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the city. A dozen years later, having fostered the formation of a conference 
structure with program boards, etc. my father decided to leave Winnipeg, in 
order to finish a BA (in history it turned out, with John A. Lapp the primary 
teacher) at EMU in 1970, when I was already in grad school doing European 
and Russian history. When he returned to Winnipeg, even though he had been 
widely respected and loved as pastor and conference president, that conference 
did not offer him a position, worried how education might have changed him. 
Several years later, after he had survived running a hardware store and taught at 
Steinbach Bible College, he became the first conference minister for that same 
Evangelical Mennonite Mission Conference (EMMC) — another innovation.

That may be more background data than necessary, but it is my way of say-
ing how much I was shaped by osmosis. I never learned to think of ministers 
and bishops as different from farmers and workers in work clothes, and the 
many visitors to our house brought their worlds to our table. At our house we 
talked church, we talked church renewal, we talked mission vision and peace-
making. When my father returned from a trip to the West Indies, the most 
important line I remembered was his discovery that missionaries were people 
too, who engaged in petty conflicts and needed outside counsel. I also got the 
message to study as long as I could — my grandfather’s interest in the world, 
my father’s curiosity in new things became a legacy for me. It was surely many 
years later as scholar and teacher where I more self-consciously rated a capacity 
for curiosity as essential for ministry, a mindset that expects change and tries 
to make sense of it.

Changed by Continuous Rethinking of Theology and History 
In hindsight I also remember the fear, particularly of being changed funda-
mentally by more schooling. That first Christmas break from Goshen College 
in 1965, I attended a meeting of the EMMC Christian Education Commis-
sion, where a high-school teacher, with whom I had often shared such meetings 
earlier, asked whether I was the same Walter, or had college changed me. “It is 
the same Walter,” I said, not only lying but also wondering how he as educator 
could frame his question that way. That year I had indeed taken a course in 
sociology of religion that had been transformative.5 Ever since I have followed 
the progressions of Peter Berger’s thinking about faith, having wrestled deeply 
with his Invitation to Sociology book, and its section on role theory. I have 

5 The course, taught by J. Richard Burkholder, his first time I discovered later, plus 
another the next year by new professor Theron Schlabach provided the blessing of their 
new thinking (and watching their later development as friend and colleague) to set me 
on a path of regular rethinking.
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watched other students get caught up in the Enlightenment enthusiasm, like 
philosophes of the 1700s, only two or more centuries too late, and then not get-
ting past that enthusiasm for the rational. My getting to a nevertheless of faith, 
after wrestling with relativity theory, and the scholastic hubris of thinking one 
can understand religion and faith phenomenologically, helped me to pursue my 
curiosities about Marxism — the early theory, its role in Russian intellectual 
history, and its degeneration when it became official bureaucratic socialism — 
then to agonize with a brilliant philosopher in the Institute of American Stud-
ies (Moscow) who was active in peace matters. He could no longer respect his 
daughter who had become a conformist official Marxist to get ahead with her 
career, and instead he envied his son, who had encountered Orthodoxy through 
priests like Fr. Alexander Men — a man of deep, simple faith, but widely read 
intellectually — and was now risking his career by coming out as Christian. Yet 
in spite of his goodwill, and the experience of his youth as exchange student 
through Brethren Christian Service, he still felt unable personally to make 
the leap of faith existentially. Within six months of that conversation, he died 
of a sudden heart attack. My college time leap of faith experience at the same 
time allowed me, without a sense of inauthentic posing, to enter fully into the 
fervent faith of the Russian Evangelicals — the old Babushki who blessed ev-
ery youth showing up for worship — and to discover very savvy urbanites and 
intellectuals in that same church, who were wishing for opportunities to talk 
over their faith issues, including how to respond to Orthodox seekers from the 
intelligentsia.6

The primary peoplehood shaping for me was to learn the Mennonite story. 
It was the story of a pilgrim people, who had been forced to move for con-
science’ sake. Among vague early memories are hearing C. F. Klassen and 
his brother-in-law Peter J. Dyck report on the postwar refugees. Whether to 
immigrate or to stay was always part of the conversation, because some had 
been rescued from the Communist threat, and others were living or losing their 
faith under persecution pressures. I also learned the story of the Mennonites 
from books, first in German, then I recall reading and discussing G. H. Wil-
liams’ Radical Reformation tome with my father. Throughout, what began to 
disturb me more deeply was the way the Russian Mennonite story, indeed the 

6 Two decades later I discovered that a number of those young Evangelicals had 
experimented with becoming Orthodox (Fr. Men’s group and the seminary in Zag-
orsk), then returning to the Baptist Union after discovering Orthodoxy’s shadow sides, 
but retaining friendships and common reformist commitments. One Mennonite, Vasili 
Fast, stayed Orthodox and became a priest and theology teacher, while his brother 
emerged as a key leader of Mennonite Brethren in Kazakhstan.



154   |   Anabaptist Witness

Anabaptist–Mennonite story, was told from an insider perspective, and was far 
too idealized compared to what I knew about those people. So when I settled 
for historical studies, my initial intention was to find the sources for a fuller 
Mennonite story, to grasp its light and shadow sides.

Among the serendipities of my time in graduate school was the fact that a 
fellow Canadian Mennonite, Lawrence Klippenstein, chose to focus on Men-
nonite pacifism in Russia, and that my doctoral adviser, Dr. Theofanis Stavrou, 
caused my Christian history understandings to expand to new terrain. He liked 
to describe himself as one born and raised in Cyprus, who did not become an 
Orthodox priest as expected, but through the Presbyterian missionaries came 
to USA, where he married an evangelical Presbyterian and began to learn 
Protestant ways, and to teach us with religious sensitivity. For a time there 
were ten doctoral students, all working on dissertations connected in some way 
to the Orthodox East — a very rare religious studies focus in Russian studies 
at the time.7 Throughout my life, not only have I retained close fellowship 
as historian and as Christian with Theofanis Stavrou, but also with many of 
those doctoral students, and with a few others from other universities, who 
have been my colleagues in nineteenth- and twentieth-century religious studies 
ever since. They included Baltic and Swedish Lutherans, Ruthenian Uniates, 
Greek Orthodox, Roman Catholics, Methodists and Baptists — all comparing 
those traditions within the Russian Orthodox milieu of what has long been a 
multi-confessional empire.

I soon realized that focusing on Mennonite history for a dissertation would 
not adequately unlock the keys to the impact of the Russian setting. It was for-
mative not only because it allowed a fleshing out of early Dutch Anabaptist ide-
als, but also the Orthodox ethos, the type of state formation within which the 
Russian Mennonites were essentially the first to develop a spectrum of institu-
tions for ministry and mission, and the surrounding sectarian world influenced 
them. So I began reading about the sectarian traditions, a research area only 
recently getting serious attention. But in order to understand the state officials, 
and their operative theologies, it was obviously necessary to study the history 
of Russian Orthodoxy. That too was, and largely still remains, an inadequately 
researched subject. That is truly sad for the West, as well as for the Russians 
themselves, because it involves a story of centuries of suffering under Muslim 
dominance, then enlightened despots’ aping of the West through subordination 

7 My dissertation, titled “Prince Alexander N. Golitsyn (1773–1844): Tsarist Min-
ister of Piety,” unpublished (University of Minnesota, 1976), was essentially focused on 
the impact of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Pietist movement on Orthodox, 
Catholic, and Protestant traditions, on Tsarist administrative and educational history.
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of Orthodox structures to the modernizing state, and most recently the Soviet 
experiment that resulted in millions of martyrdoms. If there had ever been any 
sense of the Mennonites having suffered more than others for their faith, a 
notion I still encounter rather often, those exposures to a bigger world and its 
longer story forced me to differentiate more carefully.

Immersed in a Bipolar World
In the early 1970s, North American Christians, including Mennonites, were 
in tension over whether to support the underground church in the USSR, or 
the official church. Peter Dyck, then MCC Europe director, learned of a new 
Centre for the Study of Religion under Communism, based in south London, 
and visited it. He liked the fact that they were trying to collect data on the 
whole spectrum of religious life, and were avoiding partisanship even though 
the director, Michael Bourdeaux, had published books on the dissident Baptists 
and their leader, Georgy Vins. Soon after Peter Dyck came to visit us in Min-
neapolis, having learned from his brother, C. J. Dyck, then on the MCC board, 
that I was finishing a degree in Russian history. So on behalf of MCC he 
invited us to go to London, England, as an MCC-sponsored research scholar. 
We intended to serve for three years, which stretched to twelve, nine of them 
in Germany, from where it was easier to do oral history interviews with recent 
immigrants and to travel to Eastern Europe and the USSR. As that evolved, we 
became convinced of the necessity to cross the East–West barrier for the sake 
of peace, to design programs that placed students in East European settings. 
So crossing the East–West border for the sake of encouraging persons bearing 
Christian witness in settings of societal and state hostility to Christians and to 
other religions turned out to be a long-term ministry, and a long-term learning 
experience. Much of this we were able to do openly, but without publicity, 
with the negative result that the supporting constituency was less stimulated 
to walk with us.8

My appointment, and several events soon after, caused me to realize the 
extent of the culture war Mennonites were caught up in. I was soon treated 
as a fellow leader to help us navigate the tricky terrain. If my work involved 
drawing attention to violations of religious rights, tracking the persons impris-
oned for reasons of Christian conscience, and making this public, then part of 

8 That is the central critique in Mark Jantzen, “Tenuous Bridges over the Iron 
Curtain: Mennonite Central Committee Work in Eastern Europe from 1966 to 1991,” 
Mission Focus: Annual Review 18 (2010): 70–90. The article describes many varieties of 
bridging experience, but did not address the longer story with reference to the USSR, 
which is probably a central red line in the MCC story till about 2000.
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my church community treated me as right wing anti-Communist; when my 
work involved researching and writing about the officially tolerated Christians, 
Orthodox included, or to participate in religious and secular peace congresses, 
then another part of my church community treated me as a socialist liber-
al. Since this partisanship was also something I encountered among church 
leaders and educated scholars, I became much more sensitized to how much 
societal prejudices shape our churchly thinking.

Throughout my time as primarily MCC scholar and administrator, there 
was always some form of accountability group with whom I met. During virtu-
ally every trip to North America, a roomful of Mennonite leaders would meet 
with me in Winnipeg, Canada, or in Akron, PA, or in Chicago at Council of 
International Ministries meetings, or on special speaking trips to California 
and the Canadian west. Always, one group would be anxious not to cause 
trouble to relatives still in the USSR, warning us not to be too gullible about 
East European peace overtures, whereas another group pushed for more human 
and religious rights advocacy, and more testing of ways to have a ministry of 
presence in Eastern Europe.

As my role evolved into a more explicit church ambassador role, I spent 
much more time with European Mennonite leaders seeking ways for shared 
initiatives. After a decade I began to sense that I was noticing their ways of 
thinking better, coming to know and appreciate the deep differences that were 
the fruit of national reshaping as French, Swiss, German, and Dutch Men-
nonites. My language facility had improved too — I was catching more of 
the nuances, the body language even. The deepest gradual reshaping of my 
thinking was to realize how often I now asked myself why these Mennonites, 
or the Protestants, Catholics, and Orthodox with whom I was involved in 
peace initiatives, were still Christian. All cultural and societal trends seemed 
to be contrary to Christianity, and the Germans in particular had developed a 
profound sense of betrayal by the state church institutions which had submit-
ted to the pagan idolatry of National Socialism. To be Christian there was a 
deliberate choice.

I began noticing and reading more about the reemergence of a people’s 
church from below, the type of people who then showed up in the thousands 
(and still do so) in annual church days (Kirchentag) during Pentecost week-
end. Sitting on simple cardboard boxes, hunched together in small groups over 
morning Bible study, listening to theological sermons where the issues of the 
day were addressed prophetically, and talking through the many service op-
portunities offered to them in a market of opportunities, or taking in some 
seminar, plus evening mass meetings with major speeches, were also for Mar-
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garet and me a spiritual refreshing. Today Catholics and Protestants take turns 
organizing and hosting what is now an ecumenical church weekend. That also 
caused me to see the much larger real living church than our rhetoric here in 
America about a secularized Europe allows for, since that usually serves to 
dismiss them. Later, in a similar way, I began to filter out the statistics chatter 
about Christianity moving south, about a global church in the South, in order 
to see better what local and specific forms authentic Christianity was actually 
taking. That matters more than the numbers.

The Fear Factor
In November 1979, when President Reagan’s anti-Communist belligerence and 
election victory resulted in renewed Cold War suspicions, several members of 
the MCC executive board, who had been in Germany for an inter-Mennonite 
consultation on the future of MCC work in Europe, traveled with me through 
the corridor to Berlin. We passed through a checkpoint in the Berlin wall in 
order to participate in a seminar with Gossner Mission pastors and theologians 
in East Berlin. On our way back, once through Checkpoint Charlie and back 
on the Ubahn train, those leaders began to relax, and laugh at jokes in a near 
giddy fashion, as if we were going home from a bar. A bit later, when that 
board debated at length, then approved a continued East–West program that 
included placing persons in East Germany among other things, Peter Dyck 
sent me a tape recording of the debate and decision moment. What struck me 
was the nervous laughter once again, as if we were going to stick our finger in 
the Soviet nose, were doing something daring that parts of the constituency 
would worry about. I had always avoided using the phrase Iron Curtain, or 
Iron Curtain countries, but after listening to the tittering, I began wondering 
which side was really behind the Iron Curtain. Over the past two decades, the 
conviction has grown that although the East took down not only the Berlin 
wall, but also other forms of Iron Curtain separation, I have been living and 
teaching in a country still imprisoned in fear behind the Iron Curtain. Is such 
fear a good thing for Americans, or at least for Christian Americans, who, one 
would think, were trusting in God? Can we learn to love the “enemy” from a 
position of fear?

This calls to mind personal moments of anxiety and fear, a chain of expe-
riences that caused me to have more sympathy with Soviet and East European 
border officials who thought I was dangerous. On my first extended stay in the 
USSR (1973), among my first tasks was to locate and visit places of Christian 
worship, especially the evangelical Christian Baptist congregations that were 
often on the outskirts. No information service could or would give me the 
address or telephone number. After the service at the good-sized congregation 
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in Leningrad, several younger persons walked me back to the bus stop. Not 
long after, I noticed the usual raincoat and hat type following me at a distance. 
In Moscow at the Baptist headquarters, the Mennonite staff member, Viktor 
Kriger, quickly told me with his eyes that there were ears (or recording devices) 
behind the curtains, and proposed that we go for a walk in the crisp sunshine. 
Even then, we switched to Low German dialect, and kept a lookout as we 
talked. Many years later I stumbled upon official reports (in state archives) to 
the authorities about such foreign visitors. I published one of them as part of a 
similar event from 1980 that reported a Mennonite World Conference visit to 
Alma-Ata (now Almaty), Kazakhstan, of Paul Kraybill, the general secretary, 
and Walter Sawatsky as the specialist. The closing lines of that report, sent 
from the official in Kazakhstan to Moscow, were to advise them to limit the 
influence of Sawatsky because he was encouraging the young people in their 
religious activities. As some may know, I became de facto persona non grata for 
seven long years, reduced to making contacts with Baptist leaders via a proxy 
or by meeting them at events in the West.9

I noticed two things through these experiences. My background knowledge 
told me that the state persecution had deeply frightened older leaders who re-
turned from prison rather cowed, whereas a newer generation was accustomed 
to the setting, and tended to think that if one activity was forbidden, what 
were alternative options to explore. They were much less shaped by fear, rather 
by hope.

On that Kazakhstan trip, Jakob Doerksen from Kyrgyzstan told me things 
even the files later discovered by Johannes Dyck did not convey. A week or so 
before my letter to Mennonite and Baptist leaders in Kyrgyzstan reached them, 
informing them of our visit to Alma-Ata and our hope that they might meet 
us, the KGB had called Doerksen in to say that he was forbidden to go to the 
meeting with Sawatsky in Alma-Ata. Doerksen said he knew nothing about 
it, but managed to elicit enough data to know the precise dates, and declared 
that there was no law against visiting friends in Kazakhstan. To play safe, he 
had slipped out of his workplace by a rear door, took the car he had hidden 
nearby, and drove all night to see me at the hotel the next morning. When he 
returned home, the authorities again interrogated him for eight hours. This he 
told me some years later when he had immigrated to Germany, and came to 
visit at our home. I apologized for the trouble I had caused him, but he waved it 
away, saying that the opportunity for fellowship with Mennonites from abroad 

9 See Walter Sawatsky, “Glimpses Behind the Curtain — Surveillance and Pres-
sure during Church Delegation Visits,” Religion in Eastern Europe 32, no. 4 (November 
2012): 41–46.
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was worth it.
So what reason did I have to fear the authorities, who could easily keep me 

for interrogation, or confiscate my papers (as happened several times), but then 
my foreign passport guaranteed my relative security? Reflecting on those Soviet 
times now, I am saddened, because of my painful awareness that those same 
50,000 or more Soviet Mennonite Evangelicals — who at great personal risk 
had kept seeking fellowship with the global Mennonite world — after having 
immigrated to Germany in the early 1990s — refused to join the Mennonite 
World Conference (MWC) because it seemed alien; they no longer trusted its 
leadership. It tells us that the careful balancing between left- and right-wing 
sentiments in our Mennonite worlds, too easily swayed by current American 
culture wars, is not working well enough. We need a greater capacity for seeing 
from their point of view. We need a greater capacity to stop assuming that we 
in America own and define what makes one Mennonite and Christian, before 
global church relations can go deeper.

The 1989 Surprise?
A year or so before my visa to go to the USSR (January 1988) finally came 
through, I was watching television coverage of Pope John Paul II’s second visit 
to Poland. I marveled less at the reality of the trip, or at the Pope’s speeches 
to the youth, than at the journalists who still lacked the vocabulary and reli-
gious imagination to make sense of what was happening. Hence “everyone” 
was surprised when the nonviolent revolutions of 1989 came about. To see it 
actually happening, to experience the euphoria of reunifications in Germany, 
or the peaceful ending of the attempted coup in Moscow when the women 
talked the soldiers into refusing to shoot on the people, were indeed times for 
deep emotion, for saying this is unbelievable, or even that there must be an 
angel somewhere. But to careful observers and participants, the changes were 
happening long before already.

Another moment of surprise for me, instead, was to do a presentation to 
the Mennonite Historical Society in Goshen in 1986, where I described the 
developments since the crushing of Solidarity in 1981, using Jonathan Schell’s 
references to the “politics of decency” in Czechoslovakia and Poland, and to 
realize that my listeners were responding in disbelief. They might have been 
teaching the way of pacifism, but at some deep level had accepted the greater 
realism of nuclear power — they could not imagine how its actual use had 
become impotent as an instrument of foreign policy. Since those days, I have 
wished for more careful attention to political, social, and cultural developments 
around the world, and less deference to the peaceful and democratic claims of 
the American Government, and more attention to the actual policies of repres-
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sion, and now outright torture of our government. We have remained largely 
quiescent along with the majority of our society.

So a major turning point for me has been our former reliance on the glob-
al cultural framework of human rights expectations, that once gave Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch their journalistic clout and negotiat-
ing capacity, but our country’s need for security against an announced terror 
threat (which is different from an actual threat commensurate with the kinds 
of state response to “global terrorism”) has us deferring to our people’s fears. 
The violation of rights argument has been blunted; how can we as Americans 
raise it in an appeal to do the decent thing, to stop the torture and release the 
political and religious prisoners, when the perpetrators are us? Indeed, it is 
difficult to recall when Mennonite mission leaders focused consultation time 
on the problem of doing authentic mission when we are so deeply associated 
with America’s global dominance.

Elusive Road to Mutuality
One day as I was speaking in a group discussion session at a Church and Peace 
conference in Germany, I heard myself contrasting the peace churches with the 
war churches. No one corrected me, presumably out of courtesy, but I have no 
memory of the rest of that conversation. How could I be so arrogant to claim 
the high road for the “peace churches” (knowing how poorly we have lived that 
peace witness) and suggest the others were the war churches? Does any Chris-
tian tradition truly see a mandate to make war and its requisite killing of ene-
mies, whenever lectionary reading of Romans 12 or Matthew 5 comes around? 
Soon after I was invited to speak about Mennonite peacemaking experiences to 
a north German association of Protestant clergy, only to discover in the coffee 
time that the majority of those present were pacifists because of their reading 
of the New Testament, possibly shaped by Bonhoeffers’s writings, or those of 
Martin Niemoeller. They might be the only peace Christian in their parish, and 
had to tread circumspectly, but people noticed how their convictions showed in 
the local initiatives they fostered and they signaled their appreciation.

It reminded me of my first encounter with Hans Adolf Hertzler, of Krefeld, 
pastor of the then largest Mennonite church in Germany, with a membership 
of a thousand, even though on an average Sunday only forty or fifty were pres-
ent. I knew of Hertzler as a scholar with a doctorate in Anabaptist studies. 
He stated that in light of the two previous pastors, each with forty years of 
ministry — one a Lutheran with Lutheran two kingdoms theology, and the 
other a Lutheran theologically — he had given himself twenty-five years to 
work toward the goal of once again becoming a peace church, that Krefeld 
church which in 1683 had sent its first immigrants to USA in order to avoid 
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military service. I got to watch him work over the next few years, noticed how 
carefully he listened, how seldom he spoke but how he encouraged others to 
do so. Although since then I have been in the USA for nearly thirty years, I 
keep noticing what comes out of that Krefeld church through its members. So 
what makes a church a peace church? Talking a good line is seldom more than 
a superficial answer.

Since 1978 I have been attending the annual meetings of the Council of In-
ternational Ministries (CIM), a gathering of mission and MCC program exec-
utives from at least thirteen Mennonite denominations. At times we managed 
to host delegates from Latin America, or from Europe, and at the Mennonite 
World assemblies since 1978 there has usually been a prefatory gathering of 
mission representatives from around the world. At such a preparatory meet-
ing in 1975 in San Juan, Puerto Rico, there was much talk about deepening 
partnerships around the world. It was the time when various mission societies 
— such as the Latin American Mission, or the Church Missionary Society, or 
the United Bible Societies — experimented with more globally mutual forms 
of decision making and financing. So the code word thereafter has been “mu-
tuality” in mission. At subsequent CIM gatherings Bob Ramseyer, as director 
of AMBS’s Mission Training Center, presented papers seeking to spell out 
what mutuality in mission could mean, how to restructure ourselves toward 
it. I recall my own enthusiasm for working in that direction, since the MCC 
style still was to see itself as working on behalf of all Mennonites and related 
bodies, including some of the Amish, and not needing to dominate and polish 
its image, but to give visibility to the smaller church entities. I say still was, 
because by the time of the New Wineskins review process after about 2002, it 
seemed as if key staff and board members were not acquainted with that his-
tory. That is a quick way of saying how many complicating factors can arise as 
staff transitions take place, or board members get elected who came with good 
will and no background.

The CIM process of regional program reviews and general meetings to keep 
abreast of some of the trends in missiological thinking was somewhat effective 
as an accountability body.10 By 2000 however, the level of constituency support 

10 In two pamphlet-length articles, Wilbert Shenk provided a historical review, 
including key documents: An Experiment in Interagency Cooperation (Elkhart, IN: 
Council of International Ministries, 1986); God’s New Economy: Interdependence and 
Mission (Elkhart, IN: Mission Focus Pamphlet, 1988). More recent articles in Mission 
Focus addressed some later developments in inter-Mennonite mission cooperation; but 
given my own participation, I still sense an obligation to attempt a review and assess-
ment through at least 2012.



162   |   Anabaptist Witness

for mission and MCC programs had been on a steady decline, evident in both 
a drop in long-term personnel and funding, and a shift to greater reliance on 
big donors and foundations. Several of us wrote papers around 2000 on what 
seemed a more elusive road to mutuality in ministry and mission, which taught 
me about new pitfalls. One way toward mutuality that was broadly voiced 
was to strengthen Mennonite World Conference (MWC) as an instrument for 
shared exercise of churchly power. Financial and idea power surely needed to 
be less heavily North American, and secondly European; nevertheless we found 
no transition device to make it happen. Over the space of three years initially, 
the CIM members authorized its representatives at MWC gatherings to sup-
port the formation of a global mission forum, hopefully with decision making 
and funding powers. Looking at what has developed in the past decade, what 
strikes me as a social historian is to observe the many ways apparent mutual-
ity is manipulated from behind the scenes, mostly out of good will. But too 
many of the able leaders from the “South,” with large member churches, live 
in settings of great financial stringency, and there are still limits to sufficient 
talented leaders, so that naming such leaders to world Mennonite roles not only 
weakens the work at home. It also sets up such leaders for discouragement since 
they lack the communication tools and skills that those from better endowed 
churches take for granted. This past decade has also been a time of intensi-
fied pressures from supporting churches and their board members in North 
America to do program assessments, usually for reasons arising not from good 
missiological principles, but from donor satisfaction needs. That does not bode 
well for long-term North American engagement in global mission.

The Instruments of Ministry
Throughout my time as seminary teacher, I found myself returning regularly to 
the question — what is good teaching, in fact, what must we teach, and what 
methods make for effective teaching? The best I can report is how rare were the 
moments when intended teaching happened, less rare when people indicated 
they had learned, and I wondered about the teacher’s role in that. Indeed, to 
replace teacher with preacher or pastor could well lead to very similar conclu-
sions. There is a reciprocity to teaching, and a mysterious serendipity when 
capacity to teach something and capacity to receive and learn come together. 
So what has been most consistent for me is the realization, at the end of most 
terms, that teaching the class had made it possible for me to change my mind, 
to have some more “aha” moments. So I keep hoping that as I work at the “to 
do list” still left, I will keep on learning to see and think better, and to contrib-
ute something to living globally.

Most of the instruments of ministry that I relied on were idea-related: re-
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searching, interviewing, fostering archival collections or using them, planning 
and review meetings, writing memos or letters of encouragement or coun-
sel, and often conversing in multilinguistic and multi-confessional settings. 
How does one measure these, except to do what you know to be right? Our 
East–West presence ministry was very small: one or two persons as students 
or teachers in a country, learning the language and engaging professors and 
students. So we planned retreats of our EastWest Fraternity for a particular 
country, where the MCC personnel could use the occasion to invite someone to 
lecture to us and engage in conversation, or we made a presentation to a group 
of local friends, which became a reference point to build on in relationship 
building, having conveyed that this is a church-based, not merely individual 
relationship building effort across the East–West divide. Once we met with a 
newly established Mennonite fellowship in Budapest — heady stuff, but it did 
not last, which also set us to pondering.

The apostle Paul’s note to his colleague to bring the books and the parch-
ments often served as a reminder about the importance of book missionaries. 
Together with Mennonite Broadcasts we coordinated translations into local 
languages of some of the Mennonite Faith pamphlets. A bigger editing and 
coordinating project was the Barclay Commentary translation project. That 
story has been told in print several ways. What is worth recalling is how many 
times along the way, as the Cold War ebbed and flowed or the likelihood of 
getting an official license to import and distribute copies seemed more doubt-
ful, both MCC boards and Baptist World Alliance boards debated and chal-
lenged themselves to trust that a way would open, that the money we raised 
and spent was not a waste. Permission finally came through; a magic moment 
to notice how a project, which we did openly and many knew about, so quickly 
got owned as our shared project across the East–West divide.

When I returned to editing journals during the last sixteen years of my 
time at AMBS, it too was a tool of ministry, a way, especially with the new in-
ternet access and email deliveries, to facilitate thinking persons’ writing about 
theology, mission, peace, or the task of rebuilding a good civil society across 
Eurasia, to talk with each other, who were unable to do so face-to-face.

But there were moments I thought about long after. Once Alan Krieder, 
who was very active in the early 1980s peace movement in Britain, as some of 
us were on the European continent, invited me to give a speech at a gathering 
in London. Present were mostly evangelical Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, 
and persons from related societies, such as Frances Schaeffer’s L’Abri move-
ment. The speakers presented just war, pacifist, and a kind of necessary war 
involvement, given our fallen world, ways of thinking. My assignment was to 
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speak about praxis from my East European experience.
I remember telling one story about an occasion when, in the Baptist church 

of Minsk, just before the last major sermon was to be preached, the door opened 
and in walked the head of the state religious affairs office for that region. The 
quick-thinking pastor welcomed the visitor, then indicated they would have a 
time of spoken prayers, before the last sermon. There was the usual murmur of 
voices, until one woman’s prayer grew louder and others listened as she thanked 
God for their many blessings. She thanked God for the freedom of worship 
they were enjoying, for food to eat, for law and order in the city, for its officials 
who tried to do their work honestly when that was not so easy. Then she went 
on to pray for divine blessing on General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, the leader 
of the Soviet Union. Help him, in spite of the many challenges, to push for 
the way of peace in the world, so we would never again experience the killing 
and suffering of the Great Fatherland war, when everyone there had lost a 
loved one. It was a story illustrating ways of doing what you can, and praying 
for friend and enemy was an obvious one. To my surprise, the session chair, a 
retired admiral, remarked that he had never thought of prayer in that way, as 
praying that God would bless the enemy, but why would the lady not pray for 
her government, even if it was regularly harassing their church life, because the 
Bible told us to do so? Too many things we fail to think of, until something 
causes you to notice.

I had encountered an officer at that gathering, then on the Prime Minister’s 
advisory board for nuclear preparedness, but an evangelical Christian, who had 
earlier confessed his aloneness because his work was so highly confidential. 
So how was he to find his way as responsible Christian? When it came time 
to join together in communion, I chose to share the cup with him as an act of 
fraternal solidarity, although we knew we were on quite opposite sides of peace/
war theological positions, but before our Lord and Savior, we stood as sinners 
saved by grace.

So often when I was in settings where there was surveillance, especially in 
Soviet days or elsewhere in Eastern Europe, it seemed prudent to censor one’s 
speech. When Helmut Doerksen and I traveled to visit churches in Hungary, 
Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia, we kept noticing that the pastors or 
sometimes bishops we met indicated they could not trust their colleagues. So 
we began thinking of ourselves as de facto visiting bishops, to whom they could 
pour out their thoughts and feelings, allowing them to try out thought options 
for how to proceed, and promising them confidentiality. Sometimes I wrote 
up a confidential report, but often those were pretty general in tone. Never-
theless, the more we thought about it, the more we sensed that an important 
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instrument of ministry we should risk was to seek to speak openly. We were not 
going to be like the Navigator missionary I once encountered in Poland, with 
whom I went for a long walk since it was obvious we were both believers, but 
only after two hours did he acknowledge (I guess because I knew his agency 
style already) that he was not a business person really, but a missionary of the 
Navigators, providing teaching materials for Catholic youth camps.

Sitting in our hotel room late one night after an all-day visit to the Baptist 
Union congress in Moscow, and unwinding, Peter Dyck and I decided we 
would speak freely to the hidden microphones. A half hour later, the listeners 
had learned a great deal about what was happening within the General Con-
ference Mennonite church in USA, how we should seek to resolve an issue, and 
we hoped that might give them a better education than for them to keep listen-
ing for when we might drop the name of some local Mennonite leaders, who 
could then be accused of telling secrets to foreign church leaders. At least for 
us, we recognized it as a liberating act, even in our private moments we had felt 
free to state our deep love for God’s church, in spite of its problems, and that 
was also how we talked with believers in the open parks the next afternoon.

The world is still very local, and the languages of faith are very many, so the 
road to living globally in God’s church remains very difficult. Also daunting 
is the decline of Christianity in comparison to other religions, and especially 
to the growth and persistence of peoples living as if there is no God, as if the 
moral order of justice and peace for all no longer applies as shared human 
vision. So I close at this point with the reminder made by many, and so often 
spoken with despair, that we start to lose a meaningful sense that God so loved 
the world when we forget about each other, when we no longer bother to learn 
and remember the larger story, the evangel for all.
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Colin Godwin, Baptizing, Gathering, and Sending: Anabaptist Mission in 

the Sixteenth-Century Context, Pandora Press, Kitchener, Ontario, Canada, 
2012. 422 pp. $32.99 (CAD). ISBN: 9781926599250.

Baptizing, Gathering, and Sending is an exploration of the missionary practices and 
beliefs of Anabaptist founders with the aim of stirring contemporary Anabap-
tists to a historically informed mission. Author Colin Godwin carefully narrates 
the social and religious climate of the sixteenth century in which the Anabaptist 
movement was birthed, wades through primary resources, and offers contemporary 
application and reflection for our crumbling Christendom context.

To explicate the missiology of early Anabaptist leaders — among whom are usu-
al suspects, like Hans Hut, Pilgram Marpeck, and Conrad Grebel, but also lesser 
knowns, like David Joris — Godwin employs the Missio Dei (the mission of God) 
as his interpretive lens. This methodology — which sees “the triune God [as] the 
initiator of divine mission to lovingly draw men and women into his Kingdom” — 
is the foundation of his engagement. Godwin explains that this emphasis sets this 
study apart from previous efforts (31). Up until the Second World War — the 
last time, Godwin claims, that a significant analysis of this kind was done — the 
dominant interpretation was based on the presence or absence of evangelistic mis-
sions beyond Christendom. The results have not been positive. Most have cast the 
sixteenth-century Anabaptists as un-missionary, thus neglecting their missionary 
efforts (at deep cost) in local contexts: “Religious protagonists of the era were not 
obliged to send missionaries across the seas in order to find a person in need of con-
version: such people were living on their doorsteps in every corner of Europe” (33).

Godwin counters by offering an account of Anabaptism as a movement which 
created communities of “minority witness” (192). He identifies how the act of bap-
tism was not merely focused on conversion. It was also an act of entrance, an act 
in which a person chose to participate, an act which constituted a welcoming and 
dynamic community, an act that set the baptized apart from other communities:

Believers’ baptism for the Anabaptists was the cornerstone of the creation 
of a new kind of church, a believing community bound by Christ’s moral 
imperatives, prepared to live in alternative community amidst the corrup-
tion and decay the Anabaptists found around them. They were, after all, 
called re-baptizers, not re-converters. Baptism was central to both their 
missionary practice and ecclesial identity. (135)

As I reflect on my experience of church and my work as a youth pastor, it’s easy 
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to see how this discussion offers some challenges. In a few weeks, I will baptize a 
few friends in our community. Do we really understand the depth of this practice? 
How radical it is or, at least, how radical our tradition once believed it to be? Can 
we grasp the ways that it might animate our church as a people sent into and for 
the world, sent into our neighborhoods?

Yet it is Godwin’s discussion of Anabaptism as “minority witness” that strikes 
home even more. How can we, in our First World, ‘post-Christian’ realities (I write 
from Canada), learn from the marginal witness of our sixteenth-century elders? 
Godwin argues that current Anabaptist understandings around ‘post-Christen-
dom’ are too superficial. It’s not:

simply about the loss of status of the churches in the West but the loss of 
status of the West period. The growth of the church in Asia, Africa, and 
South America anticipated by Visser ’t Hooft in 1959, became a reality 
that none could ignore by the end of the twentieth century and shows no 
signs of slowing in the twenty-first. (293)

How should we respond? According to Godwin, to be an Anabaptist witness, 
especially in the First World, demands that we have a global perspective in each of 
our local contexts. Since many white Anabaptists in the West find themselves in 
positions of power, I believe that we must learn from marginalized voices that have 
been overwhelmingly silenced, directly or not, by white power. Anabaptism cannot 
be a minority witness — and thus true to its tradition, and more importantly, true 
to the gospel — unless it sheds its reliance and trust in the vestiges of Christendom 
and Western power.

As we struggle to live and practice Anabaptism today, it is important that we 
understand the foundations which animated the movement at the beginning. It’s 
important for us to track how those foundations have been re-imagined over the 
centuries and explore how we might do the same in our particular time and place. 
Godwin’s book is not perfect — it’s a bit too academic to garner a wide reading — 
but it contains valuable resources that can help us do this vital work of “seeking the 
old paths” (Jer. 6:16).

Chris Lenshyn, Associate Pastor at Emmanuel Mennonite Church, Abbotsford, 
British Columbia, Canada.

John Howard Yoder, Theology of Mission: A Believers Church Perspective, 
edited by Gayle Gerber Koontz and Andy Alexis-Baker, IVP Academic, 
Downers Grove, IL, 2014. 430 pp. $36.00. ISBN: 9780830840335.

Between 1964 and 1983, John Howard Yoder taught a course on the theology of 
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mission at Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminaries. After Yoder left the sem-
inary the tapes were stored in the library basement and forgotten. Decades later, 
while guest lecturing in Gayle Gerber Koontz’s course on the theological legacy 
of Yoder, Wilber Shenk alluded to the possibility that the tapes of Yoder’s lectures 
might still exist, and after months of searching they were found. This book is the 
culmination of transcribing and editing the audio recordings of Yoder’s course 
from 1973 and 1976. The result of this fascinating and laborious process is a major 
contribution to the present work of understanding the church’s mission. 

While the book is not formally divided, the chapters move broadly through bibli-
cal, historical, and theological engagements. Chapters 1 through 5 deal with the 
Bible, offering Yoder’s attentive reading of Scripture which attempts to bracket lat-
er histories of interpretation. In the Bible, Yoder finds an account in which people 
are called, brought into covenant relationship, and expected to live as a particular 
people in light of that calling. In the Old Testament this is primarily through the 
election of Israel in the midst of the nations. In the Gospels, the call remains the 
same - be faithful as Israel was called to be faithful. In the book of Acts, as well as 
in the Pauline corpus, a shift takes place; here there is reflection on what happened 
in the spread of this movement, not an articulation of a strategic plan. “The fact of 
mission,” Yoder asserts, “was prior to the theology of mission” (96). Later, in sum-
marizing his exegetical work on the New Testament, Yoder writes, “[The mission] 
was unavoidable and even sometimes accidental. The Diaspora base was in place 
before the Gospel. In this sense the ‘new people’ was the message before it became 
the vehicle for the message” (124). This reading becomes an important orientation 
for Yoder. Throughout the text, he unpacks and sets forth a mission of migration. 
This mission reflects an existing community that, through its particular calling, 
moves and engages the world around it.

After establishing his reading of the biblical material, Yoder situates this narrative 
within the history of mission (and its theology) and then grapples more directly 
with contemporary theological issues. In the sections on the history of mission, 
readers familiar with Yoder will find the usual critique of Constantinianism and its 
perversion of the message of the gospel. While this critique is increasingly familiar, 
the historical and theological terrain Yoder covers with regard to mission provides 
a fresh perspective on his engagement, especially with his extended dialogue (and 
critique) of Pietism.

Chapter 15 marks a transition into more contemporary theological territory. Yoder 
explains the Free Church approach as one uninterested in large social engineering 
in the name of salvation. Rather, it is a movement that provides internal social 
critique which varies with given situations. The gospel still speaks in its radical 
particularity, and the message comes via the presence of a people committed to 
loving service. The mission is, in one sense, quite simple: ongoing engagement with 
the message of the gospel as it relates to specific environments.
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Working towards something of a climax, Yoder approaches the basic questions of 
Christianity’s relation to other religions. Until now, Yoder has outlined an image 
of the church in mission that needed to repent of and reject past complicity with 
colonial projects. However, it remains an open question as to whether Yoder ac-
tually addresses the underlying logic that led to the destructive elements of the 
church’s mission. He makes two claims in these final chapters that will need to 
be acknowledged and engaged by future theologians in this field. First, while dis-
cussing ‘religion’ as an interpretive category, Yoder asserts that “what Christians 
must talk about is Jesus Christ, not Christianity as religion or culture” (397). This 
position is compounded with a second claim, having to do with the way in which 
Jesus ‘positions’ other religions and post-Christian movements. Yoder does not 
advocate active proselytizing of Hindus and Buddhists but articulates how they are 
changed when they come into contact with Jesus. Then with respect to post-Chris-
tian movements (anything from Islam to Marxism), Yoder contends that they are 
“derived from a Christianity that lost its way” (385). I’m suspicious of Yoder’s way 
of explaining the relationship between Christianity and other religious movements 
because he makes it sound like there is some pure essence of truth within the Chris-
tian tradition that remains unassailable in the face of colonial experiences and 
wrongdoing. For Yoder, the essence, which cannot be wrong, is Jesus. But does that 
not contradict his emphasis on the particularity of Jesus? I don’t think it is helpful 
to both prioritize Jesus’s particularity and abstract some essence which remains an 
unassailable element of the Christian tradition.

Theology of Mission is an important contribution to what is at present a controversial 
topic. Yoder calls on the church to live out of its particular history and formation. 
This means confessing the wrongs that came from it and returning again and again 
to the biblical witness, which points the church towards a communal and migratory 
understanding of mission. These are welcome correctives to many supercessionist 
theologies of mission. The question that remains untouched is whether Yoder ac-
tually steers the church away from a theology that will insulate itself from receiving 
good news outside of (and perhaps otherwise than) its particularity — a theology 
of mission that cannot help but determine the question of salvation for others. 
Such a theology, weighted more on repentance than a reflexive posture of mutual 
engagement and formation, also adds to the tension the Mennonite church faces as 
it continues to sort out not only its understanding of mission but also its handling 
of the accounts of Yoder’s sexual abuse. The Mennonite Church is currently not of 
one mind on these issues, but this work should stand as an important contribution 
to these ongoing conversations.

David Driedger, Associate Minister at First Mennonite Church, Winnipeg, Man-
itoba, Canada.
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J. Denny Weaver, The Nonviolent God, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI, 
2013. 336 pp. $25.00. ISBN: 9780802869234.

I am nearing the end of my three-year commitment with Christian Peacemaker 
Teams (CPT) and I plan to renew as a reservist, because I want to deepen my ex-
ploration of the “radicality of God’s justice” (21), a way of life described by J. Denny 
Weaver in his theologically rich book, The Nonviolent God.

Readers familiar with CPT and its work of violence reduction (work that Weaver 
has participated in and references within this text) will know that we embrace 
non-violence and a theological vision that is marginal to mainstream Christianity. 
So, Weaver was preaching his text to the choir (albeit, a critical one). I’m on board 
with his rejection of divine violence. I agree with his privileging of interpretations 
of the gospel that come from the underside of society. And, above all, I agree with 
how he centres everything on the praxis of the nonviolent Christ who was crucified 
– a focus that produces “a theology for the living.”

God is present in the life of Jesus. Through Jesus’ embodied witness of the King-
dom, God engaged the brokenness of our fragile world: the outcasts and suspects, 
the ethnically despised and reviled. But it wasn’t only interpersonal relationships 
that God addressed in Jesus. It was also those larger systemic forces that impacted 
— often disastrously so — relationships in and between communities.

God unmasked the powers and gave life in Jesus. Yet it’s not all about Jesus. It’s 
also about you and me and the entire creation. Because God raised the Crucified 
who embodied a truly human way of being, writes Weaver, the resurrection “is 
an invitation to every individual to experience reconciliation with God and the 
presence of the reign of God now on earth, in our lives as human beings” (87). 
This demands decision — personal and collective. “Experiencing the reign of God 
now requires a choice on our part to leave the forces of evil and to join the reign 
of God made present in the life of the resurrected Jesus” (87). Sadly, as we are all 
too aware, the church has largely strayed from the blueprint which is to guide 
our seeking of God’s reign — that is, the very life of Jesus. Weaver explicates this 
failure in some detail.

It didn’t take long before the church was woven into the mainstream fabric of 
the Roman Empire. Forgetting its history and the subversive gospel memories, 
the Christian community lost its sense of confrontation with the dominant social 
order. One memory that challenged such amnesia was the New Testament book 
of Revelation.

The book of Revelation is not a predictive text about some distant, future calamity. 
Revelation was and is a warning about complacency in the present. Specifically, 
Revelation implores first-century readers not to become comfortable or deceived 
by an empire that is not actively oppressing Christians. At the time, Rome was 
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not persecuting the church. Christians were tolerated and largely ignored. And it 
was during this period, and the following decades, that a new Christian identity 
was emerging; one that focused on the relationship between God the Father and 
the Son as deity. Regrettably, what this Son actually did while physically pres-
ent on Earth — his radical kingdom ministry of non-violent resistance — was 
being eclipsed by a high Christology which privileged Jesus’ divinity. According 
to Weaver, the book of Revelation is a bold call to remember that the one on the 
throne is the Crucified who confronted the domination system, and was slaugh-
tered for doing it.

It is a word that is desperately needed today. Whether we identify the empire as 
the United States, or perhaps even global capital (as Weaver does), how do we move 
from complacency to resistance? And, coming to the crux of the book, how do we 
do it non-violently?

Weaver defines violence as “destruction to a victim by means that overpower the 
victim’s consent” (192). We need thicker and more complex definitions than this. 
For in this imperial age of ecological plunder, inordinate harm is done to oth-
er-than-human persons that aren’t able to articulate consent. Can we recognize 
that? Can we define violence as a power that dominates, destroys, and diminishes 
not only ourselves but all of creation (and so define non-violence as a power that 
liberates and heals human and non-human creation)? Such understandings would 
fit nicely within Weaver’s “theology for the living.”

Weaver also falls short in addressing North American economic realities. He states 
that Jesus did not propose a specific economic system but rather an order that pro-
moted financial, environmental, and social sustainability. But then he curiously 
states that, as Christians, our calling is not to join efforts to replace one system with 
another (i.e., capitalist to socialist), but to use available mechanisms within the sys-
tem to advocate for the marginalized. While giving detailed examples of what this 
could look like — examples which address the recent financial collapse and current 
health crisis within the United States — Weaver’s reliance on the profit system is 
problematic. Capitalism certainly does not liberate, humanize, and heal ourselves 
and the rest of creation. And I don’t think Jesus would be comfortable with the 
idea of working towards a kinder, gentler form of this system. As a Christian, I 
hear the words of Jesus (“Woe to the rich,” “Blessed be the poor,” for example) 
and the vision of the book of Revelation as calling all of us — whether you are an 
Indigenous Native American or a wealthy white Zacchaeus — to join a revolution. 
The invitation of the crucified and resurrected Jesus is to experience and practice 
the reign of God, now, on Earth. That is the good news of the non-violent God.

Chris Sabas, Christian Peacemaker Teams – Aboriginal Justice Team, Toronto, 
Ontario, Canada.
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Willard M. Swartley, Health, Healing and the Church’s Mission: Biblical 
Perspectives and Moral Priorities, IVP Academic, Downers Grove, IL, 2012. 
268 pp. $19.20. ISBN: 9780830839742.

As I began reading this book, there was an outbreak of measles in the Fraser Valley 
where I live. Measles is a highly contagious viral infection and a potentially serious 
disease, but in communities with high vaccination rates, it’s generally not a prob-
lem. In fact, fifteen years ago, the immunization program was so successful that 
people spoke of measles being eliminated in North America.

In the eastern part of the Fraser Valley, however, the vaccination rate was only 
60–70%, well below the 95% needed for effective immunity in a community. Sev-
eral children had confirmed diagnoses, there were another hundred suspected cases 
all at the same religious school, and the infection was beginning to spread beyond 
the school to the general population.

One of the reasons for the low vaccination rate in that particular area is the be-
lief that, if it is God’s will, God will protect people from disease. “We leave it in 
[God’s] hands,” says the pastor of the church at the center of the outbreak. While 
he does not oppose healthy eating, rest, and other natural ways of staying healthy, 
he is against vaccination. “Of course I openly express my own point of view ac-
cording to the Bible, absolutely,” he says. “But it’s not that we force [people not to 
vaccinate]. It’s through their own conscience that they have to act.”

It would seem that this pastor’s teaching has had an effect, for vaccination rates in 
his community are relatively low compared to that of surrounding areas, and they 
were now facing this outbreak of measles. Was this really God’s will? Or does God 
will us to use medicine and science to prevent disease? What does it mean for God 
to be our healer? And what role does the community play in health and healing?

Willard Swartley’s book is a comprehensive treatment of these and other questions. 
I appreciate his careful biblical scholarship in Part 1 of the text, which gives an 
overview of healing in both the Old and New Testaments, offers sound theological 
analysis, and discusses the church as a community of healing. In Part 2, Swart-
ley thoughtfully applies this understanding to current issues of health care in the 
United States, and extends this even further in Part 3 as he explores new paradigms 
of compassionate and sustainable health care that express mutual aid, service, and 
God’s shalom.

Swartley’s purpose in writing this book is to recall the church “to own its biblical, 
historical and theological heritage and its mission in healing and health care. It 
challenges the current dominant assumption that health care is an economic, po-
litical or medical issue only. It regards U.S. health care a moral priority” (11).

To the pastor who sees vaccination as a lack of faith, this book says: “We should not 
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pit faith healing against medical healing. We need not compartmentalize between 
the religious and the scientific, between natural and supernatural healing, between 
faith and pills” (100). “Medical cures rooted in scientific knowledge do not negate 
God as healer who gives wholeness and well-being” (107).

For the church seeking to live out its mission, this book reminds us of “Jesus’ dual 
mission of healing and proclaiming the kingdom of God” (11). It calls us “to con-
tinue what Jesus began: to be a healing community” (17), and reminds us that “The 
quality of the church’s life and mission is known by its response to the weak, the 
disabled and the poor in its midst” (163).

For those who are sick, there is both realism and hope that comes both from Scrip-
ture and from the author’s own experience with his heart condition: “Healing is 
always God’s/Jesus’ gift; it is not our faith or doing. And when we are not healed 
from physical sickness as we might desire, we may experience other dimensions 
of healing, emotional and spiritual, and know shalom-joy even when health is 
compromised” (229).

For those in our culture who tend to idolize health and the perfect body, this 
book reminds us of our all too human limitations, “to own our mortality and open 
ourselves to God’s work in and through us” (44), to see the “beauty and grace” in 
disability (166).

For healthcare leaders and others, this book sets out a vision of health care that 
“honors God’s good creation” (207), that is compassionate and just, and cares for 
those who are most vulnerable.

While the healthcare system and its challenges are somewhat different in Canada 
than in the United States, I resonated with so much in this book and found my-
self underlining these and many other passages. I highly recommend this biblical, 
practical, wise, and challenging book.

As for the measles outbreak in my neighboring community? The 320 confirmed 
cases is the largest measles outbreak ever recorded in my province. A medical 
health spokesperson expressed respect for the group’s religious views and at the 
same time encouraged others to get vaccinated. Extra clinics were set up for vacci-
nation and were used by the general population and some members of the religious 
group who decided to get vaccinated as well. The outbreak was largely limited to 
the one area, and the crisis seems to be over.

April Yamasaki, Pastor of Emmanuel Mennonite Church, Abbotsford, British Co-
lumbia, Canada.
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Mark R. Amstutz, Evangelicals and American Foreign Policy, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2014. 260 pp. $29.95. ISBN: 9780199987634.

In Evangelicals and American Foreign Policy Mark Amstutz provides an overview 
of the ways in which evangelicals in the United States have been involved in for-
eign affairs as well as a normative account for how their work in this area might 
be strengthened. The paradigm highlighted (and generally praised) throughout 
the book is that of neo-evangelicalism: a movement of theologically conservative 
Protestants who rejected fundamentalist isolationism in the mid-twentieth century 
in order to engage with politics and culture. In Amstutz’s view, neo-evangelicals 
(such as Carl F. H. Henry, the magazine Christianity Today, and the National As-
sociation of Evangelicals, or NAE) represent a brand of faith in line with historical 
evangelicalism’s nineteenth-century efforts to minister to broader society. In re-
gards to the historical roots of their foreign affairs engagement, Amstutz identifies 
overseas missions as the original mode by which evangelicals began to influence 
geopolitical conversations. Foreign missionaries were “the first American interna-
tionalists” (66) who laid the foundation for Christian and secular conceptions of 
global humanitarianism and civil society.

Several chapters of the book deal with specific foreign policy issues of particular 
significance to US evangelicals, such as global poverty, Israel, immigration, and 
the war on terror. Amstutz registers several praises and concerns with the manner 
in which evangelicals engaged these issues. For example, he salutes evangelicals 
for their important role in the push for US assistance in the HIV/AIDS pandemic 
in Africa but criticizes what he sees as a naïve sense of empathy for undocumented 
immigrants and terrorist detainees among some evangelicals. The criticisms largely 
fall at the feet of more progressive evangelical thinkers (such as Ron Sider and Da-
vid Gushee) and the more recent public statements made by the NAE, all of which 
are, according to Amstutz, unwilling to enter into the difficult work of balancing 
compassionate concerns with the complications of statecraft. Evangelicals must not 
ignore the demands of the rule of law upon illegal aliens and the financial burden 
they place on the US (180–1), or the fact that “limited coercive interrogation” of 
terrorists may be justified when community safety is threatened (186).

In the final chapter of the book, “Toward a More Effective Evangelical Global 
Engagement,” Amstutz articulates an international vision for evangelicals that bal-
ances competing claims of justice and humanitarianism, and the broader tension 
between worldly engagement with what he sees as the primarily spiritual task of 
the church. Drawing upon sources such as neo-evangelical Carl F. H. Henry and 
Christian realist Reinhold Niebuhr, he calls on evangelicals to engage in interna-
tional politics through identification of general moral principles but to reject the 
temptation (that Amstutz identifies as the pitfall of the Protestant mainline) to 
“tell the government what to do” (199). Quoting Paul Ramsey, Amstutz contends 



176   |   Anabaptist Witness

that “in politics the church is only a theoretician” and that blunt statements (such 
as the NAE’s on torture) “call into question the moral authority of the church itself 
because these political initiatives were often regarded as simplistic, divisive, and 
unrepresentative of their member’s views” (199).

A strength of this book is its historical account of evangelical influence in US 
foreign policy, particularly its linkage of the development of US geopolitics with 
the Christian missionary enterprise. For those interested in missions, Amstutz 
helpfully reminds us that Christian work abroad can never be understood without 
political dynamics in mind. Missionaries (even those of Anabaptist persuasion) 
must be aware of the ways in which they represent (often unconsciously) their 
homeland’s cultural and political interests on the international scene, for better 
or worse. Likewise, those concerned primarily with foreign policy must come to 
terms with the fact that their enterprise has never been a purely secular matter. 
Missionaries were historically instrumental in developing the global consciousness 
of Americans and have been an important lobbying influence in US foreign policy.

Though most Anabaptists (and some evangelicals) will disagree with the more pi-
ous version of a Christian realist political theology that Amstutz proffers, his views 
are worth consideration if for no other reason than their ubiquity among the cul-
turally competent and politically astute evangelicals that have taken up residence 
in the halls of U.S. power in the last half-century. Theological differences aside 
though, a weakness in the method and scope of this book is that Amstutz focuses 
most of his criticism of evangelical geopolitical work on progressive evangelical 
figureheads and the formal statements of evangelical groups, while neglecting close 
analysis of the actual beliefs and profound influence of the more typically conserva-
tive evangelical laity. This is most glaring in his discussions of evangelical views on 
immigration, nuclear war, and torture (his more nuanced discussion of the varieties 
of evangelical support for Israel being the exception). I wish Amstutz would have 
spent more time discussing in depth the foreign policy views that most evangelicals 
actually hold (such as their general support of torture of terrorist detainees, a point 
he even concedes), keeping in mind how allegedly credulous statements by more 
progressive evangelicals perhaps serve as an important corrective to the uncritical 
nationalism that has characterized much of evangelicalism in the US during the 
twentieth century. We get little discussion of the evangelical support of both laity 
and leaders for the second Iraq War or their general acquiescence to practices of 
“enhanced interrogation.” And though progressive evangelical formal statements 
are labeled as naïve, Amstutz neglects the more pervasive geopolitical ignorance at 
work in evangelical international efforts like the hugely popular Kony 2012 viral 
internet phenomenon.

Another limitation of the book is Amstutz’s restriction of the focus of the book to 
the work and thought of United States evangelicals. There is little consideration of 
the way that evangelicals outside of the U.S. have viewed, benefitted from, or been 
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victimized by the foreign policy of this country. For example, how have Christians 
in Mexico interpreted US evangelical support for border control, or what is the 
character of Iraqi Christian understandings of US military involvement in their 
country? This obviously could be a result of the confines of space and scope. But 
perhaps it is a subtle reminder of how US evangelicals easily forget their ecclesial 
ties to brothers and sisters abroad due to enmeshment with their national identity 
or demands on the home front. One wonders what effect remembrance of these 
ties would have on US evangelicals, and how it might temper their nationalism or 
change the way they relate to other international communities for the better.

Aaron Griffith, a member of Durham Mennonite Church and a doctoral student 
in American religious history at Duke Divinity School, Durham, NC.

Kwok Pui-lan, Globalization, Gender, and Peacebuilding: The Future of In-
terfaith Dialogue, Paulist Press, 2012. 102 pp. $9.95. ISBN: 9780809147724.

In this compact study, Kwok Pui-lan, William F. Cole Professor of Christian The-
ology and Spirituality at the Episcopal Divinity School, offers an outline for a 
proposal for how to think about and practice interfaith dialogue in a globalized 
world in which violent conflicts are often constructed in religious terms. Origi-
nally presented as lectures at the University of Notre Dame, the chapters have a 
conversational quality, and footnotes are kept to a minimum. Some readers might 
be frustrated that Kwok gestures at some complicated matters (such as the impli-
cations of current debates within the religious studies field about how the modern 
category of religion has its roots within liberal Christian theology) while leaving 
them underdeveloped. However, Kwok’s presentation has the salutary effect of 
being accessible to the non-specialist reader.

Kwok’s direct, uncomplicated style arguably connects with one of her key claims, 
namely, that “interfaith dialogue must not be confined to narrow academic circles 
and among the elites if it is going to have a wider impact on faith communities 
and society” (3). Kwok in particular underscores a point made by Ursula King 
that “feminism is a missing dimension of interfaith dialogue” (31), noting how 
many academic and official, institutional forms of interfaith dialogue have excluded 
women’s voices. Kwok correctly notes the dangers of some Western feminist ap-
proaches contributing to Islamophobia by portraying Islam in essentialist terms as 
anti-feminist, and cites Harvard scholar Leila Ahmed’s work on women and Islam 
as a resource for countering such simplistic appraisals. Kwok’s argument could have 
been extended and deepened by considering what implications the work of a schol-
ar like Saba Mahmood (in The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist 
Subject) has for thinking about the implications of feminism for interfaith dialogue, 
specifically, the implications of Mahmood’s argument that the women’s mosque 



178   |   Anabaptist Witness

movement in Egypt embodies a form of agency focused on the cultivation of piety 
rather than on a secular-liberal form of feminist agency defined by the polarity of 
resistance and freedom. A theological engagement with Mahmood’s work might 
have led Kwok to acknowledge more radical interfaith difference than her proposal 
sometimes seems to allow.

Kwok positions her argument against what has become a standard typology of 
theological approaches to religious diversity: that of exclusivism, inclusivism, and 
pluralism. Within this typology, Kwok’s sympathies lie clearly with the pluralist 
camp. She favorably discusses the work of Diana Eck of Harvard’s Pluralism Proj-
ect and concurs with Eck’s definition of pluralism as more than diversity and tol-
erance, but rather as “the energetic engagement with diversity,” “the active seeking 
of understanding across lines of difference,” and “the encounter of commitments” 
(14–15). Adding to pluralist discourse, Kwok builds on recent arguments for poly-
doxy, which Kwok describes as going “beyond the liberal claims that all religions 
are equally valid, for its asserts that we cannot know our own tradition without 
seeing it in relation to and through the lens offered by other religious and spiritual 
traditions” (77). Kwok also cites Colleen Hartung’s definition of polydoxy as “a 
place of many faiths within a circle of faith” that “implies an openness to diversity, 
difference, challenge, and multiplicity” (69).

Kwok deploys postcolonial definitions of hybridity in her argument against ex-
clusivism and inclusivism, both of which she views as trying to defend essentialist 
understandings of religion. Taking hybridity seriously, for Kwok, means taking se-
riously the internal diversity of supposedly closed totalities and means abandoning 
a search for a common core supposedly shared by all religions.

However, despite her best intentions, Kwok’s account of polydoxy appears to suc-
cumb to the neo-colonial logic of inclusivism that she wishes to avoid. Her affirma-
tion of Hartung’s polydoxy as a “place of many faiths within a circle of faith” con-
tinues the inclusivist move of presenting religious diversity as either located within 
a common field or expressing a common core. In her argument against exclusivist 
preoccupations with boundary maintenance and defense, and with her essentialist 
accounts of religious difference, Kwok arguably errs in the other direction: that is, 
she does not take religious difference seriously enough.

Alain Epp Weaver, Mennonite Central Committee worker in Akron, PA, and is 
part of East Chestnut Street Mennonite Church in Lancaster, PA.
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Up Coming Event : 2015 Shenk Mission Lectureship

Dates:  April 17-18, 2015
Location:  Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, and
 Mennonite Church USA offices, Elkhart, IN

Mark your calendars! 
Anabaptist Witness is pleased to announce the revival of the Shenk 
Mission Lectureship. Conference theme will be circulated in the 
coming weeks. Check our events page for more information (ana-
baptistwitness.org/events).



A Call for Papers 
for the April 2015 issue of Anabaptist Witness:

Anabaptist Mission and Theology of Religions

Extended Submission Deadline: November 15, 2014

A new awareness of the diversity of global beliefs and practices has led to 
renewed attention to Christian theology of religions. This theology aims to 
articulate how Christians might understand and relate to persons and com-
munities that do not share Christian faith. As such, theology of religions is 
related to conversations around religious pluralism, interfaith dialogue, and 
comparative religions.

In this issue of Anabaptist Witness, we invite contributions that put a theology 
of religions into conversation with reflection on Anabaptists and Mennonites in 
mission. What difference does a given theology of religions make to Anabap-
tists and Mennonites in mission? How might the realities of Anabaptists and 
Mennonites in mission shape a theology of religions? Contributions may focus 
on specific cultures and religions, as well as on general and theoretical issues. 
We also welcome historical treatments of how Anabaptists and Mennonites 
have, in word and deed, understood and responded to the diversity of human 
beliefs and practices in the past. 

Because we hope for this journal to be an exchange among peoples from around 
the world, from laity and pastors to academics and administrators, Co-Editors 
welcome submissions from a variety of genres including sermons, photo-essays, 
reflections, interviews, biographies, poems, and academic papers.  

For additional information on guidelines and deadlines, please visit out web-
site: anabaptist.org/calls-for-submissions/
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(jpitts@ambs.edu). 
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