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I never heard of Martyrs Mirror as I grew up even though I 

was a part of a Mennonite church my entire life. In fact, for a 

while after I entered a Mennonite college, I kept trying to 

imagine what a mirror of martyrs would actually look like. I 

soon learned that this was a book that represented a key part 

of my own heritage; one that I knew virtually nothing about.   

I came to understand that this history was one of resistance 

to the norm; a repudiation of the current status quo and it 

became even more apparent to me what being a 

“Mennonite” actually meant.  Learning of this history and 

identifying with it so much was a key cause of my own re-

baptism at a Goshen College chapel service in May, 1972. 

 

Our popular culture with its immediacy and overwhelming 

volume of content, can easily drown out our history; stories that mean something to us 

either as families or as a church. For that reason, I have sought to tell the stories of our 

own family to our grandchildren by assembling pictures and bits of history that they 

might never otherwise see or hear. No doubt the tales of immigration and scarce 

resources seem very foreign to them but I can only offer it and let them take our history 

forward as they desire. However, I must first offer it to them.  I cannot leave it to chance 

or happenstance or even their own curiosity. 

 

In the same way, I have felt that the stories of the martyrs will be lost. In an age of 

tweeting and pinning and texting, these stories will get lost in the din. The only way these 

stories of valor and honor and commitment will be kept is for us to tell them again and 

again. 

 

Some Mennonites feel that the Martyrs Mirror is a millstone and that it has held too big a 

place in our history. Some feel that it glorifies suffering and gives Mennonites a martyr 

complex keeping us from engaging with today's world. No doubt that might be true for 

some. That is not my experience. I want to understand the desire for change that would 

propel simple every-day people to flee, suffer and die. At the same time, I do not want to 

offer martyrdom as something to seek. It is not a suffering death that I want to glorify. I 

want to celebrate the commitment, the honor and the good-will that most of these stories 

represent.             
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Not all the Anabaptists that suffered were martyrs. Some became perpetrators of 

suffering just as much as their persecutors. Some were unbalanced and went off in ways 

that only caused damage to the core Anabaptist belief. Our history is not pure and without 

fault. 

 

Not all martyrs were Anabaptist. Many individuals have felt the call to do justice and 

walk rightly by others. Inevitably, these individuals have suffered also. Anabaptism does 

not hold the key to alleviating suffering or standing up for the powerless of the world. 

Other faith traditions also have stories of deep, abiding commitment to the ways of peace, 

reconciliation and justice. 
 

An introduction to this service 

 

The genesis for this service came several years ago as I thought about how our church is 

affected by the current culture and our assimilation into it. The idea that a commitment to 

new ways of thinking and a search for truth could actually lead to suffering or even death 

is far from our experience. It is easy to give lip service to ideals but harder to imagine 

actually paying any cost much less dying for them. 

 

At first, this service was going to be a retelling of stories out of the Martyrs Mirror alone.  

However, as I began to think about it and discuss it with others, I realized that there are 

martyrs in many traditions and we hold no lock on this commitment.  For this reason, the 

service today will include stories of martyrs from several centuries and from traditions 

other than Mennonite. 

 

The word martyr is much abused today.  In the case of the stories in this worship service, 

there are several common threads: 1) This experience grew out of a Christian 

commitment; 2) These people sought no harm to others; 3) These individuals did not seek 

martyrdom.  

 

The persecution of the Anabaptist martyrs was drama on a grand scale. This was theatre 

acted in real life that sought to display these people and their suffering in order to keep 

the social order and cement the status-quo. This was spectacle and threat; entertainment 

with a message to not question the religious or civilian authorities of that day. That thread 

seems to be prevalent in stories of martyrs whatever the situation and century. 
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The staging of this service is in the form of simple doorways that all of us pass through in 

our lives. These doorways represent different things to each of us. Each doorway follows 

the previous on our path through life. All martyrs pass through doorways as well. As we 

pass through our doors of life, we leave a bit of ourselves. These bits add up to become 

cairns for others that follow. At times, they may point in confusing directions but we can 

only hope that as each passing life leaves its cairn, the next generation will benefit and, 

maybe, remember. 

 

One of the sources of material quoted during this service is the Ausbund. This book, still 

in use today by the Amish, is considered to be the oldest Anabaptist hymnal and one of 

the oldest Christian songbooks in continuous use.  It began as a collection of 51 songs 

written in the dungeon of the Passau (German) castle between 1535 and 1540.   

References and material used in this service were gleaned from:  

 Mirror of the Martyrs by John S. Oyer and Robert S. Kreider, Good Books, 

Publisher 1990.   

 Tongue Screws and Testimonies, Kirsten Eve Beachy, Editor. Herald Press, 

Publisher 2010. 

 Songs from an Empty Cage by Jeff Gundy, Cascadia Publishing House, Publisher 

2013 

 The Bloody Theater or Martyr's Mirror of the Defenseless Christians by 

Thieleman J. van Braght author and publisher, 1660.  Translated from German to 

English by I. Daniel Rupp and published by David Miller, 1837. 

www.homecomers.org or www.gameo.org or www.wikipedia.org 

 The Letters of Benjamin Marie Petit, published by Indiana Historical Society, Eli 

Lilly, President, 1944 https://archive.org/details/trailofdeathlett141peti 
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I also want to mention two other people that have contributed to me and I have felt their 

presence during this work.  Both of these men played a spiritual role in this creation. 

 

Rod Amstutz.   Rod was a friend and was prepared to share of his own experience with 

faith when he suddenly passed away.   He was an example of one who took the risks to 

self-express his views and ideas. 

 

Stephen Shank.  Stephen was an actor at Goshen College with me.  I admired his work 

very much and he is the one who tapped my shoulder to play the part of Zwingli in 

Brothers in Christ in 1971. 

 


