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On to the Covenant

On a dark, rainy day in November, 1977, | got lssatiin the
old Lutheran church at Hesson, Ontario. We Menmesrtitad
purchased the building, torn out its baptismal ftunined its
Gothic windows into rectangles and were now usirigriour
meetinghouse. After my baptism and public testimibrey
bishop gave me a card. On it were the questioasl ldeen
asked and the vows | had made. The card’s title@ea&nant
Reminder

Many times since my Mennonite baptism | have beemmded
of that covenant | made with Jesus. And the thooght
covenant in baptism, | have discovered, is not newhe 1520s
Balthasar Hubmaier wrote:

Oh my Lord Jesus Christ, reestablish the two bawittswhich
you have outwardly girded and bound your bride amttmvenant.
Your bride is the church community. The bands aopgr water
baptism and the nighttime méal.

Ambrutz Spittelmayr told the court at Ansbach iarkeonia:
“We make a covenant with God in the Spirit, in waiaptism,
and in drinking the cup which the Word calls thetsm of
blood.”

! FromBalthasar Hubmaier Schriften, Quellen zur Gesclaater Taufer,
Gutersloh,1962.

2 From the testimony of Ambrutz Spittelmayr, writterthe castle prison at
Cadolzburg in Franconia, October 25, 1527.
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Leonhard Schiemer wrote: “Water baptism is the eéalr
faith and of the covenant we make in our hear8ad.”

Hans Hut, Anabaptist messenger through southerm&wegr and
Austria, said:

Baptism follows preaching and believing. Whoevewiking to
accept the suffering that God will place on him wihe joins
himself to Christ, and whoever is willing to stajttmChrist and
forsake the world, makes a covenant in baptismrbdis church
community.

The community of Christ may open the door of theetant to
those that desire it with all their heart, juselife said: “What
you bind on earth will be bound in heaven.” Thesparwho
makes this covenant (in baptism) may be sure thatls been
accepted as a child by God, and as a brotheristea ef Christ,
a member his body and church commufity.

“Believers wed and bind themselves to the Lord g&3urist,
publicly, through the true sign of the covenang, Water bath of
baptism,” wrote Melchior HofmanAnd to this Menno Simons
added, “When we are inwardly cleansed by faith we b
ourselves in the outward sign of the water covenant
(Wasserbund We bind ourselves to the Lord Jesus in his grace
when we bind ourselves in baptism to live no lorigesin.”

Saved Through the Covenant

Within a few days of the first baptisms in Felix M2s home at
Zurich, dozens more “bound themselves in baptisnthat city
and its surrounding countryside. Within a mattemainths

these had baptised hundreds and thousands mdre @erman

3Von dreyerley Tauf . .1527

“Vom Geheimnus der Taudfa. 1527.

® FromDie Ordonnantie Godts, De welche hy, door zijnear@oChristum
Jesum, inghestelt ende bevesticht heevi530.

® Dat Fundament des Christelycken leers 1539
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cantons of Switzerland, in Austria, in Bavaria\itiirttemberg,
and down the Rhein into the Netherlands and Belgium

Baptism followed teaching. But because they tieith fa
repentance and baptism together, the first Anastgpdid not
consider postponing one of the three. They didvaot to
baptise until a convenient time after the new hiotbk place.
There was no convenient time. They baptised at-e1sen
though it might cost them their lives—because tioek
baptism for the sealing of their covenant with God.

Eucharius Binder, baptised and ordained by HansaHut
Konigsberg in Franconia in 1526, travelled at oticeugh
Nurnberg and Augsburg to Steyr in Austria, bapgdmndreds
of people along the way. The following year theygla him at
Salzburg and locked him in a house with thirty-seother
Anabaptists. The authorities then set the houde@and all of
the prisoners perished in the flames.

Leonhard Dorfbrunner baptised more than three duaais
people in less than a year’s time after his congrrdany
young men like him travelled from city to city afrdm house
to house, meeting with those who longed to foll@suk, as
described years later:

Usually the service began with the reading of sags from the
New Testament and ended with the baptism of sudesised it,
and with a general participation in the Lord’s saipBaptisms
took place at any time and at any place, in theningror in the
evening, in the house or at the stream. The wadsrtire symbol
of the washing of repentance and the putting offiof the
outward sign of the decisive entrance into a nesvtwoly life. He
who received it was henceforth no longer the masftars own
life, l73ut a servant of Jesus Christ, ready to doaiil at whatever
cost!

In the Netherlands and northern Germany, spontaneou
baptisms caused new congregations to spring umes

"Harold S. BendeConrad Grebel(Goshen, 1950), pg. 138
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historian put it, “like mushroom$'Many Anabaptists testified
on arrest that they did not know who baptised thEnose who
baptised avoided revealing their names, and thésebeglieved
avoided it too, for safety’s sake. But a few mdee lLeenaerdt
Bouwens kept numerical records. For thirty yearbdyatised,
on the average, more than three hundred peoplara ye

Too Young

The first Anabaptists asked people to wait for [saptonly
when they found the “document” to which the seas wabe
applied incomplete.

In a letter “written in the dark with poor matesaln the
dungeon of the castle at Gent in Belgium, Jannyitkgns,
burned at the stake on July 9, 1551, tells of oiher
Anabaptists who were interrogated with him. Onéheim was
an adolescent boy.

The boy confessed that he thought the baptismlaEvees was
right and good. He had gone to the teacher onbe tmaptised,
but he was not baptised yet.

“Why did the teacher not baptise you?” the inteatog asked.

The boy answered, “My lords, when the teacher exgththe
faith to me and asked me questions, he noticed thas still
immature in my understanding. He told me to go sewch the
Scriptures some more. But | wanted to be baptiskd.teacher
then asked me whether | knew that the world puttetth and
burns those who are baptised. | told him that Mktieat well.
Then he said to me that | should be patient uetitdime the
next time. He told me that | should search thegBares and ask
the Lord for wisdom because | am still so younged ve
parted.”

8 carl Adolf Cornelius, the Roman Catholic historian
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“Are you sorry that you did not get baptised?” akkee
interrogator.

“Yes, my lords.”
“If you were not imprisoned would you be baptised?”
“Yes, my lords.”

For these words they sentenced him to death, amdjdalid
not see him agaih.

Not Ready

Lauwerens van der Leyen, imprisoned at Antwerpo5dl
faced the question: “Are you baptised?”

Lauwerens answered: “No.”

“Is baptism necessary then,” the interrogator asked
“Yes,” said Lauwerens. “It is necessary for perifact’
“Why then are you not baptised?” asked the inteatog
“l was not good enough yet.”

“Why?”

“Because | was involved too much in this world.dsyand still
am, deeply in debt. | thought that if | were caygigople could
say | was a hypocrite. Many could be turned awasnfthe
truth. Therefore | declined to receive baptism. Beansider it
good and right and | want to live and die in thesidf. Though |
have not yet become baptised, the Lord in his meitysave
me because of his sufferings and precious blobdli¢ve all
that a Christian is bound to believe, and | wiirst firm in it.
You may do further with me as you please for | argaur
power.”

° Martelaers-Spiegel] 660
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Antwerp, from the Scheldt (one of the mouths of the Rhein), home to a large
“underground” fellowship of believers in the 16'th century. Many Anabaptist
prisoners, including Lauwerens van der Leyen, lay in chains in Het Steen
castle, centre foreground.

They beheaded Lauwerens at Antwerp in Belgium oveNtber
9, 1559'°

Exceptions to the rule were common in the sixteeetitury.
Some believers fell into the hands of the authesibefore they
got baptised. Some, arrested during meetings,ajotected
during the incident or in prison. Some missed lsaptior other
reasons. But the question of their salvation didb®zome an
issue. The Anabaptists had no doubts about God’'synom the
faithful.

Children

Roman Catholic and Protestant authorities ofteuttd rescue
Anabaptist children from their “heretic” parentsa@ptise them.
They accused the Anabaptists of murdering infesusls. But

Vibid.
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the Anabaptists, resting on the Word of God, ditvmarry.
Conrad Grebel wrote:

All children that have not come to know the diffece between
good and evil, who have not eaten from the trdaofvledge,
are surely safe through the work of Chtist.

Menno Simons wrote:

Little children, especially those born in Christiammes, have a
special promise. It is a promise given to them logl @ith no
rites involved. It comes to them through pure amgnglant grace,
through Christ who says: “Let the little childreonse to me and
do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven bgdoio such as
these.” This promise makes glad and assures adlaimés about
their children.

Christian parents have in their hearts a sure faithe grace of
God concerning their beloved children. They belithad their
children are sons and daughters of the kingdomy Dléeve that
their children are under grace and have the proafiséernal life,
not by any ceremony but through Christ. As longhay are mere
children they are clean, holy, saved, and pleasitig God, be
they alive or dead.

Christian parents thank God for his love to theitdren, so they
train their children in godly ways. They corrediastise, teach,
and admonish them. They exemplify to them the moaphable
life until the children are able to hear the Waod themselves, to
believe it and obey it. Then is the time, and il then, that
they should receive Christian baptism as Christthachpostles
practiced and taught. . . .

If children die before coming to the age when tbay decide
between good and evil, before they have come tsyea
understanding and before they have faith, theyidder the
promise of God and that by no other means thagé¢herous
promise of grace given through Christ Jesus (Luké&@). If they
come to the age where they can decide for thenseaivé have
faith, then they should be baptised. But if theyndbaccept or

1 Ein Brief an Thomas MiintzeBeptember 5, 1524,
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believe the Word when they arrive at that age, atenwhether
they are baptised or not, they will be damned, lagsChimself
teaches (Mark 16:165.

Infant Baptism

“Simia semper manet simia, etiamsi induatur purgara
monkey stays a monkey even though you dress hpuarple),”
wrote Menno Simons. “In the same manner infantibaptvill
remain a horrid stench and abomination before Godnatter
how finely the learned ones adorn it with garbledgages from
the Scriptures??

Then, in a more serious tone he added:

Because true Christian baptism involves such gnemhises,
among them the promise of remission of sins (Ac38,2Mark
16:16, 1 Cor. 12:13, 1 Peter 3:21, Eph. 4:5), sowmeld like to
baptise their children. But they fail to noticetttize above
promises are given only to those who believe aray ohe Word
of God™

Conrad Grebel wrote:

The baptised are dead to the old life and circueatis their
hearts. They have died to sin with Christ, haviegrbburied with
him in baptism and arisen with him. . . . To apglgh things to
children is without and against the Scriptures.

The Mode of Baptism

The first Anabaptists did not write about the mofléaptism.
They baptised by pouring or immersion, in riverponds, or in
the houses, barns, caves, mills, or forests winenghad their
services. Shortly before Conrad Grebel baptised Wiainann

2y/erclaringhe des christelycken doopselsca..1542
3ibid.

4 ibid.

% op. cit.
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in the Rhine River, Felix Manz baptised Hans Bruagt’ in a
house at Zurich in Switzerland. This is the account

After Hans confessed his sins and requested ba@esong
Cajacob (Blaurock) asked him, “Do you desire bap#s

Hans replied, “Yes.”

Then Felix Manz asked, “Who will forbid me thathould
baptise him?”

“No one,” answered Georg.

Then Felix Manz took a metal dipper (of the kinantoonly
found in Swiss kitchens) and poured water over Hagad
saying: “I baptise you in the name of God the FatGed the
Son, and God the Holy Spirit.”

The first Anabaptists saw no conflict between tspg by
either pouring or by immersion. Menno Simons, wbaloubt
baptised mostly by pouring, freely spoke of “burrabaptism.”
Conrad Grebel, who baptised by immersion afteetteemple of
Christ and the apostles, wrote about the aposteagelves:

After that, they were poured over with water. Assthey were
cleansed within by the coming the Holy Spirit, Beyt were
poured over with water, externally, to signify thaer cleansing
and dying to sirf’

Einverleibung

Jesus is the head of the body of believers. TheAinabaptists
believed that in water baptism we become membettsabf
body. They called it akinverleibung literally a going into and
connecting onto a body, or a growing into each rothieat

'8 Hans Bruggbach (Brubacher) appears to have beeamitestor of Peter
Brubacher of Wadenswil, mentioned in thesbundand in theMartyrs
Mirror—and as such, of the Brubachers (Brubakers) nangiin
Pennsylvania and southern Ontario.

7 protestation und Schutzschrift524.
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body, they believed, is one, glorious, universalyboonsisting
of all those who have committed themselves uncaditly to
Jesus, the head.

An Ausbund writer wrote:

Those of us who have been washed with the blo&hafkt and
made free from sin, are tied together in our helis now walk
in the Spirit who shows us the right way and whesun us. The
Spirit rules in our sinful bodies, that are nowdleand in Christ
we become members of his body (einverleibt), arréeduvith
him through baptism in his death. Now we live fonland keep
his commandments.

Menno Simons wrote:

Those who hear and believe the Word of God aradspinto
the body. They have a good conscience. They recemession
of sins, they put on Christ and become memberseofrtost holy
body of Jesus Christ. . . . All who hear the Gogpel believe in
it, all those who are made alive by the Holy Spiiithin them,
no matter of what nationality or speech they arisjdns, or
Hollanders, Germans, Belgians, Jews, Gentiles,ang&omen,
all are baptised into one spiritual body of whidfriSt is the
head—that is, they are baptised into Jesus’ chewaimunity
(Col. 1:18)*

Noah’s Ark and Jesus’ Community

The story of the flood held symbolic significance the first
Anabaptists. Noah was Jesus. The ark was Jesugchu
community, and the door into it was baptism. Jatteb
Keersgieter, burned at the stake at Brugge in Beigirote:

Baptism must be received upon faith for a buriadiof a washing
of regeneration, a covenant of the Christian hifgg a putting on
of the body of Christ. It is an ingrafting into ttree olive tree

'® Ausbund114:4-5
Y verclaringhe des christelycken doopselsca..1542
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and vine of Christ, an entrance into the spiriaré of Noah,
which belongs to Chrig?.

After baptism the Anabaptists found themselvesiwithe body
of Christ, breaking bread together and sharing tineiterial
things. Whoever took part in the life of the bodiwpwed himself
to be a member of it, but beyond this, “church mership,” in
the beginning, did not exist.

Thousands of converts were baptised into the Anadtap
movement at meetings among people they never saw.dighe
believers (above all, the servants and messengensd about
continually, and congregations that numbered séheradred
people at one meeting might well number fifty adén the
next—and vice versa. Only in Moravia, at the begigndid
congregations become stable units. There they livethe
Bruderhofe(also known aslaushabencommunal households
in rented buildings in town) but their teachinglmaptism
remained the same. Messengers from the Brudertitbfe s
baptised converts spontaneously wherever theylleayeand
only those who decided to move to Moravia actuadgame
part of the settled congregations there.

Bundesgenossen

Grown into each other through baptism into the boid@hrist,
the first Anabaptists called one another companafriise
covenant Bundesgenossgriro this teaching, Martin Luther and
the translators of the first Dutch (Biestkens) Bibtade a
contribution. They translated 1 Peter 3:20-21 tlkis: “A few
people, eight in all, were saved through water, targlwater
symbolises baptism that now saves you also—natetimeval

of dirt from the body but theovenanbf a good conscience

with God through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”

2 bid.
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Baptism as a covenant and the resulting “societhef
covenant” Bundesvereinigurdorought the first Anabaptists to
say like Jakob Kautz and Wilhelm Reublin in a lettethe

town council of Strasbourg in 1529:

When the merciful God called us by his grace toweléus light,
we did not reject the heavenly message but madeenant with
God in our hearts to serve him in holiness allaays. . . . Then
we reported our purpose to the companions of therant.

Pilgram Marpeck addressed his major book, publishdd42,
to “the Christian society of the covenaBufdesvereinigungof
all true believers.”

Menno Simons’ addressed his earliest Anabaptigingrio “all
the true companions of the covenant scattered dljroa

Loyalty

Brothers and sisters deeply conscious of their marewith
Jesus become deeply loyal to him and to one andtharletter
to me, a friend once mentioned “the Anabaptist easEhon
corporate discipleship” as the “centrepiece of great
heritage.” He was partially correct. The first Aaphlists spoke
of corporate discipleship, but they revolved arodasgus, not
around “corporate discipleship.”

Jesus was the centrepiece.

The first Anabaptists did not bother writing abtayalty to the
church, loyalty to the brotherhood, or loyalty todsordained
leaders. They did not make two commitments, ortagédead
and one to the body. Their covenant with Jesus rathd¢her
relationships conditional.

The oneness, the love and the community that exsédom the
Anabaptists’ covenant with Jesus made their enemies

suspicious. The Catholics and Protestants begsnsjgect that
the Anabaptists had sworn themselves to one anaftiesome



On to the Covenanti31

secret and terrible oath. But when questioned athisit
Ambrutz Spittelmayr said:

I know of no other commitment we make to one anuothan the
covenant we make in baptism. . . . We bind ourselee5od and
become one with him in love, in spirit, in faitdain baptism.
At the same time God binds himself to us and presiise stay
with us through thick and thifi.

Married to Jesus

The first Anabaptists spoke often of being “martiedChrist.”
At baptism they did not bind themselves to a cogagtien or
denomination, not to rules or constitutions or haraathorities,
but to Jesus—Ilike a bride binds herself to the gro@/herever
their fellow believers followed Jesus, they werenaaitted to
supporting them. Wherever they did not, they weramitted
to oppose them.

Hans Betz wrote:

Faith comes from hearing Christian preaching, tban a
person believes, he must be baptised. Baptism iiisiGf the
covenant of a good conscience. . . . the promifigedrom this
point onward in the will of God.

We make a promise to God in baptism that we aradow keep.
Like a wife is subject to her husband here on dréheso we
become subject to Christ when we marry him in lsapff

The “rose red blood of Christ” was unspeakably ez to the
first Anabaptists. It released them from the ddlstio that they
could not possibly have paid. But logic told thdrattJesus who
bought their debt had the right of claiming thenhesbond
servants.

This covenant with Jesus led them . . .

L From the written testimony of Ambrutz Spittelmagf,October 25, 1527.
2 Ausbund108:5-6



