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Testimony in Anabaptist-Mennonite theology
and practice

Lois Y. Barrett

Y ou’d think testimony would be second nature to Mennonites,
given the witness of our Anabaptist forebears in sixteenth-
century Europe. Not only does the language of the New Testa-
ment connect witness with martyr, but the key document for
Mennonite understanding of our sixteenth-century heritage
(usually referred to in English as the Martyrs’ Mirror) also links
the two ideas. In accounts of martyrdom, the deaths of the

faithful are often said to be “for the sake of
the testimony of our Lord Jesus Christ.”1

But what of the testimony of Mennonites
in subsequent centuries? Even when martyr-
dom has not threatened, Mennonite theol-
ogy has picked up four polarities related to
testimony.

Word and deed
Mennonite theology has usually insisted on
testimony both with our words and with our

lives. In fact, a major complaint of sixteenth-century Anabaptists
was that the followers of the magisterial reformers (those who
aligned themselves with the state) were all talk and no action.
The Anabaptists insisted that conversion results not only in an
inner change but in an outer change. People should act differ-
ently as a result of the new birth. In fact, some Anabaptists were
arrested because of their public behavior: singing hymns in
public or living an upright life and not carousing.

One of the Thirty-Three Articles, an Old Frisian confession of
faith from 1617, says concerning the distinguishing signs of the
church: “And lastly, the church of God is known by her charac-
ter [veltteecken], namely, sincere brotherly and common love
(John 13:54; 2 Pet. 1:7), which is shown to God and all people

In authentic faith,
words and deeds
match. If we confess
Jesus Christ with our
mouths, we must
follow him with our
lives—and if we
follow him, we will
speak of him to
others.



75 Testimony in Anabaptist-Mennonite theology and practice Barrett

in words and works, which has been established by Christ himself
as a mark of recognition.”

Like Christ, the confession says, the members of the church are
to serve one another out of love, to love even enemies who
persecute and kill them, to avoid use of physical sword and force,
and to suffer in the name of the Lord. “In this way they proclaim
and show the nature and love of Christ in every way.” Others will
know their faith through their godly walk and their fruits.2 This
early Mennonite confession places importance on proclaiming and
showing, on words and works.

Likewise, the Swiss Brethren Confession of Hesse (1578)
emphasizes both confessing faith and demonstrating faith, so that
both enemies and friends may be saved: “It is our desire to exer-
cise Christian virtue in confessing our faith in humility, patience
and brotherly love, and to demonstrate this faith in common love
so that we may with all the believers rejoice eternally for the sake
of the Christian faith, with unspeakable glorious joy, and inherit
the end of our faith, that is the salvation of our soul. And this we
wish all our enemies and friends and all who desire it in their
heart.”3 In authentic faith, words and deeds match. If we confess
Jesus Christ with our mouths, we must follow him with our lives—
and if we follow him, we will speak of him to others.

New birth and discipleship
A corollary to this understanding of testimony by word and deed
is the Anabaptist-Mennonite conviction about the new birth,
which Menno Simons also calls “the spiritual resurrection.”4 In a
booklet by this title in about 1536, Menno emphasizes that the
spiritual resurrection genuinely transforms the whole person, the
mind and the inner disposition as well as the outer behavior.

All those who are born and regenerated from above out of
God, through the living Word, are also of the mind and
disposition, and have the same aptitude for good that He
has of whom they are born and begotten. For what the
nature of God or Christ is, we may readily learn from the
Scriptures. For Christ has expressly portrayed Himself in
His Word, that is, as to the nature which He would have
us understand, grasp and follow and emulate . . .
according to His life and conversation here on earth,
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shown forth among men in words and deeds as an
example set before us to follow so that we thereby might
become partakers of His nature in the spirit, to become
like unto Him. So Christ is everywhere represented to us
as humble, meek, merciful, just, holy, wise, spiritual,
long-suffering, patient, peaceable, lovely, obedient, and
good, as the perfection of all things; for in Him there is an
upright nature. Behold this is the image of God, of Christ
as to the Spirit which we have as an example until we
become like it in nature and reveal it by our walk.5

The faith to which we testify involves both inner and outer
change, becoming like Christ, even partakers of the divine nature,
both inwardly and outwardly. This integral connection of the new
birth and discipleship implies that Christians are in an ongoing
process of becoming more like Jesus. Taking on his nature
necessarily implies having the same walk. As Menno says, all
regenerate—born again—children of God take after the one who
has begotten them.6 Conversion is not just an initial experience
but ongoing transformative experiences along the way of disciple-
ship.

This understanding of conversion makes a difference in how we
give testimony to our faith. Often Mennonites have been suspi-
cious of those giving testimony only about initial conversion
experiences, or of churches that emphasize conversion and ignore
discipleship, encouraging faith a mile wide and an inch deep. Our
testimony should be to continuing growth in faith and faithfulness
in breadth and depth.

Individuals and community
Who gives testimony? Do individuals testify to their private
experience? Or does the church community as a whole testify? Or
do both happen? The Pietist and revivalist traditions have empha-
sized testimony about individual experience. While not denying
individual experience, those in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradi-
tion have sometimes wondered whether individuals giving testi-
mony were exhibiting proper humility. Mennonite congregations
have split over the issue of public testimony by individuals.
Sometimes testimony happened in Sunday evening services but
not in Sunday morning worship.
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The issue arose in the eighteenth century with the develop-
ment of the philosophical and political worldview usually called
the Enlightenment. Both North America and Europe have been
deeply influenced by the Enlightenment and its understanding of
the basic unit of society as the autonomous individual. Whereas
previous centuries assumed that people were always individuals in
community—capable of voluntary choice, yet shaped by commu-
nity—modernity sees the individual as prior to the community,
both in importance and chronologically. Modernity assumed that
societies and nations—and by extension, Christian congrega-
tions—are formed by the social contract of autonomous individu-
als. Thus a church steeped in an Enlightenment worldview would
assume that true spiritual experience, the subject of testimony,
belongs to the individual.

In contrast, many Amish congregations had the tradition of
“the bench.” It consisted of church leaders designated to respond
to the sermon with their affirmations or with their additions and
corrections to the sermon. Testimony is not about one person;
testimony is a communal practice.

Often ignored in the practice of individual testimony has been
an understanding that the whole life of the Christian community
is a witness “before the watching world.”7 By word and by deed,
the faithful Christian church gives testimony to the life of the
reign of God. Contemporary author Darrell Guder has noted:
“The ethics of Christian community are the primary context of
kingdom witness, and within that context, the spoken witness, the
proclamation of the gospel can take place.” In Paul’s writings, “the
concern is for the integrity of Christian witness on the part of the
entire community. In their praxis of Christian witness, the
missional communities demonstrate that Jesus Christ is truly Lord,
and that the kingdom is breaking in.”8 The church is called to be
a preview of God’s reign, to come to fulfillment at the turning of
the ages. By its words, by the practices of its life together, and by
its practices of witness in the world, it gives testimony to Christ’s
work.

Word and Spirit
A fourth polarity for Mennonites regarding testimony has been
the function of scripture in relation to the role of experience. Is
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testimony to be an elaboration of what is found in the Bible? Or is
testimony to be about spiritual experience that may go beyond
the biblical text?9

Having lived in the shadow of the apocalyptic visions of
Anabaptists in Münster in the sixteenth century, most later
Anabaptists and Mennonites bent over backward to avoid ec-
static spiritual experience that might lead them astray. The
content of testimony was to be accepted doctrine.

But authentic theologizing happens at the intersection of the
gospel as we know it through scripture, the contexts in which the
church finds itself, and the experience of the church, now and in
the past. If we close ourselves off to spiritual experience, we may
be avoiding God’s present word to us, within and beyond scrip-
ture. Most sixteenth-century Anabaptist writers, from the literal-
ists to the spiritualists, insisted that any interpretation of scripture
is valid only if it is done under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

Not all spiritual experience is of God. That is
why the Apostle Paul’s writings advise the
testing of spirits to see if they are aligned with
what we know of God through Jesus.

Our testimony becomes more genuine
when it is based on our own experience of
God in the world. Such testimony requires
first being able to identify what God is doing
in our lives and in the world. In my work with
congregations from a number of denomina-
tions in the United States and Canada, I have
found that people in many congregations

have trouble using God as the subject of an active verb in a
sentence. I ask people, “What is God doing in your congrega-
tion?” and their answers speak not of God but about their church’s
projects. We need to become more adept at identifying God’s
present word and action.

We don’t get a lot of practice doing that. A number of years
ago, I wrote a series of lessons for Mennonite women’s groups on
women in church history. I organized it around the various gifts of
the Spirit particular women had demonstrated. A friend from a
distant congregation later told me about her women’s group’s
experience with the study. She said that when they came to the
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session on the gift of prophecy, some women wondered whether
they should skip that lesson because it seemed too extreme. What
would they have to discuss about prophecy? But they decided, the
conference wants us to do this, so we will study that session.

That session turned out to be the most remarkable of the
sessions that year. When the women were asked about their
personal experiences with God, they started telling amazing
stories they had never before told one another—mountaintop
experiences, experiences of God’s guidance, of healing, of know-
ing God’s presence. Why hadn’t they ever talked about these
experiences before? They said, “We didn’t know it was okay to
talk about these things in church!”

Testimony begins with God’s self-disclosure. Before we can
testify to what we have witnessed, we need to become aware of
God’s testimony to us. Then we need to talk about these things,
first in church, then to our neighbors—and in public.
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