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Who wants to hang in there?

By Andre Gingerich Stoner
By some counts there are more than 30,000 Protestant denominations worldwide. More than 300 of these are Anabaptist-Mennonite fellowships and “denomina​tions.”


Gingerich Stoner

In our family of churches there are new splits and new groups being formed each year. And all of these presumably hold as sacred the prayer of Jesus “that they might all be one” so that “the world will know that the Father has sent me” (John 17).

How has this happened? How is this continuing to happen? 

Anabaptism emerged nearly 500 years ago as one movement within the Reformation. These movements shared a commitment that the church constantly needs renewal and reform. This has come to be known as the Protestant Principle.

But the virtue of protest has all too often become the vice of schisms, splits and splinters. The Protestant Principle has become the Protestant Dilemma. 

This is the thesis of a challenging and stimulating book by Gerald Schlabach, Unlearning Protestantism: Sustaining Christian Community in an Unstable Age (Brazos, 2010). 

Mennonites are deeply infected by the Protestant Dilemma. The issues of the day have repeatedly ripped us apart — whether matters of dress, Sunday schools and revival, women in leadership or how we understand differences in sexual orientation. 

Drawing from years of experience at the intersection of Ana​baptism and Catholicism, Schla​bach writes: “What all of us need are the practices and virtues that make it possible to reform, pro​test and even dissent out of love for one’s Christian community — even while sustaining a doggedly loyal commitment to hang in there with those among whom we disagree.”

We should take seriously this challenge to hang in there, even when we irritate, anger or hurt each other.

In Mennonite Church USA, I’m afraid some conservatives simply wish liberals would go away. Likewise, some liberals wish conservatives would just disappear. 

Rather than brothers and sisters hanging in there in the hope of drawing closer to each other and to Jesus, battle lines are drawn. Opponents jockey for position and seek to defeat each other.

How do we unlearn the tendency to split? How do we learn to be the church together so the world will say, “See how they love each other”? This requires attention to procedures and to the quality of our relationships. 

Doing business around tables where we also tend relationships, engaging in discernment rather than simple up-or-down votes, creating spaces where we can listen and speak carefully — these are important for our churches.

And, in the process, we are learning to honor the risks people take to enter the conversation and the different experiences of having or not having power.

Beyond procedures and structures, we need a change of heart. Can we deepen our love for each other so that we can truly sing, “Let me be as Christ to you”?

Can we learn not to discount the “weaker” brother or sister — whoever that might be?

Can we share with conviction the truth that God has given us and still think about practicing “mutual submission”?

Can we cultivate an active patience and a holy wrestling with each other when we have deep and profound differences — believing that where two or three are gathered there Jesus really is with us?

Can we place our trust in the One who is ready to do things beyond what we might be able to ask or imagine?
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