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Situating Mennonites in a Postcolonial Context

Felipe Hinojosa’s book Latino Mennonites: Civil Rights, Faith, and Evangeli-
cal Culture is a courageous emerging voice in Mennonite academia—a setting
where racial difference has not been reflected much. I will begin my response
to Hinojosa’s book by resituating in a postcolonial context Latino and Black
Mennonite struggles within white normalized society.

The normalization of white subjects and racialization of the others cannot
be separated from a Eurocentric racial ideology constructed through colonial
violence over hundreds of years.! And in the modern era, colonialism has been
a major force for the birth of European capitalism through colonial settlement
processes, slavery, and acquisition of raw materials.> Today, neoliberal capi-
talism, which many postcolonial thinkers identify as a neocolonial force, still
functions to maintain asymmetric racial hegemony.’ For example, free trade
and international division of labor are often followed in actuality by violation
of human rights and discriminatory laws, reflecting racist ideologies inscribed
within harmful social norms and practices.*
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Within Mennonite communities, race relations have also been situated in a
larger social context under colonial influence. When European Mennonites mi-
grated to North America, they went from a persecuted ethno-religious minority
group to a group racially and religiously normalized as white Christians.’ In the
twentieth century, for example, white evangelical and American pop culture
influenced the Swiss-German and Russian Mennonites to incorporate white
Christianity in their identity and theology.® As Hinojosa highlights, their re-
sulting affinity for white evangelicalism significantly influenced the missions of
these Mennonites to Latino and Black communities. Contemporary Mennonite
racial relations are not unstained by colonial influence either, given that Europe-
an Mennonites have been complicit in constructions of the white norm at the
cost of displacements of Indigenous populations.”

A distinctive postcolonial condition® that calls us to rethink this Eurocen-
tric Mennonite identity in North America is the continual migration of multi-
ethnic Mennonites from Congo, Indonesia, Mexico, and many other countries.
With contextual sensitivity, I will call for a shifting of the dominant Eurocen-
tric view toward an ethno-culturally polycentric and hybrid view of Mennonite
identity and epistemology.

Hybrid Mennonite Identities

Colonial discourse has constructed Europe as authoritative and the source of
the universal subject, while making the Other strange and provincial, thus
justifying inequalities.” Postcolonial thinkers such as Homi Bhabha, however,
have debunked the resulting Eurocentric racial ideologies. Bhabha’s notion of
hybridity is of an ongoing process that challenges a binary demarcation of “au-
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thentic” versus “impure,” and “superior” versus “inferior.”’* Using this critique
of binarism, Bhabha’s postcolonial resistance embraces the intermixing of iden-
tities and cultures.!

Joining this postcolonialist conversation, Hinojosa contributes to the
pluri-ethnic Mennonite voice in Mennonite academia by adding an explicit
voice of Meno-Latinos. Rather than essentializing a Mennonite identity in-
herited from sixteenth-century Europe, he traces various factors—such as
the struggle for racial justice, the farmworker movement, and evangelicals in
twentieth-century North America—that helped shape a hybrid identity of “Me-
no-Latino/a.”"* This historical description of various influences opens up the
possibility of understanding contemporary identities of both European and
racially minoritized Mennonites in a religiously and culturally hybridized way.

In a Mennonite context, non-European Mennonites often feel confusion
about their identity—not because of their religious conviction but because of
their cultural differences from the normalized and centralized European Men-
nonite culture and identity.”® In a recent Vision article, for example, Chinese Ca-
nadian Mennonite Brian Quan writes about the confusion surrounding Chi-
nese Canadian Mennonite identity, asking the question, “What does it mean
for a church made up of Chinese Canadians to identify itself as Mennonite?”*
In order to recognize both his Chinese heritage and his Mennonite heritage, he
interprets “peace” by connecting it to a Confucian concept of “harmony” in
Chinese philosophy.”

Inspired by Quan’s cultural hermeneutics of peace and Hinojosa’s hybrid
identity of Meno-Latinos, I claim that in North America, Mennonite identities
and understandings of peace have been formed not only by European Men-
nonites’ experiences of persecution and conscious objection to wars but also
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by Latino and Black Mennonites’ objection to racial persecution and injustice
against migrant farmers; Chinese Mennonites’ longing for harmony; and Kore-
an Mennonites’ resistance to colonialism, and their longing for reconciliation
in the divided peninsula.'¢

Epistemological Shift

Despite the increasing numbers of multiethnic Mennonites, the experiences of
these Mennonites have only recently begun to get attention in Mennonite dis-
course and practice. Recent institutional changes of Mennonite leadership, for
example, such as the hiring of an African American executive director” and a
Korean American denominational minister'® in Mennonite Church USA, show
the beginnings of a structural change of interracial relations that stands in con-
trast to the struggles of the Minorities Ministry Council detailed in Hinojosa’s
book.

However, ethnic and cultural differences have still not been much reflected
in the authorship of Mennonite scholarship. Latino Mennonites is one of only
a few books about racial relations written by a nonwhite Mennonite scholar
in North America. In this sense, Hinojosa’s painstaking research—collecting
scattered notes and interviews of Latinx and interracial experiences as Menno-
nite academic sources—challenges the epistemological domination of European
voices in Mennonite academia.

Producing such knowledge is an important role of scholarship, and that
knowledge cannot be separated from power."” Power shapes whose knowledge
is treated as authentic, credible, and universal and whose is considered syncretic,
heretical, and subjugated. Throughout our history, Mennonites have under-
stood this—how hegemonic religious discourse has legitimated the persecution
of some, marginalizing their knowledge as heretical rather than different.
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We might ask whose knowledge and identity today have been understood
to be authentic and credible Mennonite knowledge and identity and whose has
not. According to Bhabha, however, “Authenticity . . . do[es] not guarantee any-
thing, it seems.” Instead, a postcolonial imagination calls for an interstitial
creativity between the binary poles of center and periphery. In the in-between
space, antagonistic and different meanings conjoin, producing new knowledge
through ongoing interactions.”'

I hope Mennonite scholarship in the twenty-first century will pay atten-
tion to the creative potential of ongoing intercultural hybridization among
multiethnic Mennonite identities and cultures in epistemological mutuality.
Considering a globalizing context, the epistemological shift from a Eurocen-
tric view toward racially and culturally polycentric and hybrid views may not
seem optional. In any case, it is necessary. Given the asymmetric epistemological
power balance status quo, postcolonialists endorsing epistemological mutuality
need to start questioning the dominant discourse mostly occupied by Europe-
an male perspectives. Power/knowledge operates intersectionally on multiple
axes of factors such as gender, class, race, disability, sexuality, and so on, so the
discourse—constructed through our repeated citations—together with affirm-
ing and critical comments on certain knowledges, shapes our social reality in
churches and society.*”

For this reason, I appreciate Hinojosa’s painstaking work. Having grown
up in South Korea, I chose to become a Mennonite ten years ago while living
in Los Angeles, and I continue to be a Mennonite now that I live in Toronto.
Personally, this scholarly work on Mennonite history and theology allows me to
breathe in Mennonite academia and encourages me to be myself—as a Korean,
a migrant, a woman, and a Mennonite.

To wrap up my response at this “Migration, Borders, and Belonging” gath-
ering, I hope that the more we are open to crossing borders in our knowledge,
the more people will find a place of belonging in our scholarship in this migra-
tion era.
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