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Introduction

Over the past several years, the so-called war on terror has caused the ques-
tion of nonviolence to loom large in the minds of many North American
scholars and activists. A spirited debate has arisen about whether nonvio-
lence can offer an effective way of responding to the violence of the con-
temporary era.! Some individuals find it hard to imagine that nonviolence
has a place in our world today—a world in which people fly planes into
buildings and explode their own cars, all for the sake of taking human life.
Others, however, believe that it is precisely in such a world that nonviolence
must persist. The very existence of this debate indicates that nonviolence is
not simply a “thing of the past,” something to be studied in history books
that describe the lives of great individuals like Mohandas Gandhi and Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. Instead, nonviolence is alive and well —for some, as an
ethic that must be recalled in order to be dismissed, and for others, as a way
of life that even today holds a very real possibility for transformation.

My own commitments fall on the side of those who endorse the latter po-
sition. This is due, partly, I suspect, to my upbringing in the Church of the
Brethren, one of the historic Christian “peace churches.” Although my re-
flections on nonviolence certainly include moments of doubt about its po-
tential effectiveness and whether it is always “right,” I share the conviction
of the peace churches that nonviolence remains essential to the Christian
life and to the task of transforming violence and the terror it generates. At
the same time, the challenges of the contemporary era have pushed me to
think more deeply about the meaning of nonviolence and the multiple
ways it is practiced. Over the years I have found that the Christian traditions
contain rich resources for such reflection: The early Christians, the eleventh-
century “Peace of God” movement in France, the Waldenses, Lollards, and
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2 Introduction

Moravian Brethren of the later Middle Ages, and the sixteenth-century Ana-
baptists and seventeenth-century Quakers represent just some of the groups
that have given nonviolence a vital, if minority, place within Christianity. In
the twentieth-century people as diverse as Martin Luther King, Jr., Walter
Wink, Dorothee Solle, the Catholic Workers, and Desmond Tutu have kept
this tradition alive by endorsing nonviolence as a way of life that can pro-
mote authentic social transformation.

Within the contemporary era, John Howard Yoder has presented an ar-
gument for nonviolence that has been particularly influential for both the
historic peace churches and for some mainstream Christians. In Yoder's un-
derstanding, the biblical narratives show that the moral character of God is
revealed in Jesus’ nonviolence and refusal to dominate his enemies with
sheer force. Since Jesus reveals God'’s character, Christians must follow after
him. The kind of community Jesus formed is, therefore, what the church is
called to be. The church must live as a community that enacts relationships
that differ from the ones found in the wider society—relationships in which
social hierarchies are relativized, enemies are reconciled, and persons of di-
verse backgrounds can live together in peace.

While Yoder offers a powerful vision of nonviolence, it is my contention
that his work overlooks a dimension of violence that contemporary under-
standings of nonviolence must address. Yoder’s writings on nonviolence fo-
cus primarily on pacifism and the refusal of military violence, which, as J.
Denny Weaver observes, historically have been central concerns of the Men-
nonite tradition out of which Yoder operates.? In focusing on these con-
cerns, Yoder's work clarifies how nonviolence can respond to what some
scholars call “external” violence, forms of violent harm that assault people
from without. But it does not bring into view what others describe as “in-
ternal” or “internalized” violence, forms of violence that have assaulted per-
sons from the outside and then moved into their bodies, minds, and souls.
According to bell hooks, Lisa Adler, and Lily Ling, when the cultures and re-
lationships that form us are violent, this violence does not remain external
to our selves.? Instead, it becomes integral to our identities. More specifi-
cally, human beings internalize patterns of thinking and acting that are
rooted in the violence we experience through our interactions with culture
and other people. This, in turn, shapes our actions and attitudes toward
others and ourselves. For example, some who are subject to hate speech in-
ternalize negative self-images and a sense of alienation and despair. Others
who survive a physical assault relive this violence in nightmares and flash-
backs that recur repeatedly and against their will; they continue to hold
within them the reality of the violence as ever present, even as they move
through time.

In this book I develop a reconceptualization of Christian nonviolence
that aims to address the problem of internal violence and to show how it
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can deepen traditional Christian views of nonviolence. In focusing on ex-
ternal violence, traditional views have explored the ways in which people
and communities can act as agents of violence by performing actions that
harm others or themselves. Recent accounts of internal violence, however,
indicate that persons and communities also can become sites of violence as
the violence they have experienced is incorporated into their identities. This
raises the questions: How can Christian communities enact an alternative
to violence when the church and its members are formed in and through
violent cultures and relationships? What theological and practical resources
might enable them to take part in transforming this violence, even as they
are themselves constructed in a violent world? What, precisely, does it mean
to enact nonviolence in relation to internal violence?

An integral part of my argument is that enacting nonviolence in relation
to internal violence entails fostering the healing of individuals and com-
munities that have been harmed by violence. In the pages ahead I explore,
in conversation with both theological and theoretical sources, how Chris-
tian communities might embody this dimension of nonviolence in their
life and worship. Theologically, Yoder serves as my primary conversation
partner.# His work presents not only a view of nonviolence that I seek to
challenge and deepen, but also a framework that contains useful resources
for reconceptualizing nonviolence. Theoretically, I am in dialogue with two
fields of study. First, feminist theory’s descriptions of the self as deeply
(though not necessarily entirely) socially constructed provide a conceptual
basis for analyzing internal violence by highlighting ways in which people
are formed in and through social contexts.

Second, the interdisciplinary field of trauma studies vividly describes an
acute form of violence that can become internal to the self over time: trau-
matic violence. Comprised of scholars and clinicians from many disciplines
who all address “trauma” or “traumatic violence”—violence that leads to
patterns of psychic wounding—this field analyzes a range of events and ex-
periences. Some examples include war, sexual assault, domestic violence,
and natural disasters. While those who study trauma do not use the lan-
guage of “internal violence,” it is precisely this dimension of violence that
they address when describing trauma’s ongoing effects. Trauma scholars un-
derstand trauma as a form of violence that can invade the self, breaking it
down over time. For example, they contend that many survivors of one-time
or repeated traumas remain haunted by these events long after they have
passed, reliving them in nightmares, intrusive memories, and flashbacks. In
these ways and more, trauma can become embedded in survivors’ bodies,
minds, and souls, causing them to experience this violence as an ongoing
reality.

By exploring how trauma can become internalized over time, trauma
scholars address a dimension of violence that Christian theologians often
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overlook. Many peace church theologians focus on war and state violence.
Other theologians explore the physical violence that takes place in some
churches, such as in cases of clergy sexual abuse.® From a different perspec-
tive, feminist and liberation theologians examine systemic violence by ana-
lyzing the institutions, social and liturgical practices, and political structures
that harm particular groups of persons.” In contrast, trauma scholars focus
on the self as a site of specific acts of harm. Rather than concentrating on
the violence of institutions or macrostructures, they explore how violent
traumatic acts can fragment persons over time, and how these individuals
can (or cannot) heal from trauma’s ongoing effects.

This emphasis on the individual self as a site of harm does not preclude
analysis of social, institutional, and political structures and practices. Some
trauma scholars emphasize the importance of analyzing structural harms by
arguing that systems of oppression contribute to the perpetration of violent
traumatic acts by creating conditions that sanction, support, and sustain
this violence.8 However, the structural dimensions of trauma are not the fo-
cus of trauma studies, particularly the Western psychological models that
form the cornerstone of this field. Some criticize these models for precisely
this reason. They argue that despite the enormous contributions that West-
ern frameworks have made to our understanding of trauma’s effects on in-
dividuals, these frameworks have a significant limitation: In focusing on the
psychological aftermath of trauma, they sometimes portray trauma'’s lasting
effects as an individual pathology rather than as partly the result of social
injustices. Recently, several feminist trauma scholars have argued that this
approach stigmatizes survivors and deflects attention from the real prob-
lem: the perpetrators of violence and the sociopolitical contexts that make
trauma more likely to occur.®

In this book I offer descriptions of trauma and healing that attempt to ad-
dress this potential limitation. To this end, I give an account of trauma and
its effects that highlights not only its impact on individuals, but also the
role that social and cultural contexts play in perpetrating violence and fa-
cilitating (or hindering) healing. The most significant way I do this is by
paying attention to trauma studies’ view of the self as fundamentally social
and relational. By taking seriously the self's social character, one can
counter the tendency to decontextualize trauma and its effects.

In taking into account the social and structural dimensions of trauma,
however, my analysis does not extend to the broader societal or national level.
This book does rely primarily on Western psychological frameworks for un-
derstanding trauma, and it therefore focuses on the “micro” rather than the
“macro” level. Put simply, I consider how persons (and communities) can
heal from trauma’s effects, but do not explore what it takes to foster the re-
covery of an entire nation that has experienced trauma—such as Rwanda,
Bosnia, or South Africa. While examining ways to reconstitute nations is vital,



Introduction 5

it opens up different issues from the ones I explore here. For example, it raises
questions about how to rebuild political and economic infrastructures that
war and mass violence have destroyed, how to reconcile ethnic groups whose
histories are marked by political violence or genocide, and how to educate fu-
ture generations so that collective violence does not happen again.

The smaller or “micro”-level questions addressed in this book shed light
on a crucial matter for Christian communities: how they can provide a con-
text where traumatized persons may heal from trauma’s ongoing effects.
This is an important matter to explore because trauma affects a large num-
ber of people and its impact is often severe. Many of the church’s members
are, in fact, trauma survivors. Moreover, some trauma scholars argue that
trauma does not affect only those who have directly experienced it.10 As
people hear stories about others’ traumas, they sometimes experience ef-
fects similar to those of the survivors, though to a lesser degree. This means
that trauma can have an impact not just on some individuals in the church
but on whole Christian communities.

From a theological perspective, one can ground this claim in an under-
standing of the church as a mutually interdependent social organism or
“social body.” As Letty Russell observes, if the church is a body in which all
members are related, then what affects one also affects the others.!! There-
fore, while people who have suffered traumas such as domestic violence or
natural disasters are affected by these events differently than those who
have not, the problem of trauma is one with which the entire social body
must contend. The nonviolence that the church is called to enact in relation
to this violence is thus not something a few people can do on their own. It
is a communal enterprise that requires the embodied participation of all
those who constitute the church.

In exploring this dimension of nonviolence, it is important not to over-
estimate the power of Christian communities to assist traumatized persons
or the extent to which they actually do so. As we will see in the pages ahead,
some trauma survivors who look to Christian communities for help after
their traumas do not find it there. Others report that the church has con-
tributed to their healing, but acknowledge that they have found secular re-
sources more beneficial. Moreover, churches throughout history have often
perpetrated violence against their own members or those outside of their
communities. The vision of nonviolence outlined in this book, therefore,
describes not what Christian communities always do but something they
are called to do. But while this vision is not fully embodied in present-day
Christian communities, is also not entirely removed from them. Faith com-
munities, despite their brokenness, can (and sometimes do) contribute to
the healing of traumatized persons. The view of nonviolence that I offer
here is thus “already” and “not yet” embodied in the concrete, historical re-
alities of Christian communities.
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In exploring this already and not yet in the life of the church, I consider
ways in which theology and trauma studies can inform each other. On one
level, I seek to discern how trauma can challenge and deepen our under-
standing of a central aspect of ecclesiology: the church’s identity and mis-
sion. To that end, I bring the works of trauma scholars into conversation
with theological topics relevant to discussions of trauma and its healing,
such as the human person, the work of Jesus, and the kingdom of God. As
I bring trauma studies into conversation with these classical themes of
Christian theology, I explore how it can enrich theological discourse and
provide new ways of thinking about the church’s narratives, traditions, be-
liefs, and practices.

At the same time, the analysis in this book brings to light one important
way in which these theological reflections on healing from trauma differ
from the theoretical ones that many trauma scholars offer. As we will see,
those who study trauma often argue that healing involves the reconstitution
of the traumatized person’s identity. In their view, the individual’s identity
is reconstituted through the love and support of communities that embody
healthy, empowering relationships. In contrast, the theological account of
healing that I develop in the pages ahead proposes that individuals also can
heal—or have their identities re-formed—through their participation in the
construction of a communal identity. Christians have both an individual
identity and a communal identity as part of the body of Christ, and under-
standing the dynamic interplay between these two realities remains integral
to discerning the church’s possible role in assisting trauma survivors.

This book is not the first to put Christian theology and trauma studies in
dialogue. Flora Keshgegian has drawn on the insights of trauma studies to
explore how Christian communities can engage in the work of remember-
ing in ways that both foster healing for trauma survivors and redeem Chris-
tianity from its own complicity in violence and oppression.!2? Jennifer Beste
has examined how the findings of trauma studies challenge theological be-
liefs about human freedom and God's grace.’3> And in the immediate after-
math of 9/11, Serene Jones engaged trauma studies as a resource for ana-
lyzing the psychological effects of terrorism on our nation and for
suggesting possible ways for Christian communities to respond.’* These
works all make important contributions to our understandings of theology,
violence, and the human person. In this book I strive to continue this con-
versation by drawing on trauma studies to develop a new understanding of
Christian nonviolence that addresses the often-overlooked reality of inter-
nal violence.

An outline of the book will indicate how the field of trauma studies is
helpful in this task. But first I want to offer a brief note about terminology.
I often refer to the multiplicity of Christian communities in the world as
simply “the church.” I do so not to deny their multiplicity and the many
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differences that distinguish these communities from each other, but to un-
derscore that in the midst of their manyness, Christian communities are
united. Theologians often use the phrase “the church” to suggest that all
Christian communities are linked through their shared union with Christ’s
heavenly body, which takes place through the power of the Holy Spirit. Al-
though these communities have differences and sometimes exist in conflict,
we can, from a theological perspective, still refer to them as one body called
“the church” or the “Christian community.”

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

Chapter 1 analyzes Yoder’s understanding of nonviolence and its basis in
the particular narratives of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. By ex-
ploring his interpretation of these biblical narratives, this analysis both lays
out a conception of nonviolence that I seek to deepen and highlights theo-
logical resources that are useful for developing a redefinition of nonvio-
lence in the later chapters. This assessment of Yoder’s work also brings into
focus the reality of internal or internalized violence, a dimension of vio-
lence that his writings on nonviolence do not explicitly address.

The second chapter considers traumatic violence as a particularly acute
form of violence that can become internal to the self. In doing so, it illu-
minates the multiple ways that trauma can shatter the self as it moves from
the outside in and becomes incorporated into one’s identity. This descrip-
tion of trauma’s effects indicates that nonviolence must go beyond pacifism
and the refusal of external, physical violence to include the creation of com-
munities in which traumatized persons can heal from the ongoing effects
of traumatic violence. Chapter 3 then lays the theoretical foundation for
discerning how churches might constitute such communities. It does so by
exploring three steps that many trauma scholars consider necessary for
healing or reconstituting traumatized persons: establishing safety, narrating
the trauma, and “retemporalizing” the survivor.

The final three chapters develop a contemporary understanding of non-
violence by theologically reflecting on these phases of the healing process.
Each chapter explores a correlation between Yoder’s theology and trauma
studies” accounts of recovery. Chapter 4 examines how Yoder’s view of ec-
clesial relations both resonates with, and is challenged by, trauma studies’
descriptions of supportive relationships. Chapter 5 considers parallels be-
tween Yoder’s use of narrative and the role that many trauma scholars be-
lieve narrative plays in the healing process. Chapter 6 then explores Yoder’s
understanding of the church as an eschatological community in light of
many trauma survivors’ struggles to reconnect with the present and envi-
sion a better future. Taken together, these chapters redefine nonviolence to
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include the transformation of internalized, traumatic violence through the
communal creation of a new identity.

These last three chapters are more reflective than prescriptive. This is not
a “how to” manual for Christian communities, a guideline or set of specific
recommendations for particular activities that Christian communities
should perform to better assist trauma survivors. Instead, these chapters ex-
plore how faith communities already function, in some instances, as
sources of support through their ordinary life and worship. While there are,
no doubt, new measures that churches could implement which would ben-
efit trauma survivors, they are not the focus of this book. Rather, this book
theologically reflects on aspects of the Christian tradition’s narratives and
practices that enable some survivors to experience, perhaps in just small
ways, healing from trauma.

One could undertake similar analysis in relation to other religious tra-
ditions, which each have their own resources. My choice to focus on the
Christian traditions does not reflect an attempt to privilege Christianity
over other religions. Rather, it simply indicates my desire to understand
more fully what it means for Christian communities to live into their
identities as nonviolent communities of faith. The stakes for them to do
so are high; as we will see, when communities facilitate the healing of
trauma survivors, they effect change in the world that extends beyond the
lives of these individuals. When people develop the internal strength
that comes with recovery from trauma, they often become empowered
and motivated to actively participate in broader movements for change.
Moreover, the healing of individuals and their communities is itself part
of transformation of the world. Thus, when the church creates a context
in which traumatized persons can survive and flourish, it enacts a pow-
erful dimension of nonviolence, one that is much-needed in a world
where violence has so many different forms and inspires such wide-
spread terror. The church participates in the construction of communi-
ties and persons who become not only sites of violence, but also sites
of grace.
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Nonviolence in the Theology
of John Howard Yoder

During my first year of divinity school, a friend placed a copy of John
Howard Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus in my hand. “You should read this,” she
said. “It's written by that Mennonite theologian, the guy who advocates for
nonviolence. It's really wild!”

As I read and re-read Yoder's work over the next few years, I came to see
the ways in which her description both accurately described and miscon-
strued elements of his theological contribution. No doubt, Yoder presents a
vision of nonviolence that has influenced many Christians in North Amer-
ica. And as my friend’s comment implied, his work has not been uncontro-
versial. Many scholars describe him as a provocative or appropriately un-
settling thinker, one who poses an important challenge to the ways in
which mainstream Christians think about questions of violence and the
normativity of Jesus for their social and political witness.! Other critics are
less generous and respond to Yoder’s challenge by simply dismissing his
work, portraying him as a representative of a radical type of Christianity
that does not offer a viable option for mainstream Christians.

Still others, however, persuasively argue that this dismissal overlooks the
fact that Yoder was a significant figure not only in twentieth-century Men-
nonite studies, but also in ecumenical discussions in Europe and North
America for nearly fifty years. Though often described (as the words of my
friend indicate) as a Mennonite theologian, Yoder saw himself as one who
wrote not only for the historic peace churches but for a broader Christian au-
dience.2 He sought to appeal to this audience by grounding his work in a
story all Christians hold in common: the narratives of Jesus.> While some may
contest his reading of scripture, Yoder himself saw his appeal to the Jesus story

11
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as an ecumenical position that he hoped would foster dialogue across the
many Christian traditions.

Yoder's interpretation of the gospel narratives makes him stand out
among contemporary theologians as one who articulates a view of Christian
faith and discipleship that places nonviolence at its center. In an era where
many Christians, including some members of the historic peace churches,
find nothing within Christianity to support a nonviolent way of life, Yoder’s
work poses a welcome and thoughtful challenge. In this chapter I examine
his reading of the gospel narratives to introduce some theological re-
sources—such as the cross, resurrection, and kingdom of God—that make
important contributions to Christian understandings of nonviolence.

At the same time, the examination of Yoder's work in this chapter pro-
vides a vision of nonviolence that I seek to deepen in the latter stages of this
book. Whereas Yoder focuses on how Christians can enact nonviolence in
relation to violence that is external to their communities, I want to explore
how the church can potentially transform violence that has become incor-
porated into the identities of Christian communities and those who consti-
tute them. Yoder's interpretation of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus,
his view of discipleship, and his description of the nature of Christian com-
munity provide valuable resources for this exploration. I begin with his
work, then, not to reject or embrace it but to open up a dialogue with his
writings that ultimately seeks to illuminate a dimension of human exis-
tence he does not consider.

JESUS AND THE POLITICS OF CHRISTIAN NONVIOLENCE

When Yoder published his groundbreaking book The Politics of Jesus in
1972, many readers were stunned by the boldness of one of its central
claims: Jesus is not only relevant but also normative for Christian social
ethics. Throughout this text Yoder criticizes structures of ethical reasoning
that turn away from the biblical narratives and refuse to see Jesus as the
social-political-ethical standard for the Christian life. For him, these ways of
thinking fail to take seriously the implications of the classical Christian af-
firmation that Jesus reveals the true nature and calling of humanity. In Yo-
der’s perspective, this claim implies that Jesus is normative for those who
have made a confession of faith in him. This does not mean, however, that
the church needs to imitate every aspect of his existence. Yoder argues that
the New Testament does not indicate that Christians must take as a model
“Jesus’ trade as a carpenter, his association with fishermen, and his choice
of illustrations from the life of the sower and the shepherd. . . .”5 Rather, the
gospels have a specific focus: “Only at one point, only on one subject—but
then consistently, universally—is Jesus our example: in his cross.”®
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Yoder does not emphasize the cross of Jesus to endorse a theology of
martyrdom or to glorify suffering. Rather, he means to say that the cross
marks the culmination of a specific way of life: a life of nonviolence and so-
cial nonconformity in relation to the world’s dominant social and political
structures. As the summation of this way of life, the cross provides the lens
through which we can interpret other aspects of Jesus’ story. To suggest that
Jesus is our example only in his cross, then, is to indicate that this event
demonstrates most clearly his way of life, and we cannot understand these
two aspects of his existence in isolation. In The Politics of Jesus, Yoder exam-
ines in detail Jesus’ death and its meaning for Christian social ethics. He be-
gins, however, not with the cross, but with an exploration of Jesus’ life and
ministry as described in the gospels.

Yoder draws primarily on the book of Luke to paint a picture of Jesus as
a “radical rabbi” who establishes a new social reality.” In his view, these
biblical texts show that Jesus set out to construct a voluntary and egalitar-
ian society of mixed composition in which all persons live together in
peace.® For Yoder, Jesus’ creation of this new human community is a re-
sponse to both Israel’s experience of Roman occupation and Zealot revo-
lutions. Jesus was a “displaced person in a foreign occupation and puppet
governments” who had to choose among several ways of dealing with the
social conflict he encountered.” Yoder asserts that he rejected the revolu-
tionary violence of the Zealots, the passivity of the Herodians and Sad-
ducees, and the social withdrawal of the Pharisees. Jesus selected instead a
different option: the formation of a distinct, covenanting community that
embodies a specific way of life.10

For Yoder, one distinguishing feature of Jesus’ life is his refusal to use the
political power and revolutionary violence at his disposal. In his life and
ministry, Jesus consistently rejects the temptation to seize the kingship and
the kind of power offered him, which is the power to rule society and to
govern the course of history. For example, in the temptations that Jesus ex-
periences in the wilderness before his public ministry, he is presented with
the possibility of using power to take over and direct all the kingdoms of
the world—an offer he turns down.!! Similarly, when he later realizes that
the five thousand people he has just fed from five loaves and two fish are
about to make him king, Jesus withdraws from the crowd and goes to the
mountain by himself. 12

Yoder argues that in rejecting this power, Jesus does not reject power it-
self. Instead, he chooses to use a different kind of power. Jesus elects not
to rule but to serve, and “servanthood is not a position of nonpower or
weakness. It is an alternative mode of power . . . a way to make things hap-
pen.”13 Yoder's reading of the gospel narratives of the cross supports this
claim. He notes that after Peter confesses Jesus as the messiah, Jesus does
not withdraw from the crowd and retreat into the wilderness. Instead, he
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goes to Jerusalem, the center of Jewish and Roman power. Yoder writes
that

what he proposes is not withdrawal into the desert or into mysticism; it is
a renewed messianic claim, a mountaintop consultation with Moses and
Elijah, and a march to Jerusalem. The cross is beginning to loom not as a
ritually prescribed instrument of propitiation but as the political alterna-
tive to both insurrection and quietism.4

For Yoder, the cross is a political alternative to insurrection because it re-
veals Jesus’ refusal to conquer his enemies with force. It offers a political al-
ternative to quietism because it directly confronts the authorities who ulti-
mately kill him.!>

In describing the cross as a political option, Yoder challenges the assump-
tion that nonviolence is a-political. His argument depends on a particular
conception of politics. For Yoder, politics does not simply refer to matters
pertaining to the state and its government. The Greek word polis is often
translated as “city,” but it does not refer merely to the buildings in a specific
geographical area or to the people who populate this space.'¢ Rather, the
word polis refers to “the orderly way in which [people] live together and
make decisions, the way they structure their common life.”1? Thus, “To be
political is to make decisions, to assign roles, and to distribute powers . . .
‘Politics’ affirms an unblinking recognition that we deal with matters of
power, of rank and of money, of costly decisions and dirty hands, of mem-
ories and feelings.”'8 On this definition, the life and death of Jesus repre-
sent a political alternative insofar as they reveal one way of dealing with the
power wielded by the authorities of his day: the way of nonviolence.

Yoder notes that most accounts of politics would view the nonviolent
politics of Jesus as a failure, since he appears not to triumph over his ad-
versaries but rather dies a public and humiliating death. But these under-
standings of politics err, partly because they assume that immediate effec-
tiveness is the goal. The politics of the cross rests on a different way of
thinking, one that assumes neither that the relationship between cause and
effect remains visible, nor that human beings are sufficiently informed “to
be able to set for ourselves and for all society the goal toward which we seek
to move it.”1?

The politics of the cross assumes that faithfulness to Jesus is what is ulti-
mately effective, and the normal path of this faithfulness involves broken-
ness and suffering, the price of living a life of social nonconformity in rela-
tion to society’s dominant social and political structures. Christians,
therefore, must make their ethical decisions not on the basis of what they
think they can accomplish immediately but on the basis of Jesus’ example.
Yoder notes that this does not mean that Christians should give up analyz-
ing how the world’s systems work and how they can best contribute to
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changing them. They must continue to care about social analysis, but they
must temper this analysis with the belief that Jesus reveals God’s will and
sets the standard for how history is moved.2°

Even as Yoder argues that the church’s nonviolence is based on obedi-
ence to Jesus rather than an estimation of immediate success, he refuses to
give up on the efficacy of this way of life. He believes that the church’s non-
violence will provide, in the long run, the best way to achieve social change.
When Christians base their ethics on the example of Jesus, their efforts are
guaranteed to “work”—not because of their own power but because God'’s
resurrection power that raised Jesus from the dead has affirmed this as the
appropriate way of life for his followers. For Yoder, “The relationship be-
tween the obedience of God's people and the triumph of God'’s cause is not
a relationship of cause and effect but one of cross and resurrection.”2!
Christians can be sure that embodying the way of Jesus ultimately will
transform unjust social relations and structures because this way of life has
its roots in the cross, which itself was an effective political stance (as con-
firmed by the resurrection). To understand in what sense Yoder considers
the way of the cross a political stance that can lead to social change, and
how it can make a difference in the world for Christians to embody this
stance, it is helpful to consider his analysis of the cross and the problem Je-
sus confronts in this event: sin and evil.

RESISTING THE POWERS AND PRINCIPALITIES

When Yoder talks about sin and evil, he focuses not on the acts of individ-
uals but on the powers and principalities. In his discussion on “Christ and
Power,” Yoder observes that the biblical language of power is ambiguous
and unsystematic, primarily because Paul applies it to different challenges
in different situations.?? Rather than seeking to clarify this ambiguity by of-
fering a succinct definition of the powers, he makes the general claim that
they are that which bring order and regularity to God’s good creation. The
powers can be understood as what today we would call power structures—
the state, institutions, and so on—but they cannot be simply reduced to
this, for they are intangible as well. If this explanation seems somewhat un-
clear, Yoder sheds further light on the character of the powers by delineat-
ing two important facts about them: God created them for the purpose of
ordering human existence, and they have both visible and invisible, mate-
rial and spiritual forms.?3

Having outlined the basic characteristics of the powers, Yoder describes
their complex role in relation to humanity. He asserts that we need the pow-
ers to keep our world running smoothly. Human society, history, and even
nature require regularity and order, and God has created the powers for this
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purpose.2* But like the rest of God's creatures, the powers have rebelled and
are fallen. In their fallenness, they seek to separate us from God’s love by
demanding that we adhere to values opposed to God’s will. The powers
now “[hold] us in servitude to their rules . . . . These structures which were
supposed to be our servants have become our masters and our guardians.”2>
Human beings are bound to the powers. This means we are enslaved to the
values and structures that are essential for ordering human social life but
that have “succeeded in making us serve them as if they were of absolute
value.”26 This, in Yoder's view, describes our fallenness, our lost condition
outside of Jesus.

Since human beings are enslaved to the powers, Jesus’ work must involve
liberating us from the powers’ control. Yoder begins to explain this process
of liberation by stating that even in their rebelliousness, the powers remain
under God's providential sovereignty. God still uses them for God's creative
purpose. Thus,

Subordination to these Powers is what makes us human, for if they did not ex-
ist there would be no history nor society nor humanity. If then God is going to
save his creatures in their humanity, the Powers cannot simply be destroyed or
set aside or ignored. Their sovereignty must be broken. This is what Jesus did,
concretely and historically, by living a genuinely free and human existence.
This life brought him, as any genuinely human existence will bring anyone, to
the cross.?”

Since the powers are God’s creatures and are necessary for ordering human
society, we must not attempt to obliterate them. But since they are fallen,
we must resist them. Jesus reveals the form this resistance should take in his
life and death, when he defeats (but does not destroy) the powers by “sub-
ordinating” himself to their control, by declining to use the power at his
disposal to crush them. This refusal to overwhelm his adversaries with sheer
force is an act of resistance because it means that Jesus has not allowed the
powers to make him over in their image. He has lived in their midst with-
out becoming enslaved to their violent and self-serving ways.

How, then, does Jesus’ subordination to the powers defeat them? Yoder
views Jesus’ death on the cross as an effective political action that defeats
the powers by exposing their violent truth and thereby disarming them. To
explain how the powers are exposed and disarmed, he cites Hendrikus Berk-
hof’s claim that Jesus “made a public example of them.”?8 Before God be-
came incarnate in Jesus, the powers were seen as the true rulers of the world;
through Jesus’ work on earth, it became clear that the powers are against
God’s purposes. Jesus willingly subordinated himself to the powers and
morally contradicted their values “by refusing to support them in their self-
glorification; and that is why they killed him.”2° By existing in the midst of
the powers but refusing to be enslaved by them, he provoked the powers to
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reveal that they work against God rather than in accord with God’s will.3°
This revelation that the powers oppose God is their disarming, their defeat
at the hands of Jesus. However, that Jesus not only opposes the powers but
also triumphs over them can be known only in light of the resurrection,
which manifests his victory on the cross. The resurrection reveals that at the
cross, God has challenged the powers and demonstrated that God is
stronger than they are.3!

For Yoder, the resurrection not only manifests the victory that takes place
on the cross, but also confirms God’s approval of nonviolence as a way of
life for Jesus and his disciples. It does so by disclosing the pattern of God's
activity in the world as a whole: “cross and resurrection” designates not
only a few days’ events in first-century Jerusalem but also the shape of the
cosmos.”32 The resurrection means that God’s redeeming Spirit is at work in
the world and that through this Spirit people can have present-day experi-
ences of transformation and renewal, even where there seems to be no rea-
son for hope. It thus affirms what the cross, left on its own, would call into
question: that God remains in control of history and will find a way to work
things out, although human beings cannot see how this is possible.33 In
light of the resurrection, then, Christians can live according to the way of
the cross with confidence that their actions will be vindicated in the end,
even though in the present time they cannot see precisely how.

One reason many Christians find it difficult to believe that their faithful
actions ultimately will “work” is that even in the aftermath of Jesus’ victory,
the powers continue to have harmful consequences. For example, both the
acts of violence that people perpetrate and the structural injustices of our
society which harm individuals and groups are evidence of the powers’ con-
tinued effects—evidence that seems to belie the claim that Jesus has tri-
umphed over them. Since the powers still clearly have destructive force, Yo-
der argues that Jesus has defeated them ultimately; his work has challenged
the powers’ uncontested ability to convince human beings that they are the
“divine regents” of the world.3* But this ultimate defeat does not render the
powers entirely impotent in the present. To use an eschatological image that
theologians often draw on, Jesus’ triumph is “already” and “not yet” mani-
fest in history.

Though Yoder maintains that Jesus’ death and resurrection have defeated
the powers ultimately, he cautions that we cannot understand the full sig-
nificance of Jesus’ work without considering the close connection between
the cross and the church. The work of Jesus does not end with his victory
over the powers on the cross, but instead continues in the life of the Chris-
tian community. Since the powers still seek to control the existing social or-
der, the church is called to show them that their unchallenged dominion
has come to an end. It can do this by refusing to be seduced by the powers,
by living as the new social humanity that Jesus created. Nonviolence and
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servanthood must, therefore, constitute the essence of the church’s identity
and witness. By incarnating this stance in its own life, the church manifests
Jesus’ victory—and in this way continues to undermine the potency of the
powers by reminding them of their ultimate defeat.35

CHURCH AS AN ALTERNATIVE
CONSTRUCTION OF THE WORLD

Yoder contends that when Christian communities embody the nonviolence
and servanthood exemplified by Jesus of Nazareth, they manifest a certain
difference from something called “the world.” Often, he refers to the Chris-
tian community as “other” than the world, an “alternative community” or
“alternative construction of the world.”3¢ At times he says that the church is
called to be “against” the world, even as it is “in, with, and for” the world.3”
What, precisely, does Yoder mean when he makes these claims? How are we
to understand the concepts of “world” and “otherness” in his work and
their relation to Christian nonviolence?

Let's begin with “the world.” For Yoder, “world” is a collective term for
the powers and principalities—the material and spiritual structures insti-
tuted by God to order human society—that oppose the work of Jesus. More
precisely, Yoder states that the world consists of those “acts and institutions
that are by their nature—and not solely by an accident of context or moti-
vation—denials of faith in Christ.”38 Thus, he does not view the world as all
of culture or society. Rather, he understands it as culture that is “self-
glorifying or culture as autonomous and rebellious and oppressive, opposed
to authentic human flourishing.”3 In Yoder's perspective, the world is not
wholly evil, for the powers of the world continue to provide order and reg-
ularity, even in their fallenness. He writes, “The ‘world’ of politics, the
‘world’ of economics, the ‘world’ of the theater, the ‘world’ of sports . . . each
is a demonic blend of order and revolt.”4°

In defining the world in this way, Yoder indicates that the basic distinc-
tion between church and world is between belief and unbelief.#! Unlike the
world, the church consists of persons who have made a confession of faith
in Jesus. By virtue of this confession, Christians are called to live as his faith-
ful disciples. Yoder writes:

The need is not . . . for most Christians to get out of the church and into the
world. They have been in the world all the time. The trouble is that they have
been of the world, too. The need is for what they do in the world to be differ-
ent because they are Christian; to be a reflection not merely of their restored
self-confidence nor of their power to set the course of society, but of the social
novelty of the covenant of grace.*2



Nonviolence in the Theology of John Howard Yoder 19

As a community that has made a confession of faith in Jesus, the church
must manifest its faith by reflecting the grace of God’s reconciling or
community-building love.

In describing Yoder's view of the church-world distinction, it is important
to note that he does not say that the basis for this distinction is that the
church is sinless, while the world is not. The church itself is a power or
structure, 43 and it is therefore subject to corruption.** Yoder does allow for
the possibility of moral growth in this life; he believes the church can facil-
itate this moral improvement by providing a context in which people can
imagine and practice new patterns of thinking and relating.*> But he also
maintains a strong sense of the sinfulness of all persons and institutions.*¢
Given this belief in the omnipresence of sin, he does not ask Christians for
perfection. Instead, he asks that they strive to live in faithfulness to Jesus
and to manifest his identity in the world, however imperfectly. Yoder’s dis-
tinction between church and world is, therefore, not a distinction between
perfect people and sinful people. On one level, it is a distinction between
sinful people who confess faith in Jesus and commit to following after him,
and sinful people who do not make such a confession and commitment.#”

While Yoder recognizes the church’s peccability, he holds out the possi-
bility that it can respond creatively to the powers, in ways that follow the
nonviolent example of Jesus.*8 His belief in the possibility of creative re-
sponse to the powers is grounded in his conviction that Christians have “re-
sources of faith,” including the support of the Christian community, train-
ing in this community’s discipleship lifestyle, the guidance of the Holy
Spirit, and a regenerate will. Yoder thinks that as a result of these resources,
the church can embody Jesus’ way of nonviolence in the world, though
never perfectly. There is brokenness in the church, but it can still be a “speci-
fiably Christian” community that follows after Jesus and manifests his iden-
tity in the world.#

For Yoder, this specificity of the Christian community means that it must
remain visible as a distinctive social body in the world. He suggests that
while the Christian community is visible by its practices—such as baptism
and breaking bread together—the real essence of its visibility is its mani-
festation of a new set of relationships, which these practices help to create
and sustain. For Yoder, God's work is to bring into being a “new humanity”
of social wholeness, in both the Old Covenant and the New.5? As this new
humanity, the church must embody relationships that differ from the ones
often found in the wider society—egalitarian and reconciling relationships
that disrupt social hierarchies and allow persons of various backgrounds
and persuasions to live together in peace.

Yoder asserts that the visible character of the church is essential to its
identity and mission, for at least two reasons. First, the church’s mission,
first and foremost, is to be the church, a faith community that embodies a
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specific set of relationships. However, the church cannot be this community
if it identifies with the world’s dominant social powers, which are hierar-
chically structured and thus create divisions between persons of different
backgrounds. According to Yoder, if the church aligns itself with society’s
dominant powers, then it will remain unable to foster a community of di-
verse people.5!

Second, Yoder says that the church has a mission to engage in meaning-
ful evangelism in the world, and it can do this only if it constitutes a com-
munity that embodies the way of life that it hopes others will likewise em-
brace.52 Though this observation makes a practical point, Yoder asserts that
it goes beyond mere pragmatism and gets to the heart of the gospel itself.
In his view, the gospel says that the work of Jesus is, in part, to create a new
social humanity which brings together different people in relationships of
interdependence, reciprocal accountability, and mutual empowerment.>3
The distinctness or visibility of the church is, therefore, a “prerequisite to the
meaningfulness of the gospel message.”>*

In describing the church as this “new humanity” that is other than the
world, Yoder asserts that the world is not a “tangible, definable quantity”
that simply sits over-against the church.>> Rather, several points of connec-
tion between church and world exist. For example, Yoder says that the
church is linked to the world by the fact that it is called to serve the world
as an agent of positive change.>¢ He further notes that church and world are
de-polarized’” when the world’s powers are limited and made useful,
thanks to the work of Jesus and to the church that continues his ministry.>8
In his view, Christians should not be optimistic about the good the powers
can do, or about what they can accomplish by working with and through
these powers.”® Nonetheless, there are times and places in which the
church’s ministry or the workings of Providence do divest the powers of
their destructiveness so that they can be used for good purposes.®® If the
powers sometimes are tamed, then it is too simplistic simply to say that the
world constitutes an evil system that stands entirely apart from the
church.*!

Yoder also indicates that the church and world are related by the world’s
presence in Christians’ individual and social lives.52 As fallen form of cre-
ation, the world is unbelief; and those who profess faith in Jesus participate
in this unbelief as well. Put differently, Yoder recognizes that people’s lives
are a mixture of belief and unbelief; institutions, too, are a “blend of order
and revolt.”?3 In light of this complex relation between church and world,
belief and unbelief, he advocates not “the creation, over against the world,
of a ‘church’ that just sits there at odds with the world, but rather an ongo-
ing critical process.”®* This critical process requires the church to discern
which aspects of the world it must reject and which it can accept. It also re-
quires the church to criticize its own identity.°> Since the Christian com-
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munity manifests unbelief as well as belief, it must always seek to improve
its faithfulness by analyzing the ways in which it is failing to live into its
identity as the new humanity that God has brought into being.

In exploring how the church can live more faithfully into its identity, Yo-
der does not assert that only the Christian community can embody an eth-
ical stance similar to the one manifested by Jesus. At times he insists that
the language of “visibility,” “distinctiveness,” and “otherness” does not nec-
essarily imply that the church embodies a clear ethical difference from
other communities in the wider culture that object to violence and injus-
tice. Sometimes, what makes Christian communities “specific” or “distinc-
tive” is not what they do, but the reasons they do it or their willingness to
continue when their actions appear not to be “working.”°¢ Yoder's discus-
sion of the church-world distinction thus does not set the church apart as
the sole community that can incarnate a set of values and relationships that
differ from what one commonly finds in the broader culture. It does, how-
ever, suggest that the Christian community is the only one that would em-
body these values and relationships based on faith in Jesus.

Often, Yoder's critics take his insistence that the church must live as the
new social humanity Jesus created as evidence that he thinks the church
should enact an ethic of withdrawal, living as a “sect” on the margins of so-
ciety and remaining unconcerned with the problems of the world. Yoder,
however, contends that this is not the case. Conformity to the way of Jesus
does not imply a lack of concern for the current social order. Quite the op-
posite is true: The nonviolent church must remain an active presence within
society, struggling to achieve positive social change. Put differently, Yoder
asserts that even as the Christian community is called to be “other” than or
“against” the world, it must be, at the same time, “in” and “for” the world.
His construal of the relationship between ecclesiology and social ethics clar-
ifies this perplexing claim and illuminates how he thinks nonviolent com-
munities can bring about genuine social change.

THE SOCIAL ETHICS OF THE ALTERNATIVE COMMUNITY

Yoder’s understanding of the relationship between ecclesiology and social
ethics rests on a central claim: The church does not first become a faith
community and then enact a particular social ethic. Rather, the church’s liv-
ing as the new humanity created by the work of God is itself a social ethic.
Yoder underscores the inseparability of the church’s social shape and the
substance of its social ethics when he writes, “peoplehood and mission, fel-
lowship and witness, are not two desiderata, each capable of existing or of
being missed independently of one another; each is the condition of the
genuineness of the other.”¢? In the very processing of becoming a faith
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community that does certain things together, the church engages the
broader society. Yoder explains, “To participate in the transforming process
of becoming the faith community is itself to speak the prophetic word, is it-
self the beginning of the transformation of the cosmos.”¢8

Yoder’s account of the powers and principalities clarifies how he thinks
the church can have a transforming impact on the wider society simply by
being the church. As David Toole observes, Yoder indicates that the church,
by being a new social humanity in the middle of the current social order,
incarnates a “concrete rearrangement” of this order and thereby begins to
restructure its power relations. This restructuring of power relations, in
Yoder's view, is itself an act of resistance to society’s unjust social relations
and structures. The notion that restructuring power relations is an act of re-
sistance depends on the idea that the powers are part of God’s good cre-
ation. As noted above, Yoder argues that since the powers are part of God's
creation, Christians must not destroy them through frontal assault. The
church’s task is rather to show them that their rebellion has been overcome
in Jesus by living as a community that remains freed from their destructive
ways.®® Here, he is suggesting that the new covenantal rule within the
church can rupture the hierarchical character of the powers and, without
making a direct assault upon them, subvert and transform them. The
church’s formation of a community that enacts the stance of Jesus thus can
be the first step in a process of significant social change, though one cannot
always account for exactly how that change takes place.

In addition to this somewhat obscure account of how the church can par-
ticipate in the transformation of the current social order, Yoder gives several
concrete explanations. First, he suggests that the church, simply by being a
new kind of community that remains present on the social scene, can pro-
vide an exam