Discipling the head, heart, and hands

Issue 107

Spring 2013

Separation and Nonconformity
Separation and nonconformity draw their strength from their Biblical basis and consistency to the life of Christ.

Wendell Heatwole of Olar, South Carolina, prepared this paper for the January 26 colloquy hosted at Faith Builders. The paper is divided into two parts,
the first surveying the historical background of separation and nonconformity and the second offering reflection. In this newsletter, we present the
second of the two sections. The entire paper, along with the papers provided by two other presenters, is available online at www.fbep.org or by request
from the main office.

What is the value of having surveyed the history of separation and
nonconformity? We need to recognize that history not only describes,
but also directs in that many churches reflect something of a historical
tradition. At its best historical tradition offers accumulated understanding and stability. It represents time-tested solutions and helps successive generations avoid many mistakes by building on the wisdom and
experience of earlier believers.
But tradition can become confining and
suffocating. It can become stuck in time
and offer solutions that better served a different era. Tradition can become so pervasive that tradition itself becomes the point
rather than the application of principle.
We must recognize that in the application
of separation and nonconformity, most of
us do represent some degree of historical tradition. We should appreciate the
experience and wisdom it represents, the
stability it offers, and not be too cavalier
in assuming we suddenly have full and
sufficient insight for rapid and radical new
applications.
A complementary historical value is
perspective. Perspective allows us to view
our understanding and practice in a larger
context. It may reveal the cause for some
peculiarity, show the consequence of certain choices, suggest the validity of other
options, confirm the wisdom of present
practice, or indicate relative importance.

What can we learn and apply from
this brief survey of separation and
nonconformity in Anabaptist history? I
suggest five dimensions of a historically
informed doctrine of separation and
nonconformity.
Biblically Based
While Anabaptism arose in a particular
political and social context, it was primarily a spiritual quest predicated on the Bible
(Estep xi-xiii). Has Anabaptist/Mennonite
separation remained rooted in deep
spiritual soil, or is it primarily nourished by
ethnicity and sociology? Granted, spiritual
beliefs and values need to be applied and
lived out in social and cultural contexts.
But separation and nonconformity driven
by anything less than its Biblical base is
certain to crash into dissention, dysfunction, disuse, or misuse. To the degree that
Anabaptist people over the centuries rooted their separation in Scripture, they were
one in essence with those who signed the
Brotherly Union in 1527, in regards to the
basic meaning of Biblical separation.

The Biblical basis for separation and nonconformity, properly grasped and taught,
brings both legitimacy and understanding
to the issue. It answers the question of
"why?" Why must we scrutinize our culture
and live counter culturally in so many different ways? Because all cultures are permeated by the world: “the secular order of
society, together with its thoughts, beliefs,
interests, motives, attitudes, practices, institutions, and systems that are contrary to
God’s will” and under the control of Satan,
God’s enemy (Proceedings 55). Those who
are of the world are outside of the saving
grace of God’s Kingdom. Believers who
love the world and have friendship with
the world are committing spiritual adultery and have no claim to the promise of
a saving relationship with God (1Jn. 2:15;
Jas. 4:4, 5; 2 Cor. 6:17, 18).
However, separation and nonconformity,
deprived of its Biblical basis, becomes an
instrument for which it was not intended,
and a tool to supplant the Gospel of God’s
saving grace through Jesus Christ. Separation is not a means to salvation, a way
of upholding a standard of meritorious
righteousness (Rom. 3:20-22; Phil. 3:4-9; 1
Pe. 1:18-19). We also need clear thinking
that while conversion results in works of
righteousness, which a life of separation
and nonconformity reflects, and this walk
of obedient righteousness must be undertaken seriously and conscientiously, we
are ever dependent on the righteousness
continued on page 646

which comes by faith in Jesus Christ rather
than on one which is through meticulous
and scrupulous separation and nonconformity to the world (Rom. 4; Gal. 2:14-21).
Neither is separation and nonconformity a
means to achieve holiness of life. Holiness
is the result of the work of God in cleansing us from sin and separating us unto
Himself (1 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 4:24; Tit. 3:4-7).
The progressive aspect of holiness in a
believer’s life is “simply” the practice of
that which God has so graciously brought
about in our lives. Holiness is perfected in
the sense that as we walk with the Lord,

Positively Framed
In an address to the Fourth Mennonite
World Conference (1948), entitled “The
Limitations of Nonconformity,” Paul
Mininger observed that nonconformity,
being entirely negative in its meaning,
“does not furnish any general or specific
guidance to the individual or the church
in the development of the Christian life or
in meeting moral and spiritual problems.
The principle says ‘do not’ but gives no
suggestion as to the direction in which
one ought to go” (Proceedings 57). What
shall we make of the negative character of

We do poorly to unhitch nonconformity to the world
from its teammate, conformity to Christ.

with all that entails, we grow more into His
likeness. It seems that sometimes in our
history we have used various standards of
separation and nonconformity as a benchmark for God-approved holiness by which
to judge the spirituality of others. While
there is room for honest differences concerning the merits and wisdom of specific
applications, and while unity of thought
as well as submission are essential elements of church life, separation resulting
in holier-than-thou attitudes and acrimonious church splits (sometimes over the
minutest of details) has lost its way.
A Biblical basis for separation and nonconformity guides its application. The point is
not to be social nonconformists, arbitrarily
distinctive, or even to set up marks of
separation. Rather, we are to be as separated and non-conformed as obedience to
Christ and His Word makes us, and as being cleansed from all “filthiness of the flesh
and spirit” takes us (2 Cor. 7:1). Employing
such devices as amoral cultural, linguistic,
and geographical fences for purposes of
separation from the world raises the question of whether one is trying to achieve
isolation rather than separation from the
world (also see Acts 15:19).

separation and nonconformity?
First, we do poorly to unhitch
nonconformity to the world from its
teammate, conformity to Christ (Rom.
8:29; Gal. 4:19; Col. 3:10). These are simply
the negative and positive aspects of
progressive sanctification. John C. Wenger
captured the fact that separation is part
of a larger purpose by the well-stated
title of his book, Separated unto God.
Positioning separation and nonconformity
as a necessary part, but only a part of a

Secondly, the validity of separation and
nonconformity is not diminished by its
negativity. Six of the Ten Commandments,
we will recall, are stated negatively. And
Paul, in light of the promise of God to be
our Father and the privilege of us being
His children as a consequence of separation, exhorts us to “cleanse ourselves
from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit,
perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2
Cor. 7:1). Cleansing ourselves from worldly
contaminants of body and soul – negative
actions – produces the positive result of
growth in Godlikeness.
Thirdly, while we need not feel apologetic
for a negative doctrine, knowing its Biblical basis and positive good, the doctrine
of separation and nonconformity is well
served by framing it in terms of liberation
rather than in terms of restriction only
(Col. 1:13, 14; 2 Tim 2:24, 26). A positive
focus on separation as liberation from
the enslaving and degrading values and
practices demanded by conformity to the
world should enhance appreciation for
this fundamental Biblical teaching and
stimulate a more genuine and consistent
practice among Anabaptist believers.
Fourthly, while separation and nonconformity are negative terms, must its
application only be negative? Might a
given church address the implications of
being in the world but not of the world
holistically; not only in terms of what is re-

Join us for Summer Term 2013
We are accepting applications for Summer Term 2013.
This five-week term offers classes in the following categories:

History
Integrated Studies | Jonas Sauder

Pedagogy

Principles of Teaching I | Patrick Heatwole
Course Development Practicum | Gerald Miller
Child Development | Jonas Sauder
Teaching Reading | Anna Zehr
Teaching History/Social Studies | Patrick Heatwole

Literature & Art

Art for Teachers | Hannah Scott
Drawing | Hannah Scott
Creative Writing | John Coblentz
Poetry Appreciation | Jonas Sauder
Private Art Lessons | Hannah Scott
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larger whole brings understanding and
appreciation for its role in living a holy life.

Math

Algebra | Earl Koch
The Joy of Mathematics | Earl Koch
Geometry | Earl Koch
Calculus | Earl Koch
Math Independent Study | Earl Koch

The Summer
Term application
is available online
and from the office.
Faith Builders Educational Programs, Inc.

stricted but also what is recommended or
required? As we have seen, this approach
has been taken at times in Mennonite history in regard to dress, beginning at least
in the 19th century. But it finds very little
reach outside of dress. Interestingly, while
not a mandate for New Covenant practice,
the Old Covenant reflects the same phenomena: prescriptive separation targets
personal appearance.
Comprehensively Applied
Over the centuries, has the Anabaptist/
Mennonite conception of worldliness
been too narrow? Has separation and
nonconformity been conceived primarily
in terms of personal appearance? Have we
focused on a few boundary markers while
overlooking where we may have imbibed
worldly values and attitudes resulting in
more conformity to the world than we
might care to admit, and inconsistencies
which onlookers find both perplexing and
amusing?
Certainly a lot of focus over the centuries
has been on dress. The personal nature
of dress, and the motives associated with
personal appearance readily lends attire
to be an indicator of the heart. Since we
all wear clothing and it’s so easy to use
clothing as a means of self-expression and
identification, the concentrated attention
on separation and nonconformity in
personal appearance is understandable.
Yet the historical record shows the church
addressing issues of worldliness beyond
clothing and accessories.

News from Faith Builders
Wedding
»» Brooke Vinar & Kyle Brubaker - Dec. 29
Births
»» Bryan and Kathy ( Witmer) Rau, Garrett
Ryan 4/10
»» Brent & Carol Bear, third daughter,
fourth child, Grace Alaina 9/3
»» Verlynn and Laurel (Martin) Yoder,
second daughter, sixth child, Katrina
Grace 9/21
»» Art and Lisa(Martin) Detweiler, first son,
first child, Jediah Clay 11/21
»» Joel and Kelsey Martin, first son, second
child, Matthias Johann 11/25
»» Titus and Evelyn Hershberger, first son,
first child 12/1
»» Matthew and Andrea (Mast), first son,
first child, Jamien Alejandro 12/13
»» Gideon and Esther (Yoder) Yutzy, first
daughter, first child, Olivia Jean 1/22
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The early Anabaptists probably conceived
the scope of separation and nonconformity more clearly than has been the case
of some of their spiritual descendants.
They had no Mennonite culture to carry
them along, no long-standing established
Anabaptist norms to support them. They
understood the reality of the world, which
included the state and the established
churches. For them, separation from the
world was not primarily an issue of attire
but of applying Scripture in a way they
had never done before to the realities
of their lives, socially, politically, culturally, ecclesiastically, and economically.
Over time as the Anabaptist movement
aged, with some people withdrawing
and become more secluded and isolated,
and others receiving greater tolerance
and acceptance as members of society,
the forces that come with time had their
effect. On the one hand, general patterns
of belief, thought and practice became
established and indicated a path to follow.
On the other hand, as Anabaptists/Mennonites became more able to function
freely in society, the world no longer
stood out in such bold relief; the lines between the world and the Kingdom of God
became blurred in some people’s thinking
and practice. Then present too was the
inevitable spiritual battle each Christian
must wage, and the lure of the world
to which some, both individually and
corporately, succumb, while still retaining
Mennonite identity.
Those have been continual dynamics over
the centuries as Mennonites have lived in
the world but have had a greater or lesser
sense that they were not to be of it. Consequently the level of comprehensiveness
and consistency has varied. The historical
record shows the church wrestling with
and addressing issues beyond personal
appearance. The 1951 publication of
Separated Unto God by J. C. Wenger is an
outstanding example of a broad-based
approach to separation and nonconformity. How well conservative Christians
in the historic Anabaptist tradition relate
all the dimensions of their lives to being
separated unto the Kingdom of God is another matter, and begs the question, how
can the church comprehend and embrace
the Biblically based, broadly applied, and
culturally fitting life that the reality of living for God in the sphere of Satan’s world
demands? Of particular challenge to 21st
century North American Anabaptists is
recognizing and responding to worldly

beliefs and values. To the extent these are
imbibed, the fruit may have a ruby glow
but the core is rotten.
Consistently Practiced
If separation and nonconformity is conceived too narrowly, or if social, cultural,
and ethnic forces become dominant,
however subtly and unconsciously, the
result will be inconsistency. After reviewing some of the action and reaction to
uniform plain dress in the (Old) Mennonite Church, Melvin Gingerich makes this
observation: “Unfortunately, the struggle
over bonnets, neckties, and ‘plain coats’
often partly obscured the underlying
principles of the issue. Behind the struggle
were the issues of nonconformity to
standards not set by Christian idealism,
modesty, and simplicity of life” (153).
If Gingerich is suggesting that sometimes
people contended for practices without
adequate attention and appreciation for
the principles which gave rise to them, he
is articulating a perennial problem in the
practice of separation and nonconformity,
one which fosters so much inconsistency
of practice be it in personal appearance
or in other areas. The question is, how can
the reality of separation and nonconformity to the world permeate a believer’s spiritual worldview and seep from all his pores
as he lives his life? Too often, it seems,
a few issues become paramount and
symbolic, diverting attention away from
the real issues and principles, thus leading
to inconsistency of practice. The inconsistency may involve embracing a form for
practicing separation but the function of
which fails to address the worldly issue
that called for a non-conformed response.
It may also involve appropriating some
marks of nonconformity while other values and practices reveal a life still gripped
by worldly mindedness.
According H. S. Bender, the three-pronged
fork by which separation and nonconformity has been carried forward in Anabaptism over the centuries has been tradition,
indoctrination, and discipline (Nonconformity 891). Tradition and indoctrination
in particular are relevant to a consistent
practice. Tradition by itself is wholly inadequate and easily contributes to inconsistency as time separates practice from
principle. Paul Mininger gives a warning
word regarding tradition when he writes,
“where the emphasis is primarily upon the
externals of the Christian life, the group
tends to perpetuate these outward forms
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by a process of social conditioning rather
than through giving insight and understanding with the purpose of securing voluntary acceptance. This blind conformity
to the social group, even though it is the
church, cannot but result in stagnation
and sterility (Proceedings 58).
Yet tradition is not without merit in that
at its best it can represent accumulated
wisdom and provide stability. To be effective, the accumulated wisdom of tradition
needs both to be refreshed and respected.
It is refreshed by successive generations
appreciatively thinking through what has
been handed to them, holding to what
is good, adding their godly wisdom, and
making it their own through thought
and not mere convention. It is respected
by recognizing that those who have
walked this life with God before us may
have something of value to contribute
to our own walk. And respect for tradition, in turn, is enhanced by the refreshing process. Indoctrination, thorough
and convincing teaching, may be both
the greatest challenge and the greatest
mechanism for the church to promote
consistency. It’s a challenge because we
are so easily blinded to inconsistency,
especially if we’re steeped in thoughtless
tradition. Through the work of the Spirit,
thorough and convincing teaching is the
church’s greatest resource because commitment based on comprehension and
conviction orders a person’s life.
Intentionally Transmitted
While there seems to have been ebb and
flow in Anabaptist understanding, commitment, and practice of separation and
nonconformity over the centuries, the fact
remains that separation and nonconformity are imbedded both in Scripture and
in Anabaptist conviction. That means that
Biblical Christianity in the historic Anabaptist tradition must include teaching
and applying this foundational doctrine
in whatever geographical and cultural
setting. It is not a distinctive doctrine and
cultural tradition peculiar to North American Mennonites of Swiss heritage but
irrelevant elsewhere. Rather the spiritual
reality of two kingdoms in opposition is a
Biblical truth that all believers everywhere
need to reckon with; what does that mean
for me, for us as we walk with the Lord
“in the midst of a crooked and perverse
generation” (Phil. 2:15 NKJV)?
The spiritual heritage that those who have
embraced conservative Anabaptism enjoy
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does not guarantee that successive generations will value and practice separation
from the world in any comprehensive and
consistent way. Parents who simply assume their children will follow after them,
and churches that naively suppose the
next generation will continue on in paths
of faithfulness, without giving thought
to the perils along the way, may find

erhood discipline loving and holistically.
Separation and nonconformity find stony
soil in the hearts of those young people
who have found what to them is meaningless law and condemnation where they
should be learning grace and discipleship
as it flowers and fruits amid congregational teaching and life. Finally, the lure of the
world along with the pressures that come

Tradition is not without merit in that at its best it can
represent accumulated wisdom and provide stability.

themselves disappointed. Sometimes one
is amazed at how quickly an entire church
jettisons separation and nonconformity.
Is it possible that such a seemingly rapid
collapse takes place from having lived
off the interest of spiritual heritage while
the capital was being squandered? How
can we avoid losing the knowledge of
this truth, and the blessing of its practice
which has been sustained to a greater or
lesser degree since the rise of Anabaptism?

from being out of step with the society
always confronts those who would heed
this call: “Come out from among them and
be separate, says the Lord. Do not touch
what is unclean, and I will receive you. I
will be a Father to you, and you shall be
my sons and daughters” (2 Cor. 6:17, 18a
NKJV).

Four enduring threats to separation are
inadequate teaching, the effect of wealth,
ineffective churches, and the pressure
to assimilate into society. Our teaching
must start with the spiritual reality of
two, and only two, spiritual kingdoms.
Christian conduct, when rooted in that
understanding, becomes meaningful
beyond obedience to assorted commandments of God and principles of Scripture.
Wealth is a subtle competitor to God for
our hearts (Mt. 6:19-21, 24; Col. 3:5). One
of its subtleties is that we can think we
are pious Christians when in fact wealth is
corrupting us, our affections, values and
life-styles. The effect of wealth is reflected
in the Concept of Cologne, cited earlier,
which spoke of “the growing inclination
of the merchant class toward temporal
greed and the vanity of ostentatious
clothing, which imitate the world rather
than displaying the humility of Christ.” Effective churches are fertile soil for producing holy living, of which separation and
nonconformity are a vital part. Churches
have the potential to be effective when a
committed community of believers who
have received life through the Gospel are
living out Christian discipleship and broth-

Proceedings of the Fourth Mennonite World
Conference. Akron, Pennsylvania: Mennonite
Central Committee, 1950.
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Scholarship Services
The PA Educational Improvement Tax
Credit (EITC) program allows businesses to
receive a 90% PA tax credit against taxes
on their corporation, LLC, or partnership
income for contributions made to private
schools. Applications for this credit should
be sent to Faith Builders by June 15.
For more information:
www.fbscholarship.org
Dennis Yoder
Email dennis@fbscholarship.org
Phone (814) 789-4518 ext. 226
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Our Mission
Faith Builders Educational Programs serves the conservative Anabaptist
community by discipling people toward humble, joyful, Christ-centered
participation in the Kingdom of God.
We offer a variety of programs and events to fulfill our mission.
We invite you to join us for several weeks during a short term or a two-year
course of study. We also invite you to consider making it possible for others
to come, study, and grow with us.

Open House | April 4 - 5

Are you interested in learning more
about Faith Builders? We invite you to
visit our facility for a day of introductions, tours, and classes. Please contact
the main office and ask for Kyle or email
kyles@fbep.org if you’re interested in
attending.

Two-Year Programs of Study | Beginning August 26

Faith Builders offers three two year tracks of study to prepare people to engage the
world in effective and God-honoring ways. All of these tracks of study are guided
by our unique emphasis on the nurture of whole students. Study at Faith Builders
includes intellectual development in the classroom, hands-on training in real world
settings, and spiritual growth through mentoring.

Teacher Apprenticing Program

The Teacher Apprenticing Program is designed to prepare teachers with the character, Christian framework, and necessary skills for sustained and successful classroom
teaching.

Christian Ministries Program

The Christian ministries track is filled with two years of study for those preparing for
a lifetime of service. This track includes training in Bible, theology, communication,
history, and ministry skills. We offer concentrations in Bible, discipleship, and music.

General Studies Program

The General Studies track is for the student who wishes to study at Faith Builders
and fulfill many of their general education requirements before continuing studies
elsewhere. It is intended to equip students to successfully engage the academic,
personal, and spiritual challenges of college.

Other Upcoming Events
Summer Term | July 1 - August 2

Turkey Study Team | July 8 - August 16

College Student Seminar and Retreat | July 5 - 7

Teachers Week | August 6 - 9

Faith Builders operates a five-week term during the month of
July. We offer courses during this term designed to prepare
and equip teachers in K-12 settings. Course offerings include
Algebra, Principles of Teaching, Child Development, Art, and a
Course Development Practicum. View our complete listing of
classes on page 646. www.fbep.org/st

The goal of this weekend retreat is to encourage college students with workshops on current challenges to the Christian
worldview, opportunities for small group discussion and prayer,
and informal interaction with others who are involved in college education. More information is available at
www.fbep.org/cssr.
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Faith Builders is offering a six-week Study Team in Turkey. Two
courses, Understanding Muslims and The Church in the Middle
East—Anatolia will be offered in addition to a two-week study
trip through Turkey and possibly Iraq. This experience is intended to prepare workers, strengthen churches, and explore
the faith of early Christians.

Teachers Week provides an opportunity for both new and experienced teachers to participate in workshops and work sessions
designed to increase their effectiveness in the classroom. More
information is available at www.fbep.org/tw.

Faith Builders Educational Programs, Inc.

Faith Builders
Educational Programs
28527 Guys Mills Road
Guys Mills, PA 16327

Address Service Requested

Discipling the head, heart, and hands
Upcoming Events
FBTI Commencement Exercises | 7:00 PM, May 17
FBTI Choir Tour | May 18-26
Open House | April 4,5
Study Team in Turkey | July 1 - August 9
»» Registration is open online at www.fbep.org/tst
College Student Seminar and Retreat | July 5-7
»» Registration is open online at www.fbep.org/cssr
Summer Term | July 1 - August 2
»» Details on page 646. Registration is open online at www.
fbep.org/st
Teachers Week | August 6-9
Fall Semester Begins | August 26
Val Yoder presenting Nonconformity in the
Cross-Cultural Context at the January Colloquy.

Contact us...
 By Phone
 By Fax
 By E-mail
 By Mail
			

814-789-4518
814-789-3396
fbep@fbep.org
28527 Guys Mills Rd
Guys Mills, PA 16327

Visit us on the web at www.fbep.org

Issue 107 - Spring 2013

Page 650

