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Anabaptist Exceptionalism
The COVID-19 pandemic has certainly tested God’s 
people. Government leaders have implemented 
restrictions that affect us financially, relationally, 
educationally, and perhaps most significantly, 
spiritually. Most churches have experienced some 
level of restriction to their gatherings. This has 
ranged from full shutdowns, to holding outdoor 
meetings, to meetings with only a percentage 
of members in attendance. In addition, we 
have been encouraged (sometimes required) to 
practice social distancing, masking, and regular 
sanitizing.

While the COVID restrictions are not the primary 
focus of this article, they do illustrate what 
appears to many Anabaptist leaders to reveal an 
underlying problem, a problem that shows itself 
elsewhere but has been especially apparent in 
our response to this pandemic. The problem 
has sometimes been labeled as “Anabaptist 
Exceptionalism” and means simply the 
assumption that certain laws do not apply to us. 
Although the problem can be stated simply, there 
are often a variety of contributing factors that 
make it difficult to recognize.

Because we have needed to wrestle with the COVID 
restrictions for many months, probably most of us 
have already locked into our positions and our 
reasons for them. But because it is something 
we are still dealing with, it is the issue freshest on 
our minds and serves to illustrate the point. If you 
don’t find yourself agreeing with the positions 
laid out here in responding to the pandemic, will 
you at least consider the implications of the larger 
concern of exceptionalism?

As reflected in the opening paragraph, the COVID 
restrictions push against deeply held values 
and practices in the community of faith. We are 

called to show fervent love for each other (1 Peter 
1:22) and urged not to forsake assembling for 
worship (Hebrews 10:25). Our fellowship meals 
are not merely to feed ourselves, but to deepen 
our relationships, and we take seriously Paul’s 
instructions to “Greet one another with a holy kiss 
(2 Corinthians 2:12).

The same Scriptures that call us to loving 
fellowship and regular worship also call us to 
obey government officials. Writing to believers 
under the corrupt Roman government, Paul said, 
“Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. 
For there is no power but of God: the powers that 
be are ordained of God. Whosoever therefore 
resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance 
of God: and they that resist shall receive to 
themselves damnation” (Romans 13:1-2). Paul 
went on to say we are to “be subject, not only for 
wrath but also for conscience sake” (v. 5).

Likewise, Peter earnestly urges believers to obey 
“every ordinance of man” and have their “conduct 
honorable among the Gentiles” (1 Peter 2:12, 
13, NKJV) so that unbelievers cannot justifiably 
accuse us of wrongdoing.

While the wording of these texts is not hard 
to understand, it takes wisdom from above to 
know how to find a way forward when different 
biblical principles apply to the same situation and 
seem to pull us in different directions. This is no 
doubt one reason the government restrictions to 
contain the pandemic have generated divergent 
responses from conservative Anabaptist people, 
with some people strongly emphasizing the 
losses to fellowship and encouraging resistance to 
the restrictions and others strongly emphasizing 
the need to obey those God has placed over us.
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The complicating reality is that those who ignore 
or oppose the restrictions do so for a variety of 
reasons and sometimes for reasons quite apart 
from the value of Christian fellowship. Some say 
the government is overreaching its authority, just 
wanting to prepare us for more control. Others 
reject the voice of epidemiologists, saying they 
have read health experts who warn against the 
wearing of masks or that the better approach is to 
let herd immunity develop. Some are convinced 
this is a conspiracy and that the whole pandemic 
is overblown. And others warn that the “solution” 
proposed by our leaders is worse than the 
problem itself—they point to the economic toll on 
businesses and the psychological and relational 
cost of distancing.

But our concern here is a mentality—perhaps 
fed by the above reasons—that we are exempt 
from following government mandates. The 
truth is that we have been given exemption 
from certain obligations required of other 
citizens, most notably exemption from military 
service, jury duty, and (for some of us) the social 
security system. Similarly, we have been allowed 
to develop our own systems to meet legal 
requirements in education, liability insurance, 
and medical coverage (again, some groups have 
done this more than others).

We should certainly be grateful that we have been 
granted exemption from military service and that 
we have the freedom to provide our own liability 
insurance and operate our own schools. These 
are great privileges, and it is appropriate to value 
these exemptions and make grateful use of them.

But there is a vast difference between acting 
on exemptions granted to us in respect to our 
religious convictions, and simply deciding on our 
own to ignore civil laws. It is one thing to “obey 
God rather than man” when civil directives go 
directly contrary to God’s commands, and it is 
quite another to ignore civil directives because 

we do not think they are necessary, or we assume 
our way is better.

Because the COVID restrictions affect deeply held 
values and practices, we must consider if it is 
possible to follow the restrictions and still uphold 
those values. Is this really an either/or situation—
either follow the restrictions or have Christian 
fellowship? While following the guidelines may 
make for uncomfortable adjustments on our 
part, can we apply our Anabaptist strengths of 
ingenuity and persistence to finding ways of 
continuing worship and spiritual connections 
within those guidelines?

Another factor to consider is the reason for the 
restrictions. It is one thing if restrictions are 
intended to oppose Christianity, and it is another 
if they are intended to do good—as in this case to 
avoid the spread of a virus. Because the health 
of our neighbors and particularly the care of the 
vulnerable is a Christian value, we ought not to 
pit one Christian value against another.  If we 
assume that we ought to intentionally disregard 
the restrictions for the sake of our fellowship, it 
immediately raises other significant questions:

How are our gatherings contributing to the spread 
of the virus in our communities?

Can we really justify more people being sick in 
our community, hospitals shutting off services, 
medical workers being overworked, and some 
people dying as a result of our refusal to comply 
with the restrictions?

How will our neighbors view our continued 
gathering in church when they are not allowed to 
attend their sports events?

Even if we were to find a way to justify not 
complying with the restrictions in our meetings, 
how are we exempt from the mandates when we 
circulate in society?

What are we saying to the public when in a store 
requiring masks (where it is mandated by the 
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state) most of the ones not complying are plainly 
dressed Anabaptists? 

What are we saying about the biblical value of 
submission to authority when a veiled Anabaptist 
woman walks around in public places simply 
ignoring state requirements?

What are we saying to other businesses when 
an Anabaptist-owned business ignores state 
regulations for masking and social distancing and 
neither the owner nor the workers comply?

What are we saying to those who are especially 
vulnerable to the virus or to those who have lost 
loved ones when we refuse to take precautions 
against its spread and brush it off as overblown?

What are we saying to those in government 
positions attempting to control the virus when the 
hot spots in their jurisdiction are the Anabaptist 
localities?

What are we saying to the health care workers 
who regularly work with the sick and dying 
and carefully follow health protocol when we 
adamantly declare their precautions don’t work? 
And what are we saying to those in health care 
when they are working extra shifts, exposing 
themselves regularly to the virus, while we resist 
or even mock the virus and the attempts to 
control it?

The above questions relate specifically to the 
current situation, but do we have the same 
mindset elsewhere?

Do we fudge hunting and fishing laws when no 
officers are around?

When Anabaptists are convicted of crimes, do we 
assume they should have leniency?

Do we ignore environmental laws, conservation 
laws, safety laws, or agricultural laws because 
we think the people who make them don’t know 
what they are doing? 

Why do many Anabaptists regularly get taken in 
by investment scams that are not registered with 
the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission? 

What are we saying to our children when we 
ignore laws we think are unimportant? Or what 
are we saying to our young church members who 
think the things we require of them don’t make 
sense?

Common sense is a good thing, and we certainly 
must use it in the application of laws—even God’s 
laws, as Jesus illustrated in referencing pulling 
an ox out of the ditch on the Sabbath. But the 
question we must ask is if our posture is one of 
understanding the intent of those over us and 
cooperating with them to the best of our ability or 
a posture of indifference and the assumption we 
are exempt.

So the question we must honestly consider is if 
we have the mindset that the laws that apply to 
general society do not apply to us. Our actions in 
too many cases seem to say that we don’t have to 
follow civil laws or honor our civil leaders when 
we think they are ridiculous, that we know better 
than the experts, and that it really doesn’t matter 
to us how our behavior might be affecting others 
(in the case of 	 COVID, increasing the load on 
our health care facilities and ignoring the effects 
on the elderly or vulnerable). Are we assuming 
a mindset of exceptionalism and unthinkingly 
sending messages to our civil leaders, to our 
neighbors, and to our children that will cost us 
dearly?

How would it change our approach if we viewed 
the pandemic as giving us opportunities to honor 
the name of Jesus and demonstrate Christlike 
virtues to a watching world?

What testimony might we give if civil leaders 
could know they can count on the Anabaptists to 
comply with laws and to help them deal with large 
problems? What would they think if they saw us 
doing our best to find creative ways to practice 
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our values while still honoring their guidelines? 
What could we communicate to our communities 
if we not only were careful with health guidelines 
but offered assistance where we could, blessing 
and caring for the sick and supporting health 
care workers? What example could we be setting 
for our children and youth if we honored our civil 
leaders and followed their guidelines with a good 
attitude, even when doing so was inconvenient or 
seemed unnecessary?

Exemptions extended to us for conscience’ 
sake are wonderful privileges. We should thank 
God for them. But these great privileges do not 
place us above the law or give us freedom to 
pick and choose what laws we obey. Cheerful 
disobedience is still disobedience. Plain-clothed 
trust in our own understanding is still trust in our 
own understanding.

“Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man 
for the Lord's sake: whether it be to the king, as 
supreme; Or unto governors, as unto them that 
are sent by him for the punishment of evildoers, 
and for the praise of them that do well. For so is 
the will of God, that with well doing ye may put to 
silence the ignorance of foolish men: As free, and 
not using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness, 
but as the servants of God. Honour all men. Love 
the brotherhood. Fear God. Honour the king”  
(1 Peter 2:13-17).

To sum up:
•	 The resistance among some Anabaptists to 

follow government restrictions to control 
the spread of COVID-19 reflects a dangerous 
mindset that we are exempt from following 
government mandates that don’t make 
sense to us.

•	 When we openly disregard civil laws and 
contribute to societal problems, we are 
damaging our witness to civil authorities, 
showing disregard to our neighbors, and 
undermining our credibility with our 
children.

•	 We should look for creative ways to live 
out our values within the government 
restrictions where we can, and be a help, 
not a hindrance, to solving large societal 
problems.

This article was prepared by ViewPoint: 
Anabaptists working together on current issues.  
Writing group: Merle Burkholder (ON), John 
Coblentz (PA), Matt Landis (PA), Gary Miller (ID), and 
David Yoder (KS). Before release, this article was 
reviewed by a number of conservative Anabaptist 
leaders.
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