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“True evangelical faith is of such a nature it cannot lie dormant, but spreads itself 

out in all kinds of righteousness and fruits of love; 

it dies to flesh and blood (1); 

it destroys all lusts and forbidden desires (2); 

it seeks, serves and fears God in its inmost soul (3); 

it clothes the naked (4); 

it feeds the hungry (5); 

it comforts the sorrowful (6); 

it shelters the destitute (7); 

it aids and consoles the sad (8); 

it does good to those who do it harm (9); 

b it serves those that harm it (10); 

it prays for those who persecute it (11); 

it teaches, admonishes and judges us with the Word of the Lord (12); 

it seeks those who are lost (13); 

it binds up what is wounded (14); 

it heals the sick (15); 

it saves what is strong (sound) (16); 

it becomes all things to all people (17). 

The persecution, suffering and anguish that come to it for the sake of the Lord’s 

truth have become a glorious joy and comfort to it.” 

 

Those are the words of Menno Simons, written in about 1539 in a work titled Why I 

Do Not Cease Teaching and Writing.  Every week, we come to a church that is named 

after this man.  Mennonite was a term initially applied to Dutch Anabaptists, or 

students of the Radical Reformation, but this term would go on over history to be 

applied to thousands of churches around the world today. 

 

Nathan Scott and I were recently at the offices of Mennonite Church Eastern Canada 

and as we walked in the door, we saw a sign listing all of the organizations who had 

offices in this building, and there was Mennonite Church of Eastern Canada, 

Mennonite Central Committee, Mennonite Foundation of Canada, and it went on and 

on, Mennonite, Mennonite, Mennonite.  And I commented to Nathan what do you 

think Menno Simons would have thought if he saw his name listed so many times on 

the wall of an office building as names for so many organizations? 

 

But it’s undeniable, this one man had a huge influence on a movement of people in 

Europe in the 16th century that has moved on throughout history to impact the 

world.  This man and the words that I read a moment ago are part of our heritage.  

They are a part of our history.  They have shaped who we are today. 

 

Now, my first exposure to Mennonites came in 1995 when I came to the city of 

Waterloo as a bright young undergraduate student who began to take courses at 

Conrad Grebel College; a well-known Mennonite institution.  Mennonites drove in 

horses and buggies around our city.  They dressed in plain wear, and wore bonnets.  



They ice skated up and down the country roads outside of the city in the winter.  

When you saw them, you felt as if you had stepped back into the 19th century. 

 

But then as I saw a different side of Mennonites in my classes at Conrad Grebel, I 

began to feel myself developing a deep appreciation for what this church family 

represented.  I began to hear about how they yearned for an authentic faith in Jesus.  

Not a faith that simply went through the motions of ritual, but authentically sought 

out to follow what Jesus really said.  I began to hear about how their plain wear 

came from a desire to discipline themselves to have enough for anyone in need. That 

no one in the community would go without.  I began to hear about how they 

vehemently opposed using violence in the name of religion.  I began to hear how 

they stood for all of these things and bravely faced death when people began to 

persecute them for holding this beliefs.  I began to feel my heart falling in love with 

this church family. 

 

Now, I could stand up here and go through a whole history lesson on Mennonite 

Heritage, how the Mennonites spread across Europe and emigrated to North 

America, and so on and so forth; but as exciting as it would be for me, I’m betting 

you would appreciate hearing the personal stories of people in our church family 

about their Mennonite heritage.  And so I’ve asked Mildred Nigh to share with us 

this morning on her own experience as a Mennonite. 

 

Interview with Mildred Nigh 

 

Why is it important to talk about our Mennonite Heritage?  Why should we care?  

Shouldn’t we just move on to the future? 

 

I believe that it’s important that we understand our past.  We have brothers and 

sisters, parents and grandparents, distant ancestors in blood and in faith who have 

gone before us and given, sacrificed so we can do church here today.  If it wasn’t for 

the example of people bravely refusing to return violence for violence even at the 

cost of their own lives, would we have the understanding of working for peace that 

we have today?  If our ancestors hadn’t made the terribly brave decision to make the 

weeks-long, harrowing journey overseas from Europe, would we have our homes 

here in this beautiful Niagara Region?  If our ancestors hadn’t walked for weeks 

from Pennsylvania to the Twenty Valley, would we have our church?  If it hadn’t 

been modeled for us by our ancestors, would we have our understanding of what it 

means to give generously to others?  If our ancestors hadn’t worked so hard to help 

refugees move all the way across the world from Russia to Canada because they 

believed that we were all family, would we have our homes here? 

 

We remember our heritage in order to honour our brothers and sisters who have 

gone before us and taught us, and to help us understand our faith today. 

 



Now some people may say, well what use are denomination names anyways?  Don’t 

they just divide us?  Aren’t we really just part of a world-wide church family that 

shouldn’t use words like Mennonite to say that we’re better than others? 

 

May I suggest that we can still have the family name of Mennonite and authentically 

relate as if we’re not better than others?  May I suggest that we can still have the 

family name of Mennonite and still be a family that welcomes others and loves 

others? 

 

I am a Hutton.  If you knew some other Huttons, you might know a thing or two 

about my family.  The Huttons tend to be a pretty fun-loving group.  They laugh a lot 

out loud, and at the same time, they can have some good, serious discussions.  They 

have a strong principle of being considerate towards others, and being polite.  The 

men in our family tend to be pretty academic.  The women are the party.  My father 

and I are building a model ship together, my sisters and my wife go and ride every 

single humongous roller coaster at Canada’s Wonderland.  As you get to know the 

Huttons, you might also come to learn, that we’ve had a hard time with marriages.  

There have been a lot of divorces in my family, and we’ve lost many family members 

to cancer. 

 

Hearing my name of Hutton tells you a little bit about our family.  But it doesn’t 

make us better than Thiessens, or Friesens, or Pauls, or Funks.  My family name of 

Hutton tells you about me and my past, but it doesn’t necessarily judge every other 

family out there.  I can enjoy being a Hutton without having to judge other families 

or feel threatened by other families. 

 

In the same way, Mennonite is our family name.  When you hear us described as 

Mennonite, you’re going to learn about us and our past.  You’re going to learn we 

have a big focus on authentic faith.  You’re going to hear we place a strong emphasis 

on giving generously and serving others.  You’re going to hear that we have a strong 

commitment to creative non-violence.  We do not use our family name to now say 

that we are better than Catholics, or Protestants, or the United Church, or the 

Pentecostal church. 

 

It doesn’t have to be that way.  No more than calling myself a Hutton makes me 

judgmental of any other family name. 

 

It is okay to celebrate our family and celebrate who we are and it does not have to 

be at the expense of other church families. 

 

Celebrating our family honours those members of our family who came before us 

and it helps us to remember them.  It helps us to remember where we came from.  It 

helps us to remember our story as a family, and it goes on to help us understand 

who we are today. 

 



Many people think today that young people are turned off by denominational 

names.  That they want to be part of something modern and new.  I think some 

young people do.  But what I’m astonished by more and more, is how more and 

more young people are seeking out traditional churches with a history.  In some of 

my conversations with these young people, they will often say that they want to feel 

like they are a part of something.  Like they are a part of something with a history.  

They don’t want to be part of a church that’s a flash in the pan, here today and gone 

tomorrow.  They don’t want to be part of a church that’s all about the flash and 

show, but they want to be part of a church family with a depth and an ancestry that 

traces itself back over many generations.  They want to be part of a church that has 

come about through the giving and sacrifice of others before them.  Young people 

more and more are keying into the authenticity of a faith that has been developed 

over the lessons of many different generations. 

 

Young people love our principles.  They want to be authentic, not shallow.  They 

want to give in order to make a better world, and they’ve seen the futility and the 

damage of violence.  They want to learn how to make peace in our world.  And they 

want to know who Jesus is and what he had to say. 

 

How do we remember and celebrate our past that we might learn from it, and now 

evolve and take principles established for us by our ancestors into a new day? 

 

And so maybe today is a good day for you to become a history student!  Perhaps if 

you’re here today and you’re not entirely familiar with the history of Menno Simons, 

the Mennonite church in Canada, the Radical Reformation, or the history of 

Anabaptists, maybe it’s time to do a little reading.  We have books right here in our 

church library that can helpful with that.  I also keep a library in my office here, so if 

you’re looking for some good reading, come and talk to me after the service, and we 

can see what we can’t get you. 

 

There are also a ton of great resources online.  Believe it or not, Wikipedia is a great 

way to get some good Anabaptist/Mennonite history.  Did you know that we also 

have an incredible resource called Commonword.ca?  Commonword.ca is an online 

library of resources, books, articles, and more where you can actually order books 

online to be loaned to you for a period of time, all postage paid and when it comes 

time to return them, they actually come with a postage slip that you simply attach to 

an envelope or container with everything that you’ve borrowed and you mail the 

items back to them; again, no postage paid.  It’s an incredible resource and they have 

a vast collection of books that you can read all on Mennonite heritage completely for 

free! 

 

Let me close with my favourite Mennonite story.  I’m positive that many of you have 

heard this story so many times; so forgive me if it feels cliché to repeat this story 

again; but a) it’s just a a great story and b) I have the microphone. 

 



In the year 1569, Dirk Willems was a young Anabaptist, rebaptizing people as an 

expression of their personal choice to become followers of Jesus against the orders 

of the church at that time.  Dirk was arrested and imprisoned for re-baptizing people 

(just think on that story next time you see a public adult baptism!) and while he was 

in prison, he managed to escape.  During his escape, Dirk was pursued by a prison 

guard across a frozen lake.  During that pursuit, the ice broke beneath the feet of the 

guard and the guard fell into the freezing water.  He was about to die and Dirk was 

about to escape completely scott-free!  Instead of allowing the guard to die and 

securing his own safe escape, Dirk Willems turned around and helped the guard out 

of the water, saving his life.  Because he stopped to save that prison guard’s life, he 

was captured, and eventually burned at the stake.  

 

Dirk could have run away and saved his own life but he believed that true 

evangelical faith, a true faith that witnesses to the world what Christ is all about, is a 

faith that shelters the destitute, aids and consoles the sad, does good to those who 

do it harm, and serves those who harm it.  The persecution, suffering and anguish 

that come to it for the sake of the Lord’s truth have become a glorious joy and 

comfort to it.” 

 

This is a story of my family.  This is a story of my heritage. 

 

This story tells us about our past and it casts a vision for the future.  How might I 

live with the same faith tomorrow that Dirk Willems had yesterday? 

 

Let’s celebrate our family today and at the same time still lead our family into the 

future. 


