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We	began	our	time	with	a	clip	from	the	1985	drama	Witness	starring	Harrison	Ford.		
In	this	scene,	an	Amish	community	comes	together	to	raise	a	barn.	
	
Well,	if	you	are	wondering,	yes,	that	is	Viggo	Mortensen	in	that	clip	as	well.		Aragorn	
from	Lord	of	the	Rings,	Han	Solo	from	Star	Wars,	and	the	guy	from	the	movie	Die	
Hard	all	playing	Amish	people	in	a	movie.		And	of	course,	there’s	a	potluck	at	the	end	
of	the	scene,	right?		Well,	this	is	a	bit	of	a	stereotypical	image	of	Anabaptists	
especially	our	Amish	brothers	and	sisters,	but	it’s	also	a	beautiful	image	of	how	
community	really	is	at	the	centre	of	Anabaptist	life.	
	
This	is	part	of	our	story.		This	is	part	of	our	family.	
	
We	may	not	have	the	same	gender	roles	as	depicted	in	this	scene,	but	we	still	place	
an	emphasis	on	coming	together	to	help	one	another,	serve,	build,	and	feed	the	
hungry	and	the	thirsty.	
	
While	some	people	would	believe	that	Christianity	is	all	about	a	personal	spiritual	
experience,	Anabaptists	would	emphasize	that	spirituality	is	certainly	about	our	
relationship	with	God,	but	it’s	also	about	our	relationships	with	others.	
	
So	you’ve	joined	us	for	Part	2	of	our	current	series	Anabaptist	Essentials	where	we	
are	walking	through	a	book	by	a	local	guy,	Palmer	Becker,	and	talking	about	the	
signs	and	practices	that	make	us	a	bit	unique	in	the	larger	Christian	church	world.	
	
As	we	said	last	week,	Palmer	Becker	suggests	that	Anabaptists	rally	around	three	
basic	ideas,	Jesus,	Community,	and	Reconciliation.		And	today,	we’re	going	to	talk	
about	Community.	
	
In	the	passage	that	we	read	from	Genesis	this	morning,	did	you	notice	something	
funny?		Christians	would	generally	say	that	there	is	how	many	gods?		One,	right?		
Yet,	how	does	God	describe	himself	in	the	passage	that	we	read	from	Genesis	1?	
	
He	says,	“Us”	doesn’t	he?	Let	us	make	people	in	our	image		That’s	kindof	a	curious	
thing	for	a	single	god	to	say,	isn’t	it?		Many	theologians	throughout	history	have	
believed	this	to	be	one	of	the	earliest	expressions	of	what	Christians	call	the	Trinity.		
The	idea	that	God	simultaneously	exists	as	three	expressions	of	personhood:	God,	
Jesus,	and	the	Holy	Spirit.	
	



This	has	lead	even	more	theologians	to	suggest	that	although	God	exists	as	one	
entity,	with	no	other	gods	alongside	of	him,	he	simultaneously	exists	as	community;	
as	relationship.	
	
It’s	a	bit	of	a	mystery	to	Christians,	but	the	story	of	the	Bible	seems	to	suggest	that	
God’s	nature	is	fundamentally	relationship;	is	fundamentally	community.	
	
And	so	when	God	creates	people	in	his	image,	male	and	female	both	being	images	
and	expressions	of	God,	we	are	created	in	the	image	of	community,	in	the	image	of	
relationship.	
	
It	is	interesting	to	note	that	we	are	not	solitary	creatures.		We	seem	fundamentally	
built	to	be	in	community	with	others.		We	cannot	procreate	on	our	own.		We	need	
two	people	of	two	different	sexes	in	order	to	create	new	human	life.		What	is	one	of	
the	worst	punishments	that	you	can	exact	upon	someone?	
	
Solitary	confinement,	right?		Put	us	on	our	own	long	enough,	and	we	actually	begin	
to	become	psychologically	damaged.	There	is	something	fundamental	about	us	that	
requires	community,	that	requires	relationship.	
	
And	so	the	story	of	the	Bible	seems	to	suggest	that	this	need	for	community,	this	
need	for	relationship	is	part	of	the	image	of	God	in	us.	
	
For	Anabaptists,	spirituality	is	not	an	isolated	interior	experience,	but	an	experience	
that	is	rooted	in	and	formed	by	our	interactions	with	others.	
	
For	Palmer	Becker,	there	are	three	things	that	Anabaptists	particularly	focus	on	
when	it	comes	to	community.	
	
First	of	all,	forgiveness	is	essential	for	community.		Anabaptists	would	say	that	any	
community	experience	where	we	do	not	practice	or	experience	forgiveness	runs	the	
risk	of	becoming	religious	activity	where	we’re	never	really	honest	with	one	
another,	where	we’re	never	really	honest	with	God,	and	we	run	the	risk	of	
perpetuating	injustices.	
	
And	so	forgiveness	is	expressed	and	experienced	in	church	in	two	different	ways:	
there’s	vertical	forgiveness,	which	represents	the	forgiveness	we	receive	and	
experience	in	our	personal	relationship	with	God,	and	horizontal	forgiveness,	which	
represents	the	forgiveness	we	receive	and	experience	with	one	another.	
	
An	example	of	vertical	forgiveness	would	be	when	David	cries	out	for	forgiveness	
from	God	in	Psalm	51	when	he	says,	Have	mercy	on	me,	O	God…blot	out	my	
transgressions…and	cleanse	me	from	my	sin.	(Psalm	51:	1-2,	NRSV).		David	
feels	he	has	done	something	wrong	and	he	hopes	and	prays	that	God	will	not	hold	it	
against	him.	
	



There	are	four	understandings	of	vertical	forgiveness	from	God.	
	
Sacrificial	forgiveness	–	where	someone	offers	a	sacrifice	to	God	in	order	to	
receive	forgiveness	of	sins.		This	is	the	system	of	Torah	law,	where	you	must	
sacrifice	part	of	your	livelihood	(animals,	food,	etc.)	in	order	to	make	up	for	how	you	
have	damaged	the	livelihood	of	another,	whether	that’s	theft,	murder,	etc.		You	must	
give	something	in	order	to	earn	forgiveness.	
	
Sacramental	forgiveness	–	You	must	participate	in	a	sacramental	activity	in	order	
to	earn	forgiveness.		You	must	do	something	in	order	to	earn	forgiveness.		Our	
Catholic	and	Protestant	brothers	and	sisters	will	often	say	that	all	humanity	lives	in	
a	condition	of	original	sin	where	we	are	all	guilty	of	sin	and	deserve	death	for	our	
sins.		You	must	experience	the	sacrament	of	baptism	in	order	to	earn	forgiveness	for	
your	sins.		And	so	this	is	why	they	will	often	practice	infant	baptism.		Some	churches	
will	baptize	their	infants	because	their	belief	is	that	it	is	the	ceremony	or	sacrament	
of	baptism	that	saves	you	from	sin.		Baptize	your	children	now,	so	that	if	they	die,	or	
something	happens	to	them,	they	will	be	saved.	
	
Justification	by	faith	–	God	simply	forgives	you	of	your	sins,	no	matter	what	you	do.		
It	is	a	free	gift	completely	outside	of	your	control	or	choice.		For	by	grace	you	have	
been	saved	through	faith,	and	this	is	not	your	own	doing,	it	is	the	gift	of	God	–	
not	the	result	of	works	so	that	no	one	may	boast.	(Eph.	2:	8-9,	NRSV)		This	
concept	was	begun	by	Martin	Luther	and	other	Protestants	for	a	really	good	reason.		
They	lived	in	an	age	where	people	were	using	money	and	personal	favours	in	order	
to	earn	favour	in	the	church;	in	order	to	earn	salvation.		Luther	wanted	to	
emphasize	that	salvation	does	not	come	from	religious	works,	but	is	the	gift	of	grace	
from	God.		However,	this	quicly	swung	the	pendulum	all	the	way	to	the	other	end	of	
the	spectrum	and	Christians	now	began	to	say	when	you	become	a	Christian,	you	
don’t	have	to	change	any	of	your	actions	in	life.		Because	to	do	so	would	be	trying	to	
earn	your	salvation.		All	of	a	sudden	we	got	Christians	who	killed	other	Christians	or	
ignored	the	practical	teachings	of	Jesus	because	they	felt	they	didn’t	have	to	change	
anything	about	their	lives.	
	
Anabaptists	would	say	that	they	seek	a	transformational	forgiveness	from	God.		
God’s	grace	is	a	free	gift	that	we	don’t	earn	through	religion,	but	we	can	choose	
whether	or	not	to	be	in	relationship	with	it.		You	don’t	have	to	offer	sacrifices	in	
order	to	earn	God’s	love,	and	God’s	love	doesn’t	come	through	a	religious	ceremony,	
but	through	a	relational	choice.		Now	our	lives	become	transformed	and	changed,	
we	start	to	live	differently,	not	in	order	to	earn	forgiveness,	but	as	a	natural	result	of	
receiving	forgiveness.	
	
Anabaptists	would	emphasize	that	living	a	transformed	life	is	an	expression	of	faith,	
not	a	condition.		Sortof	like	how	ideally	in	marriage,	you’re	not	faithful	to	your	
spouse	because	a	lawyer	tells	you	to	do	so,	but	you	start	to	live	a	changed	life	in	
faithfulness	to	that	person	because	you	authentically	desire	to	be	in	relationship	
with	that	person.		Does	that	make	sense?	



	
Now	that	being	said,	Anabaptists	would	say	there	needs	to	be	a	balance	between	
vertical	and	horizontal	forgiveness.		Without	vertical	forgiveness,	without	the	
realization	that	I	need	forgiveness	from	God,	we	can	begin	to	think	that	we’re	pretty	
great.		I	think	our	wounded	egos	often	have	a	problem	with	the	idea	of	sin	because	
we	don’t	want	to	think	that	we’re	bad	people.		But	we	can	start	to	gloss	over	our	
mistakes,	and	when	we	start	to	gloss	over	our	mistakes,	that’s	when	Christians	have	
gotten	into	a	lot	of	trouble.	
	
That’s	when	we’ve	often	positioned	ourselves	as	morally	superior	to	others,	and	
started	to	get	judgmental.		But	if	we	understand	as	Jesus	taught	that	none	of	us	is	in	
the	position	to	cast	the	first	stone	of	judgment	and	we	all	need	the	same	level	of	
forgiveness	that	God	offers,	I	think	this	now	inspires	us	to	become	humble.		If	I	know	
I	need	forgiveness,	could	I	be	a	little	less	prone	to	judge	my	neighbor	who	needs	
vertical	forgiveness	from	God	just	as	much	as	I	do?	
	
So,	in	community,	in	order	to	experience	horizontal	forgiveness,	we	practice	things	
like	confession,	where	we	confess	to	one	another	the	wrongs	that	we	have	
committed.		We	approach	the	person	we	have	wronged	and	ask	for	their	
forgiveness.		Or	we	practice	repentance	in	community	where	we	regularly	take	time	
to	understand	that	as	a	community,	we	do	not	always	have	all	the	answers	and	we	
need	to	find	them	together.	
	
Palmer	Becker	suggests	that	we	experience	horizontal	forgiveness	in	two	ways.		
There’s	transactional	forgiveness	where	the	offended	party	releases	the	offender	
from	what	she	or	he	had	to	pay	in	order	to	reconcile	for	their	offense,	and	
simultaneously	frees	them	from	the	guilt	and	shame	associated	with	it.	
	
And	there’s	positional	forgiveness,	where	if	the	offender	refuses	to	confess	their	
sin	to	the	offended,	the	offended	party	still	holds	a	position	of	forgiveness	towards	
the	offender;	regardless	of	the	transaction.	
	
Anabaptists	feel	that	Jesus	modeled	this	kind	of	forgiveness	on	the	cross	when	he	
said,	“Father,	forgive	them;	for	they	do	not	know	what	they	are	doing.”	Despite	
the	actions	of	the	Romans	and	anyone	else	who	contributed	to	Jesus’	death,	Jesus	
asks	God	to	forgive	them.	
	
If	Anabaptists	cannot	achieve	transactional	forgiveness,	we	will	often	pursue	
positional	forgiveness;	because	of	the	example	of	our	Lord	and	because	of	the	belief	
that	vertical	forgiveness	and	horizontal	forgiveness	go	hand	in	hand.		In	Matt.	18,	
Jesus	tells	the	story	of	a	man	who	is	forgiven	a	great	debt	but	then	refuses	to	forgive	
the	debts	owed	to	him	by	others.		Jesus	suggests	that	shouldn’t	you	have	mercy	on	
your	fellow	servant	just	as	God	has	shown	mercy	to	you?		
	
Perhaps	one	of	the	most	high	profile	examples	of	positional	forgiveness	was	
immediately	after	the	shooting	that	took	place	in	a	one-room	Amish	schoolhouse	in	



West	Nickel	Mines,	Pennsylvania.		After	a	young	man	took	the	lives	of	five	girls	and	
eventually	committed	suicide	himself,	one	of	the	Amish	community	members	said,	
“We	must	not	think	evil	of	this	man.		He	had	a	mother	and	a	wife	and	a	soul	and	now	
he’s	standing	before	a	just	God.”		The	Amish	community	then	proceeded	to	express	
love	and	support	towards	the	family	of	the	killer	in	order	to	pursue	forgiveness	and	
express	community.	
	
Palmer	Becker	would	say	that	for	Anabaptists,	community	is	where	they	also	
discern	God’s	will.		For	some	church	communities,	God’s	will	is	discerned	through	
particular	leaders	or	particular	leadership	groups	who	then	dispense	this	news	of	
discernment	to	the	community.		Anabaptists	would	emphasize	that	it	is	all	levels	
and	all	expressions	of	community	that	God	uses	to	express	his	will.	
	
To	them,	Jesus	doesn’t	seem	to	emphasize	a	leadership	that	is	dictatorial.		Instead	he	
seems	to	emphasize	that	serving	others	is	how	leadership	is	expressed.		Hence,	the	
Anabaptist	emphasis	on	serving	others	through	things	like	a	barn	raising.	
	
Based	on	these	examples,	early	Anabaptists	wanted	to	get	back	to	a	model	of	
community	where	there	was	no	hierarchy	of	leadership	and	anyone	could	give	and	
receive	counsel	equally.		And	so	we	generally	refrain	from	big,	impressive	titles	for	
anyone	who	serves	as	clergy.	Some	Anabaptists	used	to	elect	their	leadership	by	
lottery	in	order	to	prevent	any	kind	of	politics	and	try	to	emphasize	that	God	
controls	any	selection	of	leadership.		We	don’t	do	that	anymore,	but	even		in	the	
process	of	my	becoming	pastor	of	this	church,	it	was	a	democratic	process	involving	
the	whole	church,	not	just	a	single	team	of	people.	
	
For	Anabaptists,	we	also	learn	from	Scripture	in	community.		God	doesn’t	teach	
through	from	Bible	through	a	single	person	like	me	alone,	but	also	through	
conversation	and	dialogue	over	Scripture.	
	
Dialogue	about	Scripture	in	community	prevents	any	kind	of	elitism	and	disciplines	
us	to	remember	that	God	can	speak	through	any	person,	man,	or	woman.	
	
In	dialogue,	we	can	hear	different	opinions,	and	in	dialogue,	we	also	learn	how	to	
apply	anything	that	we	learn.		It	is	one	thing	to	hear	preaching	and	teaching	on	a	
Sunday.		Anabaptists	believe	that	it’s	an	entirely	different	thing	when	we	have	to	
think	about	how	we	treat	our	neighbor,	our	community	member	in	church,	or	our	
enemy.		For	Anabaptists,	dialogue	in	community	is	how	we	learn	to	work	these	
things	out	together.	
	
Palmer	Becker	would	say	that	one	of	the	best	forums	in	North	American	culture	for	
us	to	learn	how	to	express	forgiveness	and	how	to	discern	God’s	will	is	not	in	large,	
growing	church	gatherings,	but	in	small	groups.	
	
For	Becker,	small	groups	are	“an	excellent	setting	for	believers	and	seekers	together	
to	give	and	receive	counsel	on	what	they	have	learned	and	experienced.”	Dialogue	



and	discernment	do	not	happen	when	we	all	face	the	same	direction	together	on	a	
Sunday	morning.		But	it	does	happen	when	we	turn	our	chairs	towards	one	another	
in	a	manageable	amount	of	people	where	we	have	space	and	room	enough	for	
everyone	to	express	themselves.	
	
He	cites	how	early	Anabaptists	met	in	homes	to	do	church	together	and	he	also	
shares	a	story	from	two	young	Mennonite	leaders	right	here	in	Canada:	
	
Jessica	Reesor	Rempel	and	Chris	Brnjas	were	both	finishing	their	theology	
degrees	when	they	began	to	notice	that	many	young	adult	peers	felt	
disconnected	from	church,	even	though	their	Anabaptist	faith	was	important	
to	them.		They	started	Pastors	in	Exile,	which	aims	to	connect	young	people	
through	dialogue	and	vibrant	faith	experiences	inside	and	outside	church	
walls.		Reesor	Rempel	now	facilitates	a	weekly	intergenerational	feminist	
Bible	study	where	participants	discern	God’s	will	for	themselves	and	for	each	
other	through	giving	and	receiving	counsel.		Although	feminism	would	have	
been	far	from	the	minds	of	sixteenth-century	Anabaptists,	Reesor	Rempel	and	
Brnjas	note	the	resemblance	of	the	experience.		Reesor	Rempel	ecplains,	“As	
we	read	[the	Bible]	we	ask	questions	about	power,	privilege,	gender	roles,	and	
the	nature	of	God	that	we	have	not	been	encouraged	to	ask	in	a	larger	church	
setting.		When	we	gather	there	are	no	authorities	or	experts;	rather,	each	
participant	is	invited	to	explore	her	own	interpretation	of	the	Scripture	with	
the	group.		Everyone	has	something	to	teach	and	everyone	has	something	to	
learn.	
	
Its	this	understanding	of	dialogue,	giving	and	receiving	counsel,	and	support	for	one	
another	that	is	at	the	heart	of	Anabaptist	community	life.	
	
So	what	will	we	do	as	a	church	in	order	to	ensure	that	this	kind	of	dialogue	and	
accountability	is	at	the	heart	of	our	church	life?	
	
You	might	recall	that	I	preached	on	the	topic	of	small	groups	about	two	weeks	ago.		
If	you	weren’t	here	for	that	sermon,	you	can	check	it	out	on	our	website	at	
www.thefirstmenno.com.	It’s	called	Doing	Church:	Reflection,	Ritual,	and	
Relationship.	On	that	particular	Sunday,	we	actually	did	a	sign	up	for	small	groups	to	
see	if	we	can’t	get	some	sort	of	small	group	ministry	going	here	at	The	First	
Mennonite	Church,	and	we	actually	had	a	great	sign-up.		Thankyou	for	doing	that!	
	
However,	we	have	one	major	problem.		We	haven’t	been	able	to	put	together	
leadership	yet	for	these	groups.		So,	in	the	spirit	of	Anabaptist	giving	and	receiving	
of	counsel,	I	would	invite	all	of	you	to	consider	how	we	might	get	leadership	going	
for	small	groups	here	at	The	First	Mennonite	Church.		I	would	invite	you	to	send	me	
your	e-mails,	arrange	a	meeting	for	coffee.		Let’s	talk	some	more	about	what	we	
might	do.		Without	leaders,	we	can’t	run	small	groups.		Without	small	groups,	are	we	
missing	out	on	an	important	part	of	the	experience	of	community	that	is	at	the	heart	
of	Anabaptism?	



	
I’ll	let	you	consider	that	as	you	leave	here	today,	but	let	me	please	also	give	you	this	
thought.		I’m	currently	taking	a	theology	course	at	Conrad	Grebel	College,	and	last	
week,	we	pondered	this	question:	
	
Some	people	would	say	that	saying	God	is	a	Trinity	is	like	putting	God	in	a	box.		That	
seems	to	be	too	limiting.		How	could	we	as	humanity	ever	hope	to	comprehend	God?		
How	could	we	ever	hope	to	use	something	like	words	to	identify	God?		Surely,	God	is	
far	too	mysterious	and	too	beyond	our	scope	of	reality	to	be	put	in	a	box	with	words	
like	Trinity,	community,	and	relationship.	
	
Is	it	possible	that	in	the	concept	of	the	Trinity	and	what	we	hear	about	community	
and	relationship	through	Jesus,	that	this	is	actually	an	example	of	God	putting	
himself	in	a	box?	
	
Maybe	God	puts	himself	in	a	box	because	that	would	make	him	relatable?		Because	
then	we	have	something	we	can	reach	out	to	and	try	to	connect	with?		Something	to	
relate	to?	
	
If	our	desire	for	community,	for	partnership,	and	relationship	is	part	of	God’s	image	
in	us,	does	it	make	sense	that	God	would	express	himself	in	an	image	of	community	
to	actually	reach	us?		If	God	is	love	and	he	actually	wants	to	intimately		know	us	
instead	of	hoping	we	somehow	do	enough	in	order	to	earn	the	love	of	a	distant	and	
unknowable	God,	would	it	not	make	sense	that	he	might	appear	to	us	as	a	person	
who	we	can	dialogue	with?		As	hands	we	can	hold?		As	someone	we	can	embrace	in	
the	person	of	Jesus?	
	
Perhaps	this	Thanksgiving,	one	of	the	things	we	can	be	thankful	for	this	morning	
and	one	of	the	things	we	can	express	our	undying	worship	for	this	morning,	is	that	
God	came	down	from	images	of	pillars	of	fire,	dark	storm	clouds,	and	unfathomable	
mysteries	to	become	a	person.		To	appear	in	the	image	that	he	made	us	in.	
	
To	show	us	that	his	image	is	loved	and	that	our	image	is	good.	
	
As	Anabaptists,	we	say	that	community	is	the	centre	of	our	life	because	community	
is	at	the	centre	of	God’s	existence,	and	he	best	showed	us	why	this	is	the	case	by	
expressing	forgiveness,	love,	and	hope	in	the	person	of	Jesus.	
	
Let’s	pray	together.	


