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The Challense of True 
_, ,,~Qj_ 

These Anabaptist Christians are less concerned 
with changing society than seeking the lou;est place. 

It is a great thing if we can go out 
and tell people about God's kingdom. 
But it is a much greater thing !l a his
torical reality is presented to the 
world, a witness to the truth of the 
Gospel to be unforgettably branded 
into the records of history. 
Eberhard Arnold, Germany, November 12. 1933 

T HE YEAR WAS 1933, and Ger
many was a countrv eagerly 
luukmg to the future. Adoll Hil

ler and the National Socialists had 
pushed aside the shakv Weimar Repub
lic, and the dark davs of great povertv 
and lost national honor that followed 
World War I seemed already to be fad
ing into the past. E\'Cn the churches 
were swept up in the enthusiasm of a 
new beginning. "Our national leaders 
now explicitly confess their loyalty to 
Christianity and Church ... ," rejoiced 
the Federation of Protestant Churches. 
The defeat of communism appeared de
cisive. and church leaders praised the 
rebirth of "patriotic awareness. true 
national community, and religious n:
vival." All of Germany could now look 
to the future with confidence and a 
renewed sense of divine mission. 

Even as the church fanned the llames 
of nationalism, a small community of 
Christian believers living in the Rhon 
mountains began to raise their solitary 
voice against the Third Reich. On No
vember 12, 1933, membas of the Bru
derhuf movement, led by founder Eber
hard Arnold, refused to vote yes in a 
carefully watched Nazi plebiscite. (For 
a review of Arnold's writings, sec p. 48.) 
On signed ballots, every Bruderhof 
adult explained that their allegiance 
was to Jesus Christ, whose kingdom 
was the standard by which all govern
ments were judged. Four day·s later, 
over 100 Nazi storm troopers surround
ed the tiny community and ransacked 
their buildings in search of nonexistent 
wt·apons. It was the first of man~· head
on wnfrontations with the Gestapo, 
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but the members of the Bruderhol were 
determined to remain in German:-• as 
long as the government allowed. "It 
will depend on who holds out the long
est," said Amold. Amid dailv hardship 
and the constant threat of exile to con
centration camps, the 150 members of 
the Bruderhof carried on their mission 
of living in Christian unitv and provid
ing shelter fur people seeking a deeper 
spirituality than that offered bv Ger
man state churches. 

ROM THE VERY BEGINNING, the 
Bmderhof had faced over
whelming obstacles. In the 

year of its or-igin, 1920, all of Germany 
was on the edge of economic and politi
cal collapse. Lost national honor, high 
unemployment, stagger-ing inflation 
(by late 1923, it took billions of German 
marks to buy one American dollar). and 
widespread hunger had crushed the 
German people. The credibility of the 
Christian chu1·ch was seriouslv under
mined by its wholehearted support of 
the war, and young and old alike were 
crippled by disillusionment. 

In the midst of this devastation, 
Ebe1·hard Arnold, his family, and a 
small band offriends sought to witness 
to the unquenched power of Jesus 
Christ by following the communal path 
of the early Christian church. Arnold's 
own spiritual routs were in the Student 
Christian Movement, a mission arm of 
Dwight L. Muudv's revivalism, and in 
the nineteentfi:century "religious-so
cial" movement, a Protestant renewal 
combining personal piety with social 
concern. By mutual agreement, mem
bers of Arnold's new curmnunit\· held 
all properlY in common, dn:ssed mod
estly, upheld the sanctitv of marriage 
and famil~· life, educated thdr own 
children, and followed the example of 
the carl~· Christians bv refusing to par-

licipate in militar~· servicl'. The atmos
phere of the Bruderhof was one of _joyful 
simplil'itv; its members combined a 
love of nature and four-part singing 
with a firm commitment to following 
the radical precepts of the Sermon on 
the Mount. Shelter was given to numer
ous undc1·privileged and orphaned 
children, and a cheerful welcome was 
extended to thousands of guests. Finan
cial support for the communitv came 
from small-scale publishing and farm
ing, and from donations. 

Des pitt' severe poverty, constant hun
ger, and a period of serious internal 
disunity, the Bruderhof survived and 
increased in number. Eberhard Arnold 
died in 1935, and in 1937 the Gestapo 
ordered all members of the Bruderhof 
to leave Germany. In the vcars -to come 
the winds of war blew the tightly knit 
community from Liechtenstein to Eng
land. and-at the height of U-boat ac
tivity-across the Atlantic Ocean to 
Paraguay. At every sll'p of the wav. the 
Bruderhof grew in size, although sever
al adults and 20 infants died in the 
harsh tropical climate of Paraguay. Fi
nally, in 1961, the entire communi tv 

immigrated to the United States. 
Today, the Bruderhof has over 1.200 

members in four communities in the 
eastern United States and England. 
Many of their original members are 
still alive, and the present-day Bruder
hof follows much the same path as the 
early Rhon community. Property is 
held in common, dress is modest, men 
do not participate in military service, 
and children arc taught in community 
schools until the eighth grade, when 
they enter public schools. The Bruder
hof is self-supporting through the pro
duction of children's toys (Community 
Playthings) and Rifton equipment for 
the handicapped, and members work at 
a variety of community jobs, including 
shop work. child care, kitchen service, 
and gardming. Housing is provided in 
large buildings with individual family 
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units, and most meals arc taken com
munall~· in a central dining hall. 

The early education of Bruderhof 
children is of particular interest. Class
rooms are brightly colored and festive, 
and instruction includes not only basic 
skills, but pottery, singing, painting, 
woodworking, and foreign language 
training. Children learn to work and 
play together at an early agt'. and their 
self-discipline and love of life is appar
ent even to the casual visitor. "The chil
dren of the Brothers give special de
light," said Malcolm Muggeridge, a 
neighbor of the Darvell Bruderhof in 
England. "Their eyes express the won
der of life rather than the fantasies of a 
TV screen, and their voices, when they 
sing, harmonize with the birds. In our 
village we rejoice that they should be 
with us." 

Membership in the Bruderhof n:
quircs a lifetime commitment, and 
young people who grow up in the com
munity are encouraged to spend one or 
two years outside the Bruderhof (often 
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Life in community (clockwise from left): 
Emy-Margret Zumpe and Sophie Lbber, 
Bruderho.fmembers.for 60 years; the communal 
dining room at the Woodcrest (New York) 
Bruderhof; Oma Trudi with her grandchildren; 
Charles Headland at work in a Bruderhof shop. 

in job training) belorc choosing com
munitv life. The hospitalitv of the Bru
derhof is warm and genuine, hut no 
effort is made to recruit new members. 
"We do not want to persuade pl'ople 
with smooth words or build a big 
church," says one Bruderhof elder. 
"Our task is not to call people to the 
Bmderhof. but to follow Christ more 
completely. If, in this effort, it is given 
to us to challenge others to live a more 
radical discipleship, then that is a great 
joy." 

In keeping with the early vision of 
Eberhard Arnold, the communi tv is for
mally united with the Hutterites. and 
their outward mission is determined 
not bv political inclinations (members. 
of the Bruderhof do not vote), but b.v 
their commitment to take the Bible se
riously in every area of life. Currently, 
the Bruderhof operates a temporary 
shelter for the homeless, and is in
volved in loc;1l prison ministr:v as well 
as overseas missions. A small maga
zine, The Plough, expresses Bruderhof 
views on issues as diverse as abortion, 
prostitution, divorce, and the nuclear 
arms race. 

In the following interview, members 
of the Bruderhof in three communities 
in the United States (Rifton, N.Y.; 
Farmington, Pa.; Norfolk, Conn.) speak 
to man~· of the issues facing them as an 
"early church .. community seeking to 
live faithfully in the twentieth century. 
The interYiew was conducted both in 
small discussion groups, and in large 
meetings, whl·re members of all three 
communilies pm·ticipated via telephone 
hookup. 

The Bruderhof was hom in war-tom 
Germany, and much of your early life 
together was shaped hy a sense of im
pending crises. How do you perceive 
the current situation in the United 
States, and what role do you see for 
yourselves? 

For every generation of Christian be
lievers, the task is always the same: to 
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The Chal~of True 
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hear the call of God and answer the 
challenge of the time in which we live. 
In Germany, there was a hard struggle 
with the spirit of hate and destruction, 
and we felt a call to maintain a witness 
for pcact• as long as we could. We built 
houses and a print shop, and worked in 
our fields with real jubilation, as if we 
were going to change the world. We did 
not speak words of hate against Hitler 
or the Nazis, but we tried to witness by 
our daily life that we were going <~ 

different direction, the way of Jesus and 
brotherly love. 

Today, as then, we believe our task is 
to live in a way that is completely op
posed to the spirit of the age. And once 
again we arc standing in the hour of 
decision, before questions of life and 
death. Mankind has the armaments and 
the hatred to destroy all of God's earth
ly creation. The spirit of nationalism 
has been revived. and many people, 
including well-meaning Christians, arc 
thinking only of themselves and the 
political and economic interests of 
their country. We have lived through 
one renewal of "religious feeling and 
patriotism," and we know that it can be 
a very dangerous time. 

In this climate, we believe our daily 
life together is still the best witness we 
can make. For each one personally, the 
challenge is to fight against those 
things in the human heart which make 
for immorality and a lack of bmthcrli· 
ness. Fur us as community, the chal
lenge is to live in true brotherhood. We 
arc seeking to follow the example of the 
early Christian church and witness by 
our communal life to the imminent 
coming of a different order-the king
dom of God. 

As an isolated community, distinct in 
dress and culture, what impact do you 
hope to make on society? 

Our task isn't to make an impact on 
society. Perhaps Jesus himself could 
haw made a greater impact, humanly 
speaking, if he had given in to Satan's 
temptation to become ruler of the king
doms of the wurld.lnslt'ad, he went the 
lowly way, the way of the cross. It is this 
path we arc seeking to follow. 

Jesus prayed, "Thy kingdom come on 
earth as it is in heaven." What we long 
for is that God's kingdom breaks in 
somewhere on this earth. It is our task 
as Christians to work and pray for this 
coming, and that is why we live togeth
er. We want to witness to the kingdom 
in every relationship between husband 
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and wile, parents and children, broth
ers and sisters. But our communities 
are not so important; they will pass 
away. What is important is that God's 
kingdom breaks in, which Jesus prom
ised. if we can be used as a tool for this, 
we are grateful, and don't want to stand 
in the way. 

How have you experienced God's king
dom in your life together? 

This is a deep matter, and we tremble 
to speak of it. God's kingdom is not so 
small that we can define it in human 
words, and we do not want to seem as 
if we have all the answers. or that our 
life in Christ can be put down on pa
per. We are only fellow seekers of the 
kingdom. 

Yet we believe, and have experi
enced, that God's kingdom has to do 
with the unity of hearts and the love 
with which Christ loved his disciples. 
To experience something of this unity 
and love, we must in repentance go 
very, ver.v low, because the Holy Spirit 
seeks the lowest place, like water run
ning down. When in repentance we seck 
God'.s kingdom, then Christ himself is 
present and our life together becomes 
an atmosphere where a deeply wound
ed soul can find rebirth. But the unity 
and love which Christ willed for his 
followers are never something we pos
sess. We experience them in spite of 
ourselves and only to the degree that we 
are willing to stay in the place of re
pentance. 

As Christians living in the world, we 
are citizens of two kingdoms, one of 
human origin and one established by 
God. What relationship do you see be
tween the two kingdoms? 

We don't want to get lust in an ethere
al. other-worldl;.r kind of thinking, but 
the reality is that God's kingdom breaks 
in upon us from outside of the present 
order. This kingdom has an embassy on 
earth now, and as Christians, our task is 
to live in the cmbassv as ambassadors 
in a strange land. The laws that operate 
in the embassy are the laws of God's 
kingdom, and ·~he loyalties we are 
struggling to establish arc kingdom 
loyalties. 

As ambassadors, we are called to wit· 
ness by our daily life together that it is 
possible for human beings here on Earth 
to follow completely the way of Jesus. 
Through repentance and the forgive
ness of sins, and by the power of the 
Holy Spirit, we arc commissioned to 

dwell in peace with one another, to love 
our neighbors as ourselves, to love our 
enemies, and to pray for those who 
spitefully use us. 

There is an increasing movement, both 
on the political Left and the political 
Right, to identify the interests of the 
kingdom of God with the interests of a 
particular country or political party. 
How do you view this trend? 

From our own historv, we know that 
this politicization of the gospel can be a 
very serious matter. When the Bruder
hof began in 1920, there was a wind of 
revival blowing through Europe. The 
suffering of World War I led to a deep 
movement of the heart, and a call to 
repentance was given to the church by 
the Spirit of God. One has to say that 
Germany, at least, missed that call. Our 
churches began to align themselves 
with political parties, and the old spirit 
of nationalism returned. The welfare of 
the kingdom of God was identified with 
the welfare of the nation, and then 
came Hitler. By that time, the Christian 
church was so deeply involved with 
politics that it was unable to sec the 
sturm clouds coming. 

Whenever society is crumbling, as it 
is today, the church is tempted to align 
itself with political parties and nation
al interests. In the beginning, this align
ment seems to be a good thing, and It is 
justified on the grounds that the gov
ernment will keep its Christian base if it 
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is influenced by followers of Jesus. But 
the end reality is that the state corrupts 
the church. The church can no longer 
hear clearly the call of Christ because it 
is deafened by its own political interests. 

To what extent do you yourselves par
ticipate in the political process? 

Although we arc grateful for the wit
ness of some Christian leaders in gov
ernment. we believe the teaching of the 
early church clearly forbade followers 
of Jesus to hold political office. If a man 
was a judge, a soldier, or a policeman, 
he had to choose between his profession 
and following Christ. The way of Jesus 
was not the way of human power; from 
the beginning to the end, from his birth 
in a manger to his death on a cross, 
Jesus went the lowly way. The only 
power he served was God. 

In politics, it seems easy to think that 
human power can be used as a means to 
good ends. Sometimes the end is used 
to justify means that aren't quite right 
or may even be evil. But as you contin
ue on, often your means becomes your 
end, or perhaps your good end becomes 
something e\oil as you yourself are per
verted by ungodly methods. 

That is part of the reason why at the 
present time we choose not to vote. 
Perhaps in the future we will see things 
differently, but now it seems to us that 
voting is an act of bestowing human 
power on a person and thereby becom
ing coresponsible for his actions. We 

·lz wile. Emmy, i11 1932. 
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Babies at the Cotswold (England) Bruderhof in 1938. 

had a close call during the election of 
'64. Johnson was the dove, Goldwater 
was the hawk; and our sympathy for 
Johnson was so strong we nearly voted 
for him. Finally, we felt together that as 
people who were trying to follow the 
way of Jesus completely, we shouldn't 
vote. As it was, Johnson did exactly the 
same things Goldwater threatened, 
only much worse. 

Do you see any positive role that the 
church can play in politics? 

It is not a matter of playing a role, but 
of being faithful to the gospel. We be
lieve that, as Christians, we must re
spect the government of any country in 
which we. live. We need to pay our t~xes 
(except in cases of an isolated war tax), 
pray for our leaders that they may be 
protected in the awesome responsibili
ty given them by God, and refrain from 
speaking words of ridicule or disrespect 
about anyone in power. From the earlv 
years of our community, we also hav~ 
made it a practice to visit our govern
ment leaders, even the Gestapo, and tell 
them in a respectful manner what we 
believe. 

At the same time, we believe that the 
church cannot remain silent when gov
ernments begin to go in dangerous di
rections. That was the great sin under 
Hitler. After the war, it came out that 
many Germans were killed because of 
their resistance, so there wasn't com
plete silence. But there should have 
been much more of an outcry in the late 
'20s and '39s when Hitler was slowly 
consolidating his power. 

In the current situation, we face 
many hard decisions. We are deeply 
thankful for the democracy in the Unit
ed States; we know what it means to 
live in a totalitarian society, and we are 
grateful that here we have been able to 

live out our beliefs in peace, and teach 

our children. Yet we are increasingly 
alarmed by the direction the govern
ment is taking. We are seeking how to 
respond, and the questions are verv dif
ficult. What should be our reacti~n to 
all that is done in Nicaragua and Cen
tral America? How shall we respond to 
the continual build-up of the nuclear 
arsenal? Soon we may stand before the 
question of having to go into the army, 
and there arc hundreds of things about 
which we must ask, "What shall we 
do"?" Not just how to say 110, but what 
must we do? 

Many Christians are taking part in or
ganized resistance to government poli
cies, such as civil disobedience directed 
at the nuclear arms industry and the 
giving o£ "sanctuary" to Central Amer
ican refugees. How do you view this 
development? 

We are thankful that an increasing 
number of people see these concerns 
not just as intellectual issues, but as 
matters of life and death. It is a sign of 
an awakening, and we must respect 
people when they are ready to give their 
lives for what they believe. Surely this 
is better than apathy, when the world 
can come to an end, and people don't 
care. 

At the same time, we arc sensitive to 
what actually is our calling. To partici
pate in violence, such as pouring blood 
on files or hammering nuclear war
heads, is not our way. And whether or 
not we would break the law to give 
sanctuary to a refugee is not something 
we can decide ahead of time. If someone 
came asking our help, we would call the 
Brotherhood together and seck the way 
of Jesus. We cannot sav in advance how 
the Holy Spirit would lead, but some
how our decision would not be a gen
eral flouting of the law, but an answer 
to a specific net·d. And we would act in 
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unity, with everyone agreeing, and 
everyone prepared to pay the conse
quences. 

When making community decisions of 
this magnitude, how do you avoid the 
endless debate and paralysis that fre
quently accompany group decisions? 

It is a struggle. We are all human 
beings, we all love to hear our own 
voice sometimes. and that is not helpful 
in community. When there arc endless 
debates, when everyone has to say his 
piece. even if it has been said before, 
then we stop and become quiet. We 
believe the Holy Spirit gives unit~·. and 
speaks the same truth to all; so if there 
arc many opinions, and every opinion is 
different from the others. it is time to 
quit our meeting. We go our separate 
ways, to be alone before God, and then 
meet again the next da~·. 

At the same time, the people whom 
we ask to take responsibility for com
munit:-r meetings have the task to listen 
to every voice that ·Speaks. It might be 
someone who seldom offers an opinion, 
but he or she is given careful attention. 
It has happened un some issues; 20 or 
30 people in our big circle will all speak 
in the same direction. We think ever~·
onc feels the same, and then suddenlY 
someone says. 'Tm not so sure." We 
listen and hear something that no one 
else thought of. and we realize we were 
going in a wrong direction. This speak
ing up is harder for some than others. 
but it is a responsibility we accept 
when we commit ourselves to the 
community. 

What checks and balances operate 
within your leadership, and how do you 
allow leaders to emerge without allow
ing them to dominate? 

The authority of the community lies 
in the Brotherhood. the circle of bap
tized believers. Each one is given a 
specific task, but at any time the Broth
erhood can tell someone that he or she 
has served long enough as a kitchen 
worker or a shop manager, or in the role 
that wecaii"Servant of the Word." The 
task given to the Servants, whose name 
comes from an old Hutterian term, is 
not to manage or direct the community, 
but to serve the Word. to listen carefully 
to the Spirit as it is given to the Broth
erhood. It can happen in a meeting that 
the Servant or person in charge will not 
feel the same as several voices raised; 
however, his job is not to answer back, 
but to wait and hear what is said. He 
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was chosen for his task not because he 
has the gift to be chairman, but because 
he knows how to listen. And actually 
every person in the Brotherhood has 
this same responsibility. 

From our own experience we know 
that it is pure devastation when power 
over people comes into plav. Our life is 
based on trust; we have given our lives 
to Christ and each other, and we arc 
vulnerable. If the Brotherhood shows 
someone trust. and he misuses it to take 
power over others, it undermines our 
whole wa~' of life. That is why when we 
are choosing a Servant. if one or two 
brethren say we arc afraid of that 
brother. then he is not given the task. 

This is an area in which we must all 
exercise great care. Jesus warned that 
false prophets would conw from the 
companv of believers to usc human 
power and crush souls b~, misrepresent
ing the gospel. In such situations, both 
the one who dominates and those who 
arc dominated can be destrovcd. That 
is wh.v we are a bit alkTgic to human 
charisma; we know that it is potentiallv 
a vcrv dm1gerous qualit~·. 

What steps do you take to encourage 
the development of individual gifts and 
talents within your community? 

We rejoice in the gifts that are given 
to our brothers and sisters, and we are 
grateful for all that God gives to enable 
us to bring his kingdom to others. But it 
is not healthy when individuals begin 
to see their gifts as the chief object of 
their lives. So we try to help each other 
usc our talents as a means of service, 
not as a way to feel proud or set apart 
from others. 

One thinks of the millions of people 
who feel they have a gift in poetry or the 
arts, or any field, and certainly they do 
have these gifts. But often they cannot 
bring them to fruit because there is no 
working tb'gether, or because self-seek
ing stands in the way of a deeper vision 
of God's kingdom and a healthy, sane 
life. We long to represent with oUJ- life 
together a sanity that enables each one 
lo tr-uly give themselves and all that 
they have to others. Then whatever way 
God wants to use us, we leave it to him 
to judge the fruits. 

It is important to understand that we 
do not share the world's values about 
who or· what is important. In the world, 
the people who command respect are 
those who arc highly gifted and per
haps start off with manv advantages. 
Here, any work that contributes to the 

community is of equal value, and even 
if one is not able to work, he is appreci
ated for what he is. There is no need to 
trv for human approval. and we would 
hope that everyone is free to be who 
God created him or her to be. 

At the same time, we believe that self
fulfillment is a false hope that disap
points all those who seck it. The em
phasis in the teachings of Jesus and the 
apostles was not on fulfilling our per
sonalities, but on what happens among 
us and between us. What was impor
tant was justice and love and compas
sion. all those things that art· so terribly 
missing in our world bt·caust• we look at 
our brothers and sisters through our 
own eyes. and not through the ews of 
God. 

How do you guard against the dangers 
of "group think"? 

Our life is built on the premise that 
Jesus uses us, and only bv complete 
surrender can he take control. In this 
surrender, we trust that evt·rvthing 
won't come out grav or colorless. And in 
fact, Wl' find that our relationship to 
Christ finds its expression in man:
different wavs, depending on our per
sonalities and cultural backgrounds. 
Uniformitv onl~' comes in when the in
dividual heart strays from the Spirit. 

We think of a recent experience with 
a sister who joined us in the carlv vcars. 
and lived ar~10ng us all this ti~l~ with 
no close relatives. In her last months, 
she bccamt' quite sick. Because she had 
no family. all the sisters took turns in 
her care, to cool her fever, or sometimes 
just to speak a few words. Wht'n she 
died, it was as if she was in the middle 
of a r-ainbow of many colors, where 
from all around her people expressed 
their love in many different ways. Some
how it helps us to think of our commu
nity this way; we are all the wrong 
color to begin with, but in our commit
ment to Jesus, we trust that we become 
the many colors of the rainbow through 
which he shines. 

Membership in the Bruderhof re
quires giving up private property. 
What is the basis for your com
munal sharing of goods? 

Jesus made it clear that only those 
who renounce all that they possess 
can be his disciples (Luke 14:33), and 
a community of goods was the out
come of the Spirit's movement at 
Pentecost. There is also compelling 
historical evidence that the church 
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A Bmderhoffiuui/y just before bedtime. and 
a grandmother at the cmllJnller tenninal. 

persisted in this communal pattern on 
into the third century. Since then no 
one group has maintained a commu
nity witness continually, but down 
through the years study of the New 
Testament has raised up many sepa
rate groups to witness to this concrete 
expression of overflowing love. 

Sharing everything in common is a 
tangible way of saying that we have 
no personal possessions; all that we 
have belongs to God. It is also true, 
as Jesus warned, that where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be 
also. The love of things and property 
can destroy souls; by giving up pri
vate property, we are helped a great 
deal in resisting the competition, and 
the fads and fashions of the time, 
which consume so much human energy 
and distract many people from the 
kingdom of God. 

There are those who argue that pri
vate property is necessary to learn 
the virtues of charity and giving to 
one's neighbor. 

That's not a very good excuse for 
private property. There are a Lot of 
ways to learn charity, and each one of 
us has dozens of opportunities every 
day to give of him or herself. We can 
sacrifice a bit of food when portions 
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are limited, change our plans to fit 
someone else's schedule, or give of 
our time to go a second mile. 

It is not this plan compared to that 
plan which makes it easier or harder 
to give. The problem is the old Adam 
in each of us, and not having private 
property doesn't make it any easier to 
share what we have. The struggle be
tween good and evil is the same 
everywhere, and you will find we are 
just as ·selfish as anyone else. It may 
be as hard for us to give up a wall 
lamp as for someone else to give up a 
third car. 

Baptism at the Bruderhof includes a 
lifetime commitment to the community. 
Why do you make this identification be
tween commitment to Christ and com
mitment to your specific community? 

This is a deep question, and it has 
cost many struggles in l)ur lives. We 
never say that a person cannot follow 
Christ unless he lives in community 
and we urge everyone joining the Br~~ 
derhof to hold on to their relationship 
with God as the center of their lives. 

At the same time, we look at commu
nity life as being very much like mar
riage. Wedding vows arc down-to-t!arth; 
they apply to a specific wife or hus
band. You promise to remain faithful 

unto death to a particular man or wom
an. and ~;ou can't say later (although 
some now do) that you made a mistake, 
that God has shown you the marriage 
wasn't from him and you are marrving 
someone else. 

In the same wav. we believe the com
mitment to Christ includes commit
ment to specific brothers and sisters. 
for whom we must be ready to lay down 
our lives. Our first call is to Christ, but 
it cannot be separated from the broth
ers and sisters to whom we arc bound. 
We feel it is this brotherlv commitment 
to which John speaks when he says, 
"For anvone who dues not loVL' his 
brother. whom he has seen. cannot love 
God, whom he has nut seen" (I John 
4:20). 

This conviction has proved very im
portant in our history. In Paraguay. a 
time came when the whole communitv 
turned awav from the gospel. We ha~l 
the outward form and still said the 
right words. but the light of the Holy 
Spirit had left. The community became 
·~e center of our life together, and therL' 
was a great deal of legalism. Despite 
our failings, a handful of brothers and 
sisters held to the way of Jesus. They 
were excluded and abused by the oth
ers, but slowly they were able to call the 
whole community back to Christ. If in
stead they had decided to leave because 
we had strayed so far from the truth, 
where would the rest of us be tudavJ 

Isn't this part of the problem that -the 
whole church now faces? Many people 
commit themselves to the Lord and to a 
community of believers. but when 
things start going against their ideas of 
how it should be. they suddenly receive 
a call somewhere else. Or if they hear a 
call to be a missionary, they run off to 
start their own project. This is very 
dangerous. We do not want to speak too 
much of the Devil, but Satan comes in 
shining armor; and how is a person to 
distinguish between God's voice and 
his own self-will? Perhaps the blind
ness of the present day is a result of the 
cult of the individual and self-expres
sion, where the only thing that matters 
is my reaction to what I think God is 
telling me. 

In our community life, it dues happen 
that one person feels a strung leading 
for a certain matter, and brings it to the 
Brotherhood. where he finds a strong 
echo in others. And then the important 
thing is that the individual who first 
had the burden doesn't feel he necessar
ily has to be the one to carry it uul. He 
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can leave it in the hands of the commu
nity. 

Em my Arnold, wife of Bruderhof foun
der Eberhard, once wrote," A Ufe shared 
in common is a miracle. People cannot 
remain together for the sake of tradi· 
tions. Community must be given again 
and again as a new birth." In what 
ways are you experiencing this new 
birth today? 

We know from our own history that 
Christian community is a miracle; it is 
not something we do, but something we 
receive. And while we want to witness 
by our lives to the importance of listen
ing to the elders and learning from 
what has gone before, we realize that in 
the long run dead traditions will not 

sustain a living community. 
In recent years, it is true, we became 

too concerned with our own internal 
problems, and lately we have been led 
to reach out more to others. One new 
beginning came when a brother real
ized that we were not fulfilling Jesus' 
command to visit those in prison. We 
have been helped a great deal in this 
area by Charles Colson and members of 
the Prison Fellowship. Another begin
ning came when we discovered that 
there are a growing number of home
less people in our neighborhoods. We 
have also been moved to action by the 
problem of world hunger, and while we 
are still very much burdened by materi
al goods, one of the joys of the last years 
is that our life is becoming simpler. 

But we still have a long way to go, 
and it wouldn't be right for us to say, 
"Now we aren't putting ourselves at the 
center; we are reaching out." We actu
ally can't explain how it is given, but it 
is a renewal from God, which we must 
accept in a childlike way, as a gift from 
him. We'are still on the same bench of 
repentance, seeking together the king
dom of God. D 

Barbara Thompson is a free
lance writer livitrg in Bre· 
vard, North Carolina. She is 
coauthor, with Anderso11 
Spickard, Jr., of Dying for a 
Dr·ink, (Word, 1985). 
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