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ESSAY THREE

A Modest (Though Not
Particularly Humble) Claim
for Scholarship in the
Anabaptist Tradition

David L. Weaver-Zercher

This essay both exemplifies and explains the character of Anabaptist
scholarship. Rather than focusing on worldview or theology as the key to
unlock the distinctiveness of Anabaptist scholarship, David Weaver-
Zercher focuses on narrative. Of special concern are the tensions that ex-
ist between narratives of American identity and the stories that define
Anabaptist identity. Narratives of cultural identity often give rise to com-
peting versions of the group’s story. This is true even within the small
world of North American Anabaptism. Nonetheless, two elements figure
prominently in almost all Anabaptist visions of faith and scholarship: the
importance of nonviolence and a commitment to serve the poor and op-
pressed both at home and around the world.

Shortly after the events of September 11, 2001, the humorist Dave
Barry tried his hand at political commentary and U.S. history: “I'm
not naive about my country,” Barry wrote. “My country has at times
been terribly wrong. But I know this about Americans: we don’t set
out to kill innocent people. We don’t cheer when innocent people die.”

Barry’s comments, echoed by so many others in the aftermath of
September 11, should compel us to ponder the state of American his-
torical memory. Consider, for example, March 10, 1945, when the
United States Army Air Corps dropped enough bombs on Tokyo to
kill one hundred thousand Japanese in a single night, most of them
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civilians living in working-class sections of the city. The next week Time mag-
azine reported on what it breezily called the “Tokyo Bonfire,” smugly telling
its readers that “properly kindled, Japanese cities will burn like autumn
leaves.” Five months later, the United States dropped atomic bombs on two
other Japanese cities, first Hiroshima and then Nagasaki, incinerating thirty to
forty times the number of people who died in the World Trade Center attacks—
again, most of them civilians. One New York City daily ran a cartoon the day
after the first bomb was dropped; the cartoon was totally blank except for two
caustic words at the top: “So Sorry.” Another newspaper’s cartoon, captioned
“Land of the Rising Sons,” depicted bodies flying through the air over the
Hiroshima landscape.?

Americans’ poor historical memory is not because Americans are dis-
interested in war.* But many Americans are not particularly interested in ex-
ploring the more troubling questions raised by America’s warring. Rarely
has this historical “disinterest” been more apparent than in the mid-1990s,
when the National Air and Space Museum sought to mount a fiftieth-
anniversary exhibit commemorating the Enola Gay, the plane that dropped the
first atomic bomb in 1945.5 Earlier American exhibits commemorating the
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been cautious, nondescript, and
morally innocuous, but the proposed fiftieth-anniversary exhibitat the National
Air and Space Museum, which included melted school lunch boxes and
graphic photographs of Hiroshima’s burn victims, was intended, at least in
part, to focus viewers’ attention on the bomb’s ground-level effects.c Such an
exhibit would quite naturally raise questions about the decision to drop the
bomb, including the most basic question: Was it justified?” In other words,
while the National Air and Space Museum exhibit was not intended to instruct
viewers about the intricacies of just war theory, it was intended to raise some
of the same questions that Christian just war theorists have often thought
important, not the least of which pertain to the targeting of civilian popula-
tions.

The key word, of course, is “intended.” The exhibit was intended to raise
such issues, but it never actually did. Due to pressure from various interest
groups, heightened by widespread media misinformation, the planned exhibit
was eventually canceled, replaced with the plane’s fuselage, which, like the
fortieth-anniversary exhibit before it, was left largely to speak for itself. And
given the historical narrative that’s long been dominant in American life, the
plane’s fuselage, according to historian Marilyn Young, was probably read as
follows: “There was a Good War: it ended when Good Men flew a Good Plane
and dropped a New Bomb on Bad People. What these bombs did had nothing
to do with Us, only with Them: their atrocities, their aggressive war, the horror
[of] their resistance.” Young continues: “To question this [narrative] is to bring
the meaning of the bomb home to us, where it belongs.”® Or to put it a little
differently, to seriously discuss this issue would force Americans to confront
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the reality of Us—not Them—using weapons of mass destruction on civilian
populations in order to achieve military aims.

For many Americans, confronting this reality and others like it is extremely
difficult. Indeed, for some Americans, considering these ideas is tantamount
to entering the land of heresy, a place where sacred beliefs are examined, chal-
lenged, and potentially abandoned. No doubt many Americans, including
many American Christians, would object to my associating the word sacred
with their patriotic proclivities and nationalistic loyalties. But as an Anabaptist
Christian trained as a religious historian, I find it impossible to overlook the
existence of formative, morally construed narratives out of which Americans
(and others, for that matter) make sense of themselves, their communities,
their nation, and their world. I would further contend that it is not inappro-
priate to describe these narratives as sacred—sacred in the sense that they
orient people in their universe by constructing their identity, shaping their
moral judgments, and fueling their actions.

Because the existence of a sacred counternarrative is so prominent in the
Anabaptist tradition, and because Anabaptist scholars are so often cognizant
of the contrasts that exist between their particular narrative and other sacred
narratives, it seems useful to launch my consideration of Anabaptist scholar-
ship by limning the outlines of two sacred narratives: one largely “American”
and one “Anabaptist.”

Sacred Narratives, American and Anabaptist

In her oft-cited essay “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” the sociol-
ogist Ann Swidler proposes the image of culture as a “tool kit.”*° According to
Swidler, every culture possesses a particular set of tools—symbols, stories, and
rituals—that persons in that particular culture use to solve problems. Con-
trasting this understanding of culture to the idea of culture as values (a view
of culture that perceives human action as entirely ends-oriented), Swidler con-
tends that most people “do not, indeed cannot, build up a sequence of actions
piece by piece, striving with each act to maximize a given outcome.” Rather,
“they construct chains of actions beginning with at least some pre-fabricated
links,” that is, the preexisting tools of their culture. Swidler is not simplistic
in her cultural analysis, noting for example that all cultures possess diverse
and sometimes conflicting symbols, rituals, and stories. But here is where her
idea of culture as tool kit is most compelling. Humans are not “cultural dopes,”
writes Swidler, but are rather “skilled users of culture,” selecting the cultural
tools that help them construct their lines of action. In all of this Swidler does
not dismiss the importance of values, though she does encourage her readers
to be realistic about their causal significance. “We can . .. recognize the sig-
nificance of values,” writes Swidler, “if we acknowledge that values do not
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shape action by defining its ends, but rather fine-tune the regulation of action
within established ways of life.”"

Twenty-first-century Americans no doubt encounter an even more daunt-
ing array of symbols, rituals, and stories than existed in 1986, when Swidler’s
essay was first published. But even as American culture has become increas-
ingly diverse, it is nonetheless true—and especially so after September 11—
that most Americans have somewhere in their cultural tool kits a narrative that
places America at or near the center of God’s purposes.’? Numerous scholars
of American life have probed the power of this particular narrative—few as
clearly and concisely as religious historian Catherine Albanese. In her book
America: Religions and Religion, Albanese rehearses the details of this peculiarly
American narrative, highlighting its familiar features: wise Founding Fathers,
their passion for liberty, a heroic revolution, and so on."* To underscore the
sacred quality of this American narrative, Albanese details the Pledge of Alle-
giance, a ubiquitous ritual that instructs American children about a particular
creed (telling them they inhabit “one nation, under God, indivisible,” that aims
to provide “liberty and justice for all”) and reminds them of an uncomplicated
ethical code (that, due to what America represents, they must show “allegiance”
to). Although Albanese doesn’t actually make this point, the visceral power of
these cultural tools can be seen in the way certain objects in America’s civil
religious cultus have been awarded a sacramental quality, most notably the flag
itself. Like the bread and the wine in the Roman Catholic mass, which accord-
ing to Roman thought embodies the real presence of Jesus Christ, so too do
red, white, and blue pieces of cloth assume sanctified status in America’s civil
religion, so much so that some Americans have sought to pass laws against
flag “desecration.” It’s little wonder, says Albanese, that some religious groups
have considered the Pledge of Allegiance an act of idolatry.™

In addition to limning the contemporary outlines of America’s civil reli-
gion, Albanese traces how this religion developed over time, often borrowing
from Christian sources. Albanese is an astute enough historian to know that
the founders of the American republic were not the evangelical Christians that
some people have made them out to be. Nonetheless, Albanese grants the
seventeenth-century Puritans their due for influencing some of the outlines of
America’s civil religion, most notably the sense of divine chosenness that
Americans have often assumed for themselves and their nation. The “city on
a hill” idea in John Winthrop’s Arbella sermon—that is, Winthrop’s notion
that the Puritans were setting out to create a New World community that the
rest of the world would view as uniquely connected to God—is deeply embed-
ded in America’s civil religion. So even though most contemporary Americans
couldn’t delineate many differences between a Puritan and an Amishman,
many continue to interpret the events that occur on American soil (and Sep-
tember 11 is a good example here) as uniquely important in God’s millennial
plans.’
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The Puritans, of course, didn’t invent the idea that God might choose a
special people and a special land for a special mission. Rather, they tied their
sense of themselves to a much older narrative in which God’s people were
oppressed by God’s enemies, escaping that oppression only by making a long,
difficult journey through the wilderness and into the Promised Land. Not sur-
prisingly, some Puritan divines talked about the Native Americans in the same
cadences as the Hebrew writers talked about the Canaanites, asserting that the
heathens needed to be cleansed from the land across the Atlantic Ocean even
as the Israelites cleansed the land across the Jordan River.’* Other Puritan
leaders believed that evangelizing their “savage” neighbors was a more humane
option than genocide or land dispossession, though even then their means of
proselytizing were often less than compassionate. Those who challenged the
Puritan party line on Native Americans were given two options: shut up or
leave. Roger Williams chose the latter option, setting up camp in Rhode Island,
where he became the first great spokesperson for American religious liberty.””
In sum, Williams decided that being a follower of Jesus Christ and participating
in the Puritans’ particular brand of Christ-transforming culture were incom-
patible.

Which brings us to the early Anabaptists, who some hundred years before
Roger Williams was banished from Massachusetts Bay decided that if they
really wanted to be faithful followers of Jesus, they couldn’t be faithful followers
of Ulrich Zwingli. Zwingli, the leading minister in Zurich, Switzerland, joined
up with the nascent Protestant movement in 1522, just five years after Luther
posted his theses on the doors of Wittenberg’s cathedral. Concerning himself
primarily with moral and ecclesiastical reform, Zwingli soon came to the con-
clusion that the mass as performed in Zurich’s churches was improperly con-
ducted; he also began to hint that infant baptism might be indefensible as well.
But rather than vigorously pursue those reforms, Zwingli chose to heed the
advice of the Zurich city council, which warned him that implementing such
reforms might result in theological confusion at best, social upheaval at worst.
In short, Zwingli chose a politically conservative approach, an approach that
alienated some of his closest disciples. Following their consciences, these
youthful radicals broke with Zwingli and, shortly thereafter, baptized one an-
other, symbolizing with baptismal waters their decision to create a new com-
munity based on conscious, adult commitments to Jesus Christ.®

The decision of these youthful radicals to become rebaptizers earned them
the label “Anabaptists.” It also set them at odds with both state and religious
authorities. The Anabaptists were deemed outlaws, tracked down, and ordered
to recant. Some did, but many did not, resulting in the execution of several
thousand of them—not at the hands of Muslims or Hindus but at the hands
of their fellow Christians, Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed. Surprisingly,
most of these Anabaptists decided that, to be faithful to Jesus, they could not
strike back at their enemies. They were, as one early Anabaptist wrote, like
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“sheep for the slaughter.”** Thus the Anabaptist movement was born, somehow
surviving until Menno Simons and other second-generation leaders came
along to organize, renew, and strengthen the movement.?

This particular narrative, which prioritizes Zurich, the first adult baptisms,
vigorous persecution, and a nonviolent Christian response, provides an im-
portant tool in the cultural tool kit of most Anabaptists. Of course, the real
story of Anabaptist origins is far more complicated and much less pristine
than the one just told. One historian, for instance, has argued that the radi-
calism of the early Anabaptist leader Conrad Grebel was as much a rebellion
against his father (who sat on the Zurich city council) as it was a result of
following his Bible-formed conscience.?* Other Reformation historians have
advanced what has come to be known as the polygenesis thesis of Anabaptist
origins, noting that there were lots of rebaptizers milling around in the six-
teenth century, many of them not pacifists—indeed, many of them rather boor-
ish and unseemly.?? So again, the historical record is not as tidy as the story I
just recounted. But for present purposes, the real historical record is not par-
ticularly important. What is important is the fact that most contemporary An-
abaptists, including most Anabaptist scholars, embrace the simpler, more pris-
tine narrative as their own. Or to translate this into Swidler’s language, this
simpler narrative is a much more useful tool for solving the problems that
Anabaptists have faced throughout their history and continue to face today.

This formative Anabaptist narrative has been sustained via stories, sym-
bols, and rituals in North America’s Anabaptist communities. For instance,
membership classes in Anabaptist churches are more likely to instruct new
members on the outlines of this narrative than they are to do theologically
oriented catechetical instruction. Copies of Martyrs Mirror, which provides spe-
cific accounts of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Anabaptist martyrdom,
can be found in most Anabaptist church libraries and many church members’
homes. The woodcut iconography of Dirk Willems, which illustrates the will-
ingness of an early Anabaptist to lay down his life for his enemy, has gained
near iconic status in some Anabaptist quarters; it is, we might say, the Ana-
baptists’ answer to the Iwo Jima memorial in Washington, D.C.2* And the
newest Mennonite and Brethren hymnal, devoid of nationalistic anthems like
“The Star-Spangled Banner” and “My Country 'Tis of Thee,” contains a thirty-
page section of hymns under the heading “Suffering.”> Far from triumphal-
istic renderings of the Christian life, these hymns encourage the singing con-
gregation with ideas such as this: “What though my joys and comforts die?
The Lord my Savior liveth. What though the darkness gather round? Songs in
the night he giveth.”?

These are only a few of the ways that Anabaptists sustain a historical nar-
rative that orients them in the world. Of course, it’s important also to recognize
that Anabaptists have traditionally linked the details of this sixteenth-century
narrative to a much older narrative in which a lamb was led to slaughter after
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offending both religious and political authorities. This earlier narrative, ex-
pressed most poignantly in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John,
features a radical who was encouraged by the authorities to renounce his call-
ing and, when threatened with death, chose not to respond with the sword.
For twenty-first-century Anabaptists, these two narratives are not coincidentally
connected. Rather, the sixteenth-century story represents a mimetic response
to the first-century story, and both narratives offer tools for twenty-first-century
Anabaptists, including Anabaptist scholars, to shape their worlds and their
work,

An Anabaptist “Perspective” on the World?

Recent discussions of Christian scholarship have awarded the notion of “per-
spectivalism” a prominent role. This notion, fueled by growing racial, ethnic,
and gender diversity in the academy in the 1960s and 1970s, asserts that a
person’s research is shaped, sometimes radically, by the perspective the person
assumes or the social location she occupies.? Largely superceding the notion
of “objectivity” (at least in the academy), perspectivalism has been warmly and
widely embraced by Christian scholars, many of whom see it as a convenient
opening to advance “a Christian perspective” on various issues. George Mars-
den, for example, affirms the notion of perspectivalism in his book The Out-
rageous Idea of Christian Scholarship, noting that “[kjeeping within our intellec-
tual horizons a being who is great enough to create us and the universe. . .
ought to change our perspectives on quite a number of things.”” More central
to his book’s thesis, Marsden contends there is no compelling reason to silence
religious perspectives in the secular academy. Since religious perspectives are
as relevant to exploring the world as nonreligious perspectives (Marsden points
to Marxism here as a case in point), religiously committed perspectives should
not be ruled out of bounds, so long as those who hold them are willing “to
support the rules necessary for constructive exchange of ideas in a pluralistic
setting.”?

While it is difficult to deny the reality of perspectivalism, many arguments
about doing scholarship “from a Christian perspective” are fraught with prob-
lems, often because they claim too much. All too often these arguments neglect
the fact that Christianity possesses many disparate theological traditions. In-
deed, in their attempts to make a case for Christian scholarship to nonbelieving
audiences, some scholars have operated from the naive (or perhaps disingen-
uous) assumption that Christianity is a monolithic entity, or at least a settled
theological conversation. More than being naive, however, this assumption
runs the danger of compromising the usefulness of talking about Christian
scholarship by reducing Christianity’s theological reality to a few abstract,
common-denominator beliefs shared by all Christians. More helpful, and ul-
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timately more fruitful, is the nuanced recognition that all Christians participate
in particular Christian traditions that, while sharing some things in common
with other Christian traditions, nonetheless possess unique emphases and con-
cerns.”

Here, then, we arrive at the importance of scholarship in the Anabaptist
tradition. More than most North American Christians, Christians in the Ana-
baptist tradition have long recognized that some of their understandings of the
Christian faith clash with those held by other North American Christians. In-
deed, Anabaptist theologians, church historians, and church leaders have de-
voted an extraordinary amount of energy seeking to differentiate Anabaptism
and its theology from that of other Christian traditions. One influential book,
published in the early 1970s, contended that the early Anabaptist movement
was “neither Catholic nor Protestant,” a distinction the author deemed appli-
cable to twentieth-century Anabaptists as well.*® Other writers have cast Ana-
baptist/Mennonite distinctiveness in a different light, for example, as neither
“liberal” nor “evangelical.”** To be sure, many Anabaptist church members
would not be able to articulate the details of their theological distinctiveness,
and some have been easily attracted to more predominant (and less particular)
theological expressions.*? Still, the peace tradition that continues to thrive in
most Anabaptist churches serves to remind even the least articulate Anabaptist
church members that Anabaptists are, in certain respects, different from most
North American Christians.

But before I say too much here, I should be careful to avoid the same
mistake that others have made in talking about “Christian scholarship,”
namely, the mistake of assuming there is a monolithic “Anabaptist perspective”
that all Anabaptists assume. One needn’t spend very much time around Go-
shen, Indiana, or Lancaster, Pennsylvania, to realize that, just as there are many
Christian perspectives, so too are there many Anabaptist perspectives. For in-
stance, the world’s most famous Anabaptists—Lancaster County’s Old Order
Amish—have a perspective on education that essentially forbids the sort of
“higher education” advocated in this book. Not only would the kind of schol-
arship detailed here be of relatively little interest to most Amish people but
also many of them would find the suggestion that one’s faith might be sharp-
ened by “worldly learning” a dubious idea indeed, perhaps sprouted by the
devil himself! But other Anabaptists, who teach at places like Goshen, Bluffton,
Penn State, and Harvard, would find the same idea commonsensical, perhaps
even spiritually invigorating.

Rather than claiming an Anabaptist perspective (or, worse yet, invoking
worldview language), it makes more sense to speak of the distinctive cultural
tools that Anabaptist scholars bring to their work. These scholars cannot and
should not be reduced to “Anabaptists,” as if being an Anabaptist defined their
entire being. For in addition to being Anabaptists, these scholars are Canadi-
ans, Americans, Africans, and Asians; they are Mennonites, Brethren, Baptists,
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and Anglicans; they are Dutch-Russian Mennonites, Swiss-German Mennon-
ites, ex-Amish Mennonites, Latino Mennonites, and African-American Men-
nonites; and, of course, they are men and they are women. Like all Christians,
then, Anabaptist scholars occupy a host of social locations and carry an array
of tools in their cultural tool kits. Still, Anabaptists share an overlapping
array of narratives, rituals, and symbols that allow them to fashion their own
form of Christian scholarship. And it should therefore not be surprising that
the scholarship produced by Anabaptists has exhibited distinctive hues and
trumpeted particular themes.

Anabaptist Scholars at Work: A Few Examples

Since I began this chapter by focusing on readings of American history, I'll
continue in that vein, citing an example of historical scholarship presently
being done in the Anabaptist tradition. In their recent book The Missing Peace:
The Search for Nowviolent Alternatives in United States History, James Juhnke
and Carol Hunter offer alternate interpretations of various events in U.S. his-
tory, highlighting the possibilities of nonviolence to challenge what they call
more traditional, violence-sanctioning interpretations. According to the au-
thors, their nonviolent interpretive bias, which is rooted in their peace-church
commitments, stands in sharp contrast to the prominent bias of “redemptive
violence” that informs much historical writing about the United States, partic-
ularly writing at the popular level.’* For example, when Juhnke and Hunter
look at the American Revolution, they argue that, in addition to having been
unnecessary for Americans to gain greater measures of self-determination, the
war was not at all “revolutionary” in that it did not bring freedom to the people
who needed it most, the African-American slaves.’* In other words, the war
was not the redeeming event that so many Americans imagine it to be, a
recognition that, while not unique to Anabaptist scholars, is nonetheless an
Anabaptist perspective that finds itself at odds with other prominent interpre-
tations embraced by many American Christians. Indeed, in an insightful essay
in Fides et Historia, William Vance Trollinger reminds us that Juhnke and Hun-
ter’s historical interpretations are likely to find the coolest welcome in conser-
vative Christian schools that, for various reasons, are deeply committed to the
idea of redemptive American violence.*

In my own interactions with American college students, I too have found
the myth of redemptive violence deeply embedded-—so deeply embedded that
it is hard for students to recognize it. One of the films I often show when we
discuss the civil rights movement is Mississippi Burning. This movie, which
dramatizes the FBI’s investigation into the murders of three civil rights work-
ers during Mississippi’s Freedom Summer campaign, focuses on the work of
two FBI agents, both of them white. The racial lines in the film are clearly
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drawn—and are clearly drawn incorrectly. As the film’s African-American char-
acters cower in the background, their white, FBI agent rescuers bravely inves-
tigate the murders and, after torturing a white supremacist or two, solve the
murder case. The film is a gripping one, and my students seem to enjoy it.
But when I ask them afterward what was wrong with the picture it presented
(even after we have studied the events of Freedom Summer), they usually do
not know. The fact is, the film gets a lot of things wrong. For one, J. Edgar
Hoover’s FBI was hardly a friend of the civil rights movement. Second, African
Americans in the South, while sometimes intimidated into inaction, did not
by and large cower in their houses waiting for their white Northern friends to
liberate them. But in addition to being a profoundly racist film, Mississippi
Burning presents a historically indefensible story about the role of violence in
the civil rights struggle. Throughout the film, the brutality of white suprema-
cists is countered not by the suffering of nonviolent African Americans but by
the “righteous” brutality of the FBI agents, who ride into Mississippi like two
gun-slinging sheriffs. In other words, the courageous, largely nonviolent wit-
ness of Southern blacks—which 1 would argue is the real story from Freedom
Summer—is itself slaughtered by a filmmaker who embraces and perpetuates
the historiographical myth of redemptive violence.

To be sure, challenging the well-worn myth of redemptive violence is not
the exclusive domain of Anabaptist scholars (i.e., it doesn’t take an Anabaptist
to recognize these sorts of shortcomings in Mississippi Burning).*® Still, broad-
ranging historical works like Juhnke and Hunter’s, which self-consciously
wield the tool of nonviolence, are precious few in the academy-at-large, in part
because of a longstanding Anabaptist reticence to participate in discussions
deemed relevant by the larger academic community. Indeed, only recently have
significant numbers of Anabaptist scholars begun to set their scholarly sights
higher than their own confessional (and typically ethnic) communities. These
communities, some of which have been places of considerable intellectual fer-
ment over the past fifty years, have nonetheless been relatively insular, and the
conversations generated therein correspondingly parochial.’” But this, I would
argue, is undergoing a significant transformation. At the risk of claiming too
much for the present generation of Anabaptist scholars, these current scholars
have increasingly recognized that their work can contribute something of value
not only to their fellow Anabaptists but to the disciplines generally and thereby
the larger world.>

The growing public-mindedness of Anabaptist scholars is evident at many
turns, perhaps most impressively in the realm of peacebuilding and conflict
transformation. Fastern Mennonite University, nestled in Virginia’s Shenan-
doah Valley, boasts a well-regarded graduate program in conflict transforma-
tion, attracting students from many regions of the world. The credibility of this
program is rooted, at least in part, in the ongoing contributions its faculty
members are making to real-world conflict transformation. Victim-Offender
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Reconciliation Programs (VORP) and related initiatives, which seek to move
the justice system beyond “retributive justice” to “restorative justice,” have been
key concerns, particularly in the work of the VORP pioneer Howard Zehr.*
Other faculty members have worked internationally, addressing large-scale,
deeply rooted conflicts between tribal groups, religious parties, and nation-
states. The most renowned individual in this regard is John Paul Lederach,
who has worked (among other places) in Northern Ireland, Central America,
and Central Africa. Reflecting the practical, ethical concerns that have long
characterized the Anabaptist tradition, Lederach, who also holds an appoint-
ment at Notre Dame’s Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies, is perhaps
best known for being a skilled practitioner. But he is also a scholar, reflecting
carefully on his craft and contributing frequently to a growing body of literature
in the area of peacebuilding.*

While scholarly endeavors in the area of peacemaking and conflict trans-
formation reveal the most obvious connections to Anabaptist history and the-
ology, other Anabaptist scholars have wielded other Anabaptist cultural tools.
Prioritizing the Anabaptist emphasis on community building and face-to-face
relationships, Mennonite economist James Harder argues for an Anabaptist
approach to economics that limits “the way in which the market economy is
allowed to operate” in order to “preserve space for strong and vibrant local
economies that foster a sense of community cooperation.” Turning his focus
toward caring for the most vulnerable members of American society, Harder
contends that America’s economists, rather than focusing primarily on eco-
nomic growth, should devote more of their energy to rethinking policies “that
allow the wealthiest 1 percent of households in the United States to control 57
percent of all wealth while leaving 44 million Americans with no health in-
surance.” To be sure, Harder’s concern for the poor and oppressed cannot be
reduced to his Anabaptist commitments or cultural heritage. In an autobio-
graphical piece describing his scholarly motivations and objectives, Harder
recounts his experience of teaching economics in an economically deprived
Kenyan province—an experience that, from all indications, affected his think-
ing as much as the economics courses he took as an undergraduate at a
Mennonite-affiliated college.* Still, it is arguable that Anabaptist scholarship
and, more generally, Anabaptist-related education have demonstrated a keen
interest in recognizing, evaluating, and addressing the needs of the world’s
most vulnerable people, an interest rooted in and sustained by a historical
narrative in which Anabaptists are themselves suffering and vulnerable.*

Some observers might find it ironic (and perhaps even hypocritical) that
wealthy, well-fed, securely employed Anabaptist scholars would claim to iden-
tify with the world’s marginalized people. Given that most North American
Anabaptists are relatively wealthy, and given that the most recent persecution
recounted in Martyrs Mirror occurred over three hundred years ago, isn’t it a
little much to claim solidarity with people who suffer today?* Similarly, doesn’t
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the Anabaptist emphasis on nonviolence ring hollow in a social context in
which Anabaptists are well protected politically, economically, and physically?
Such questions, while difficult to address, are certainly not out of bounds.
North American Anabaptists, who sometimes overestimate the depth of their
own ethical rigor and moral compassion, need humbly to admit that their
ability to identify with suffering people, let alone embrace suffering itself, is
very limited indeed. At the same time, it is difficult to disparage any cultural
tool that compels scholars to tend to the needs of the world’s vulnerable people
or helps them critique the cultural myths that sanctify American violence,
wealth, and power. As long as Anabaptists keep telling their peculiar stories
and reenacting their community rituals, those sorts of cultural tools should
never be in short supply.
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