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I. What is the Radical Reformation?

* “Radical” (Latin radix = “root”) – taking 
the Reformation all the way back to the 
roots of the New Testament church

* “Anabaptists” (re-baptizers) 
* “The Brethren”



II. The Rise of the Radical Reformation
A. Historical Context: The early years of the 
Protestant Reformation in western Europe

1. Three Primary Locations
- Switzerland
- Germany & Austria
- The Netherlands



2. Three core theological principles shared 
with other Protestant Reformers

a. The authority of Bible
b. Salvation by grace through faith
c. The priesthood of all believers



3. BUT: The other Reformers didn’t go far 
enough – a Radical Reformation was 
needed!

* The key distinctive of the RRs was 
Christocentrism – a radically Jesus-
centered faith and reading of scripture
* Jesus’ life and teachings (the Gospels) 
are the centerpiece of the Bible



B. The Early Radical Reformation: Some Key 
People, Events and Theological Convictions

1. On January 21, 1725, Felix Manz, Conrad 
Grebel, and George Blaurock baptize each 
other in Zurich



2. Felix Manz – martyred in 1527 by 
drowning (the first of many)

* The Martyr’s Mirror (1660)

* The willingness to face martyrdom was 
based on a commitment to the Lordship of 
Jesus and faithful discipleship



* “No one can truly know Christ unless they 
follow after him in daily life, and no one can 
follow Christ in daily life unless they truly 
know him.”

– Hans Denck (1495-1527)

* A strong focus on the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt 5-7) as the epitome of Jesus’ 
teachings



3. Michael Sattler and the Schleitheim
Confession (1527) – key themes included:

a. The Nature of the Church – The real 
church is a communal association of true 
believers joined together as brothers and 
sisters under one heavenly Father

* An empowered “laity”
* A commitment to the separation of 
church and state (the Free Church 
tradition)



b. The Mission of the Church – called to be a 
counter-cultural community that serves as an 
ambassador-people of Jesus’ Kingdom, 
seeking to love and serve others, with the 
ultimate hope of seeing people reconciled to 
God and each other.

* “As the Father has sent me, so I send you” 
(John 20:21)



c. A Commitment to Radical Enemy-
Love, Peace-Making and Non-Violence



Public Domain

– Dirk Willems, The Martyr’s Mirror (1685 ed.)



* Power-under vs. Power-over

* “[T]heir vision of power was not understood as the 
means to an end. It was not to be evaluated in relation to 
its possible effectiveness, but in relation to the Bible itself 
. . . . More specifically, it was rooted in an understanding 
of the cross as the ultimate revelation of the power of 
Christ. As a consequence, what others might have called 
success was often subverted, and things that looked like 
failure in the eyes of the world – like the cross (or 
martyrdom) – were, in fact, astounding victories.”

– David Willgren



d. Commitments to community, simplicity, and 
love of neighbor

* Context = private living rooms, not state-
funded church cathedrals



4. The Important Role of Women in the 
Early Radical Reformation

* 30% of the martyrs recorded in The 
Martyr’s Mirror are female

- Example: Margret Hottinger

* Provided a generally supportive 
environment for women in ministry



III. The Growth and Spread of the Radical 
Reformation

A. Some movements and denominations 
shaped by the Radical Reformation

* Mennonites
* Hutterites
* Church of the Brethren
* Brethren in Christ



B. The Growth of the Radical Reformation  
in the Global South

“As new [visions of the Radical Reformation] 
emerge from the Global South, we should expect 
to hear in them themes of radical discipleship and 
faithfulness to Jesus. These themes will sound 
alien to Western ears, where counting the cost of 
Christian discipleship has become irrelevant . . . .



These [churches of the Global South who are 
aligned with the Radical Reformation] help us 
regain a sense that there are some things that are 
worth suffering for; that suffering is indeed integral 
to discipleship. It’s something that we in the North 
find hard to learn.”

– Winds of the Spirit: Profiles of Anabaptists in 
the Global South (2012), p. 241



Centered-Set Membership

A Jesus-like Approach
to Kingdom Belonging



A. Bounded-Set vs. Fuzzy-Set vs. Centered-
Set Churches

Paul Hiebert (1932-2007)
Missiologist &
Anthropologist

https://alchetron.com/Paul-Hiebert-(missiologist)



1. Bounded-Set Churches – Belonging is 
based on a person’s compliance with a clear, 
detailed list of beliefs, rituals and/or 
practices

* Strength – Clearly highlights & maintains 
the boundary between members and non-
members



* Challenge - Tends to foster legalism, self-
righteousness, and judgmentalism among 
community members



2. Fuzzy-Set Churches – There are no clear 
expectations or requirements for belonging.

* Strength - Strongly rejects legalism, self-
righteousness, and judgmentalism
* Challenge - No clear sense of the purpose, 
values and calling of the community itself

- “Whatever-ism!”



3. Centered-Set Churches – Belonging is based 
on a person’s orientation and movement 
toward Jesus HIMSELF!

* This will include orientation & movement 
toward the core biblical values, beliefs & 
practices necessary for loving and following 
Jesus



* Strengths
- Relational & orientational (not rule-based)
- Movement & growth-focused (not static) 
- Most effectively describes Jesus’ own 
pattern of relating to people

* Challenge - Because the criteria for belonging 
are relational, orientational and directional, this 
requires authentic relationship and personal 
time investment in people’s lives



From: “Centred-Set Unity: How Jesus at the 
Centre Changes Everything,” Jesus Collective 
blog (April 2021)

“A centred-set approach differs from other paradigms 
more familiar in the church today, including the 
bounded-set approach, with clear lines defining who 
is in or out, and the fuzzy, “everything is ok” 
approach.



Instead of adopting a bounded approach — where 
cohesion is maintained by establishing rules and 
boundaries to define us and keep our “others” out —
 we place Jesus at the centre and set our orientation 
towards Him.



Instead of adopting a fuzzy approach — where 
anybody is entitled to their view and their own way of 
life — we teach and practice the elevation of Jesus 
and his self-sacrificial way above all else, which leads 
to a giving up of personal prerogatives and choices so 
that embracing the other is not only possible, but 
joyfully done.”



* An example: A Centered-Set approach to 
theological beliefs



1. Jesus - the living Center!

2. Dogmas
- pillars of the faith
(“mere Christianity”)

3. Doctrines
- theories about

dogmas 

4. Opinions
- theological speculation



Third Way Thinking

A Jesus-like Approach to
Polarizing Debates in the Church & Culture



A. Jesus’ Pattern of Third Way Thinking
1. Jesus is asked to weigh in on a 
controversial debate
2. He refuses to simply choose one 
polarizing cultural option over another



3. Instead, he reframes the issue to reveal 
the underlying problems with both 
cultural options
4. Finally, he identifies a fundamental 
Kingdom principle that reveals an 
appropriate Third Way response



B. Examples
1. The Roman Occupation Debate

(Matt 5:38-48)
2. The Paying Taxes Debate

(Mark 12:13-17)
3. The Inheritance Debate

(Luke 12:13-15)
4. The Capital Punishment Debate

(John 8:1-8)
5. The Divorce Debate (Mark 10:2-12)



C. Clarification: A truly Jesus-like Third Way 
approach is NOT . . . .

1. Just one of the binary positions in disguise
2. A mushy, middle-of-the-road option

D. A truly Jesus-like Third Way approach IS a 
uniquely Kingdom-centered approach to 
divisive cultural debates
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