famous First Amendment clause:

"Congress shall make zo law respecting an establishment of religion, or
the free exercise thereof™ The grounding for this solution was

prohsbiting
ciiefly practical and political. There was little theological preparation for this

. revolutionary step.

Theological justification was (o come ocdy gradeaily, in Protestant thought
carlier, in Roman Catholic thought, anly since Vatican [I. Today religious
Eberty and separation of church and state are defended, oo longer merely on
pragmatic grounds, bat fundamentally. But do we bave a full-blowa concep-
tion of the “free church” in Christianity in Amesica? In fact, do We possess 2a
adequate ecclesiology at all? [ will discuss this question bricfly in the Gnaf sec-
tion below. Here, by way of dlustratica with refereace to these questions, I
shall note caly the denominational problem.

“Free churches,” incl Mmonnm,whi}emgndaungtheknm
mﬁy,%i‘ * vagne replicas of what they
% in the break with Rome. Protestants beilf denominatioas

mmmmmemmmmm
sovercign realms with the breakup of the "Holy Roman Empire.” The
medieval Catholic claim enjoyed a degree of plausibifity that i lacking i any
Protestant case (heee 1 use the term "Protestant® in its locse modern, rather
than its techaical sixtecnth-century, scase). Catholic appeal to historical con-
tinoity and aniversality possesses 2 certain logic. These claims, coupled with a
conception of organic growth that permits the articulation of sew doctrine
from mere hints in the gospei text, make of the Roman formaula a formidable
force. Yet the premises themselves, to any but the devost, are implansable.

But what about other "churches,” is., deocminations? To be sure, many
can appeal to the renewal movements out of which they arose, 2nd thus, in
i cffect, to the scif-antheaticating presence of Christ ameng the two or three
' gatbered in kis name. But if that, rather than histosic siceession, is the basis,

whence the mandate for denominational empires? To sense the problem, one
aeed only recall the verdict when the Srst hint of the dezomination arcse m
New Testament times (1 Cor. 3). Soie scripturg was an carly, and abiding,
Protestant principic; but on those grounds precisely, denominations are
ecciesiological nonentities.

In recent years “mainline” churches, denominations all, have declined

numerically, while “Bible* MW
. No single “cause,” of course, can be identified. Some ce attaches
nonetheless to the distance betweea desomimationai and congregational strac-
tures and the primary level of refigious experience. if “Jesus saves,” why all the
- other baggage? If we receive salvation sodg fidei, does it belp, or does it rather
hinder, when onc comes to fzith, to be expected at the same time to buy nto a
. particular historical tradition? Howdoesonzbibﬁcaﬂyjmfythzmdm
) becmealmbam,aCalms,maMmumaﬂawbeaw
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practice, to be sure, "Jesus saves® turns readily into a reductionist siogan.
Responsible denominational witness is likely to present a fuller and more
robust message thaa do many freewheeding gospel bucksters. But does that
fact of itself constitute a foundation for a denominational ecclesiology?
Protestants object to doctrinal accretions by papai fiat, but how does the erec-
tion of dencminations by non-Catholics differ?

What Time Es This?
Rmnm&u%@a&dﬂzﬁnﬁm‘ﬁum as

xelgoummmammmnmaﬁyfree At least to the peopie whose
views peevailed i sixteesth-ceotury Eurcope, these notions were anythiog but
self-cvident. The change in perception, meanwhile, does not necessarily mean
that people today have grown better or wiser—that is not ours to judge, in any
casc—bat that historical crcumstances bave changed. Now that other bases of
social cobesion have emerged, churches can be mndependeat, and religicn can
be free, without threat to the public arder. Thus one can argue that the “free
church” & an idea whose time bas come.

Before finally assessing that claim, we mast take note of several features
of the modern free church eavironment. What specifically has transpired that
makes conceptions viewed as seditious in the sixteenth century, axiomaticaily
seif-evident today? Emanddevdc;mmdmngthspﬂndofhmyand
the records and literatore about them, of course, are far too vast for any
meaningful summary bere. Two broad geaeralizations oaly, and their con-
seguences, will be noted. First, social systems (groups, associations, organiza-
tions, and the fiks) have grown too vast, too complex, and too diverse 1o be
fawdmohmumdmmﬂymaﬂedcmﬁgmhlodm
societies are "active,"I? participatory, zod pluraistic. They comprise sumterous
actors, interests, and valves, Only crushing totalitarian force could achicve
religicus umiformity, and that caly in superficial, externai terms.

Second, and by the same token, the stabilities sought in the sixteenth

century by enforced symboific conseasss are being achieved far more effectively
byothumnm. Speciaiization, exchange, commugication, and bence realized
intesdependence among vast and diverse popuiatica aggregates, are proving to
be far more effective as social stabilizers than was compuisory religicus
uniformity in earfier centuries. Inam'd.modmsnmhaveomgmwn&c ;
need for refigion as politicai legiimation and integration. This is bat a specal
case of a general cvotution in the course of which science and a variety of
empirical disciplines, by virtue of their greater practical effectiveness, suppiant
appeal to refigicn and the supernataral.

Yet, contrary to the conclusicn tha many peopie mistakenly draw, the
religious dimensions of human existence do not disappear. is "human
nature” altered fundamentaily by these social transformations. Quitz to
coufrary, the age-cld question of the meaning of existence appears ia
beighteped wmteasity. For the transformaticas in complexity aad scade just
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in asd determined our existence.

Modernization mezns the jom, at times akmost the atomizatica, of our

*autonomous® individuat, on the other, the organization and the vast, role-
based systems of contractual exchange. As a result we experience unprece-
dented freedom and a least potential rootlessness. !

A Time Whose ldea Eas Not Come

1 began with 2 dual qoestion, posed by four millennia of Hebrew and
Christian salvation history: How are the sodabslities of "nature” and those of
“grace” related among the people of the cowenant; and how are the covenantly
chosea people redated to the rest of hamankind? In effect, how is the theclogs-
cally posited fensicn between the cexntripetal {"come ye apart™) and the
czairifagal (go ye into all the world™} to be worked out historically? The faith
community, suprakistoricaily grounded, caters iistory, as # were, only to suc-
cumb to the forees of natare. This occurred, as we saw, in the rise of the
Hebrew monarchy(s), of Earopean Christendom, 2nd of the miniature Men-
nonite Christendom m Rassia,

Is such sedimentation inevitable, or are we misging something in the way
we handie our sources, the biblical materials? The reformation upheavals of the
sixtecnth ceotury cemain a fruitfal context for reflection op these questicns. In
this respect, important Radical Reformation research has yet 1o be usdertaken.
Retrospectively we can say that the Reformation geaerally signaled the
begmning of the end of Christendom, and was thus analogous to the end of the
Hebrew monarchies in Old Testameot times, and to the sphit among Men-
nonites in Russia in 1860. Tac break of the Reformers with Rome raised the
above question acately, nct merely theologically, but above all existentially and
bistorically. Where, and wikat, is “the church"? These questioas were debated
in the sixtcegth century intemsively, sxtensively, instructively--and

The notion that the “free church® is an idea whose time has come has a
bracing ring to it, History appears to have vindicated, at least in some
measure, the courageous act of the [little band ir an obscure village
{Schleitketm) i 1527. Those who gave their lives, rightly join the

1527 coasequzatly
*doud of witnesses” (Heb. 11) who spur us coward. Yet as owr cra its
mu'mammmmm@%
an idea whose time has come, We COnlront g Ame whase & not come.
S hang oo, s I i Gk ey 2 backgroud vt itocc ety
stifl hang on, : istory as background we tumn attentively
and critically to our biblical sources, oar anxiety can only mount. We can find
there no grounding foc much of today’s "churchiznity.” And I refer, pot to the
absence of proof texts, but rather to the "tenor of Scriptore,” to the eatire nar-
rative.
A claim as sweeping as this must be carefully quafified. It acither mpiies
nor presupposes jodgments of church or denominational programs nor of per-
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soms who serve in denominational or other ecclesiastical posts. Likewise it is
not directed against the faithful in deaominationally umited congregations,

Onzoftbelibaatngaspwtsofonrhtﬁntberelz\ngﬁm_i_
@ which the waters of salvation are con-

vessels” (2 Cor. 7}
veyed; “the word of God is not fettered® (2 Tim. 2:9). In any case, the
denominational forest is ot about to disappear, perhaps Jeast of all the mighty
oubctRmne,Camnnmph.orAmnch. mehacwemsee,dmﬂife

mmmmdmmmmmmmgm
@Mﬂﬂ@é;wmmm&mdm
are neither faithiud to Mmrdo&qmgeimﬁzmﬂmd

[U 0 i - II f LAl 15
i andﬂ:uewiﬂneedtobedcahmthmdingiy But those
not directly coscern us bere.

No, the problem lies far deeper. The ecdesiological Kioms that shape
memxdwmyﬂhmlhmiy&qmmb-

cltherthencwamanonorthzb%hcalmatmals. Pastceciwnlng:cal

whether formed to integrate poguiations and to Jegitimate power, oc in

of such adaptatioas, are Ettle-suited to the psychic needs of modern

autonomous but fragmented and rootless dividuaks, Al bess, the reification
mmmwm Jandnw_x)

-y
z«mrms&«u
- Given the sweep of this daim, & would be presumptucus to propose the
or even & solution ia one shost . Indeed, our problem is profoundly
rnzu inaccessible to externai blueprints. But it would be
espoasible 1o offer this critique without some chues as to the kinds of
responses aeeded. 1 shall Srst acte several vital ssgns among Christians today,
and in scholarly mquiry, and theo Gst several areas that call for critical reflec-

unnmLmT-
Despitel our ecclesiological helplessness, many teader shoots of new
growthzrcev:d:nt. Throughoutthzsoentnrythnrehasbecn

thmw
as the Worid Cosnd of Churches (founded in 1948), coasisticg of “com-

, arc accompanied by concliar move-
%ﬁ%nﬁﬁhﬁkﬁk&mﬂ. Morempmmm

advances, howerer, is the fact that many earlier barriczs among
Christians are softening. Though conflict and schism still inflict the Christian
community, Christians are joining bands across boundaries that once scemed
insurmountable. Admittedly, the critique offered here gquestions whether

v
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merger is panacea for the dencminationaf malady. Summing illegitimacies will
not legitimize. But this critique also entails, as already indicated, a respossive-
aess to the freedom of the Spirit whenever and wherever, and the Spirit is oot
bound by or to denommations.

Parallclng these “from above” stisrings is the ferment "from below™-"base
commyumitics,” "kouse churches,” and the like, in many lands asd forms. Gener-
ically these bave much in common with the sixteenth-ceatury “free church®
movements, though they possess their owm dynamics. Some of these occur
withia existing churches, others at greater remove. Beyond this, creative
mgmmbmshﬁmmmmw:y}
ces. Thus & most be emphasized: initiatives seeking “end runs” around exist-
mgdmrd:s,mmtbtbarmbledhxsmry must be treated with utmost
suspicion. Muoch of the brokenness in the hestory of the church stems from
separatist attempts to reestablish the “pure charch * No, we must stay together,
within car broken heritage, but with bags packed for the pew trek.

Ernst Troeitsch, in 1911, published 2 moaumentai work, eventually trans-
lated as The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches.’3 The work was
monumental because it shaped or infleenced the ways that scholars
approached soch questions as those raised in the preseat essay. Spanning the
centaries of Christian history, bis work identified three social embodiments of
tthhnsnanfanh.the eor:hurch,tcha&uorsect,andm
(sometimes spiritualism). Against-the prevaiking view that made the Kirche
(the folk- or state-church) of- -Christendomraormative, and the other two
wmﬂxma sect/ mere deformations, Troeltsch argned that 3

side by side i the New Testamest, ‘It has become clear,®

hewmce, ,ﬁMMMW*M
communiy from a(umicrn: potnt of view.” =

Troeitsch’s project took him through the eighteeath century, following
winch Christian history entered "z new phase of existence.” The “uzity of civi-
hnonmllcdbyaSnteChnrch hasdisﬁegtatzd.h(odem,semﬁmﬂy

become "a refoge
Mmmmpommmgwn@abadbemcmmhd
and,mthsmmu,%ﬂhevahmmwlmﬂyemboﬁed,hn
on, as it were, without necessary reference to their Christian origin.

This work is cited both because of its fecundity and becaose of its
influence on modern scholarsiip. It has led the way, for example, in the
ifitation of the sixteenth-century radicais. One of the ising deveiopments
n owr own time is the recpeowater of the Xirche traditions with the Sekte

iegacy of the era. This is seen dramaticaily in relegitimation
¢m’§aﬁsx~p'§:%ﬁ’c‘6ma of Churches, 1948; Vatican II), and

numerous correspondiag actions by various church bodes meanwhie, The
impdrtance of these developments becomes evident when we cousider that as
as World War [0, pacifists in many churches received no “offical” or

even pastoral support i the stand they took. Hers, however, I am concerned
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which we use the term. It coasisted of a /TTT

unsupponedbyaﬂturdcomtmnandgrcmgc, ]
This was true even though it was also ‘catholic’ in the ecclesiological sease of
m:mmﬁdmmmmmdaybofﬁfe,
and of beang unified, rather than spliatered into competing groups.

‘What of reencounters in the direction, free churches with the
“cathofic™ of the Kirche traditions? This will mean something more than the re-
assimiation which sets in among many sects as they cool off. And what of
Trocktsch’s third category, the spiritualist “refuge for the religions Iife of the

caltnnddasm"‘ Was‘l‘melrschnghimemphmng “how httle the Gospel
Primitive Church shapes Sgcus commumly Zself from a mmiform

Ormthmctmumﬁeda leved, cver available
.29&“1\ Waw ever

whmmarcdﬂ:mrespoaitthat

As Kari Ludwig Schmidt cbserves, the New Testament distinguishes the
local ecclesia (we translate "congregation”) from the total ecclesia (we transiate
“church™). Henotsabotheschoiaﬁymmmtysmwhahcrﬂnm
reference s to the
persed 18 ‘l‘huvcs,ofmse,mdoubt
the ecclesia m the Christian scenario. Butnsalsootfsagnalmpataneethat
pumerous other metaphars for the covenant people appear @ the New Testa-
meet. Indecd 1 Peter, perhaps the most important ecciesioiogical treatise in
the New Testament, does not even use the term ecclesia.’? Even in the Gospel
of Matthew, where the term does occur, as a receat study emphasizes, the

M%nmmm This fact adds 1o the poigmancy and
urgency of the

sayings of Jesus in the same Gospel concerning the chal-

wﬁ&@mdm(wm%%

these teachings are properly read against the backdrop of the
developmentai thrust of Hebrew prophecy, dimaxing as it did in the ministry of
Jesws, it is evident at once that we move far 100 quickly and

lical materials to gur own religicus institations. We must take far more
seriously the “iconociastic” ecclesiology of the primordial New Testament

mangnais—tthospds,ICmmhsans i Peter. In the context of Reformation

assembly of Caristians are “visible” and “real” _Bgth,hmvcmgg_xg___andby
faith. Bat is this reafity subject to sodial organization—bureancracy, egal per-

sonality, rca!mmmnmhgwufessmdamudmbmms,udtbe
fike? Caa the Presence who appears where two or thaee are gathered (Matt.
1&&@112;,_@7 What, m fact, is the object to which the term ecclesia
refers? we extended, ensiched, or promoted it when we build tabernacles
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i to trap the transceadent (Matt. 17)?
i Modemzanon,aslnotedabme,d:scngagﬁus&omth:acnpuve
sohdammsof and and both permits and compels us to achicve
! gur own ce m the world. This development, though in part a
mammmmmmanymmmm
degmmmoaeqmmself-m In the gospel the emancipated and
autonomous (person)is a communal being, self-giving rather than self-
promoting. of cur

- acute of our perscoal problems today. Contemporary modes of “church®

however, are litle-snited to respond to these nceds. The machinery runs,
whether or not believe.

wgards&eacqmsmmsumamdonrsowty

5%‘ in the sense that we are poweriess to cope with it indi-
" wdually. ¥ Hence wndndcsﬂm odybymnmgmuwﬁmw
power (through the of God’s preseace i exousis) and by

aeatmgaltcmanve, F-_i:ggmm we be able to provide the
- DECESSary environm a new order of justice in our lives and that of

- society."?1 Thzepstlzofl_ﬁﬁm_skwmm&brmoﬂhe

. Diaspora metaphor. The faith community, as transforming reality, shines shines
mronghaﬂtbewnﬁguaumsofmatW;butcanmbe
| them. That is the good news.

QL\/{( ULk Ltd?/\ :
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jectivity may well be the most.
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EVANGELIZATION AND CULTURE IN THE AMERICAS
THE "FREE CHURCH" PROBLEMATIC

. Paul Peache ,
(Department of Sociology)

I joined the seminar this semester, assuming that due to the
press of other duties, I would not contribute a paper. Fr.
McLean, however, aware of my "free church" background and invol-
venents, pressed me two weeks ago to intrcduce a "free church"
perspective here, already in this week's session. I yielded, but
without knowing how I would proceed.

Only on the afternoon of October 5 was I finally able to
start work. By the following merning I concluded it best to
forward the enclosed paper rather than to attempt something new.
This piece was written about four years ago for a Festschrift
published earlier this year in honor of C. J. Dyck, a distin-
guished "free church" higtorian. This is to provide background
for comments that I will offer to the October 8 seminar. I will
draw from it selectively and then suggest implications for the
evangellsm and culture theme.

What does the concept, "free church," signify, and how is it
relevant to the focus of this seminar? Without detailing the
genesis of the term, it is sufficient to note its Eurcopean origin
and its American "triumph." For while the USA was long regarded
as a "Protestant" country, strictly speaking, that term, thus
applied, is an anachronism. Protestant referred originally to
those communions, Eg;ggggn, Calvinist, and Anglican, separated
from the Roman jurisdiction in the course of attempted reforms
during the sixteenth century. By extension, as we know, the term
came toc be applied to non-Roman groups generally.

The original Protestants, however, retained, important
features of the Roman tradition, notably, in the Westphalian
settlement, the principle of cujus regio, ejus religio. 1In the
"new world," with the founding of the republic, the separation of
church and state and religious liberty triumphed, and under these
conditions, an endless concatenation of independent religious

movements-~Congregatlonal1sts, Baptists, Pentecostals, and the
like.

With Christianity thus disestablished, all the older
bedies, Catholic and Protestant, transplanted here, underwent
redefinition sociologically; i.e., they became "free churches."
Moreover, as some historians have underscored, the orlglnalgﬂggge
church" experience, already in England, and then more fully in
the US, contributed importantly to the rise of the democratic
ethos. Diversity, pluralism, and ecclesiastical autonomy thus

far more characterize the American scene then "Protestantism."



The ecumenical impulses flowing from Vatican II have reached
out fruitfully, especially to the classical Protestant commu-
nions--Lutherans, Calvinist, and Anglican. These "separated
brethren," though marred by that fact, nonetheless stand in some
degree of reccgnizable continuity with the Roman tradition. Far
more dlfficult has been an opening to those Christian groups
grounded in what they regard, implicitly or explicitly as the
Lgelf-autbentzcatlng/power and authority of the ngrit-energized
gGEﬁEI’-‘Yét-tﬁ“fE“15”5“I§§§E§”Iﬁ~§3ﬁ§ﬁ teaching and experience--
renewal movements absorber in orders in centuries past, libera=~
tion, base community, and charismatic movements in our own era~=-
that suggest fruitful possibilities.

My focus t "free church" phenomenon here is just =
that; i.e., phenomenonological, rather than(apologetic,. The
vulnerabilities o ‘cﬂurch" enterprise are readily

evident, whether viewed theologically or historically. But the
phenomenon is there, and it clearly belongs inside rather than
outside the ecumenical ferment. Only in the limited sense of this
claim do these comments fall under the rubric of apologetic.
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