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Abstract 
 

 This project seeks to articulate an Anabaptist understanding of salvation which takes 

Zomen¶V e[peUienceV VeUioXVl\ and UeVpondV Wo WheiU needV and aVpiUaWionV. UVing inVighWV and 

approaches from feminist, womanist, and other liberation theologians, it also strives to remember 

Jesus more clearly in his economic, political, and religious context.  

 At the heart of this theological reconstruction is the conviction that Jesus offers salvation 

b\ making God¶V ³Vhalom jXVWice´ Ueal on Whe eaUWh WhUoXgh Whe enWiUeW\ of hiV miniVWU\, death, 

and UeVXUUecWion. Each aVpecW of JeVXV¶ life, inclXding Whe cUoVV, demonVWUaWeV God¶V XlWimaWe 

VolidaUiW\ ZiWh WhoVe Zho aUe oppUeVVed and YiolaWed, aV Zell aV God¶V capaciW\ Wo bUing foUWh 

healing and life out of suffering and death. This salvation is not only individual but lived out in 

commXniWieV Zhich join in God¶V ZoUk in Whe ZoUld. ThXV, Ze find ValYaWion in ³Vhalom jXVWice 

hoXVeholdV´ Zhich embUace and conWinXe JeVXV¶ ZoUk foU libeUaWion, jXVWice, and Vhalom.  
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Preface 
 

 This project grows out of a long journey to find a loving God and an Anabaptist 

understanding of salvation which attends to the needs of those who have experienced 

discrimination and marginalization in the church, as well as sexualized violence and/or physical 

and spiritual harm. As explained in the introduction, past expressions of atonement and salvation 

in Anabaptist and Mennonite communities have failed to address these experiences adequately, 

and have even caused additional harm. I also share the assumptions, perspectives, and 

methodology I bring to this task, along with a basic understanding of salvation, atonement, and 

sin.  

 Chapter Two begins with an introduction to salvation theology in the Christian tradition. 

It especially highlights the most prominent atonement theologies which continue to dominate and 

shape our discussion of these doctrines. I then share some of the concerns raised by women in 

the broader Christian community about the negative impact of some of these teachings, 

especially for groups experiencing violence and oppression. I also summarize some of the 

significant ways these women have articulated the meaning of the saving power found in Jesus 

and the movement that surrounded him. 

 In Chapter Three, I focus specifically on Anabaptist writings on the atonement and 

salvation, especially from the past three decades. Not only have Mennonites adopted atonement 

theology from the wider Christian community, but many continue to stress distinctive Anabaptist 

themes of sacrificial suffering and nonresistance, despite questions and challenges from 

Anabaptist women. I then survey the work of recent Anabaptist theologians who have proposed 
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alternative atonement models, and offer observations on the extent to which these writers address 

Whe UealiWieV of Yiolence and deVolaWion in peopleV¶ liYeV.  

 Chapter Four addresses the fact that most Christian theology and Biblical interpretation 

has been done through a European, white, male, and privileged lens. It has thereby overlooked 

much truth and robbed the story of Jesus of much of its power. Thus, I return to the gospel 

stories, paying special attention to the economic, political, and religious context in which Jesus 

lived and died. I also lift up the narratives of women in the gospels, and what they reveal about 

ZhaW haV been ignoUed and diVWoUWed. ThiV alloZV XV When Wo beWWeU UemembeU JeVXV¶ life and 

ministry, and thereby comprehend more clearly the salvation God offers through him.   

 Based on this re-reading of the gospel story, Chapter Five seeks to re-construct a model 

of salvation that is truly good news for all, but especially those who suffer oppression and 

Yiolence. I emphaVi]e God¶V YiVion of jXVWice and Vhalom, and Whe Za\ in Zhich JeVXV inYiWeV 

everyone to live into this kind of salvation. I then explore the image of loving and egalitarian 

³Vhalom jXVWice hoXVeholdV´ aV a Za\ Wo YiVXali]e hoZ God conWinXeV JeVXV¶ VaYing miniVWU\ on 

eaUWh. EVpeciall\ impoUWanW Wo highlighW iV WhaW JeVXV¶ enWiUe life, miniVWU\, deaWh and UeVXUUecWion 

demonstrated his solidarity with victims, his love for the earth and our bodies, his call to 

resistance and repenWance, and Whe poZeU of God¶V loYe Wo bUing foUWh healing and life oXW of 

suffering and death.   

 Finally, Chapter Six considers some of the practical and pastoral implications of this 

model. This includes evaluating all elements of worship and teaching from the perspective of 

victims/survivors of oppression and violence, using embodied practices and rituals, engaging in 

nonviolent resistance to oppression, and practicing restorative justice, conflict transformation, 
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and participatory decision-making. It is also essential to nurture transformative spiritual practices 

and celebrate the beauty and imagination which nourishes and sustains life.  

 May the Spirit that was alive in Jesus continue to save us all.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 
  

  I come to this task as part of a very personal journey. So let me begin there, by 

acknowledging my place in the world and some of the experiences that have shaped me and my 

perspectives on the world.   

 On one hand, I am white and middle-class, and must acknowledge that I have led a 

relatively safe and comfortable life in the United States, in contrast to so many people of color 

and more recent immigrants. I have had access to adequate food, housing, education, and 

healthcare. I have not had to fear interactions with the police or been questioned about my 

immigration status. Nor have I suffered directly from the destructive policies and practices of the 

American empire which so often exploit and destroy the earth and its people.   

 On the other hand, I grew up female in a conservative Swiss-German Mennonite church 

community, and early in life became deeply troubled by how differently its leaders treated men 

and women. Men and boys were given respect and many opportunities to contribute in the 

church, while women were limited in the use of their gifts and not permitted to serve as church 

leaders or pastors.1 Women were also required to wear special clothing, such as cape dresses and 

dark stockings in order to conceal the feminine features of their bodies. They were also required 

to wear devotional coverings over their hair, in order Wo V\mboli]e ³WheiU conVWanW openneVV Wo 

                                                
 1. For example, Lancaster Mennonite Conference (the conference in which I grew up) agreed to ordain 
women only since 2008, and still requires that bishops and conference leaders be men. Similarly, the 2015 Virginia 
MennoniWe ConfeUence leadeUVhip manXal VWill inclXdeV VWaWemenWV like WhiV: ³The qXeVWion iV VWill open ZheWheU Whe 
headship-of-man principle, as taught in I Corinthians 11, implies that roles which involve authority and 
responsibility oveU men aUe XnVXiWed Wo Zomen.´ From the Leadership Handbook for Congregations, Districts, and 
Credentialed Leaders in Virginia Mennonite Conference, Revised: September 2015, accessed February 15, 2018, 
http://virginiaconference.org/documents/resources-congregations-leaders/, 78. 
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God and their divinely-oUdained VXbmiVVion Wo men.´2 Throughout my life, church leaders have 

communicated a message that there is something so fundamentally and ontologically flawed with 

women that even Christ could not fully redeem them and make them worthy to participate fully 

in the life of the church. Consequently, I have struggled to find a God who loved me, wholly and 

completely as a woman.  

 I have also been deeply shaped by the stories and experiences of women in my 

community, as well as in the larger world. Although I myself did not experience overt violence 

or sexual assault, I came to know that many of my sisters did face these horrors. I have listened 

to their stories and often marveled at their efforts to find healing, justice, and wholeness. In my 

professional life, I also did what I could to provide encouragement and resources that would help 

address their experiences of marginalization, disempowerment and violence. Too often, however, 

I have been deeply dismayed and alarmed by the failure of church leaders to stop the violence or 

hold the offenders accountable.   

  Eventually, I came to believe that Anabaptist churches need an understanding of 

salvation and atonement which responds more adequately to the unique experiences, aspirations, 

and questions of Mennonite women. These theological concepts are so foundational that we 

cannot truly find freedom and wholeness in our relationships until we engage these questions 

more honestly and completely.    

Feminist Anabaptist hermeneutics  
 

 I readily acknowledge that I do my work as a woman, seeking to find answers which 

address my lived experience as well as the experiences of women in similar situations.  

                                                
2. Pamela KlaVVen, ³WhaW'V BUe(a)d in Whe Bone: The Bodil\ HeUiWage of MennoniWe Women.´ Mennonite 

Quarterly Review (April 1994), 237. 
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I therefore draw heavily on feminist ways of knowing and making sense of the world. This 

includes how we understand ourselves in relation to our families and communities, as well as 

how we engage with the significant texts in our lives.  

 For most Christians, including Mennonites, the Bible is one of the most authoritative 

texts. Often, male church leaders have claimed the right to interpret what the Bible says and what 

it means for our lives. Yet, as women and other silenced voices have gained more education and 

influence, they have pointed out that interpretation is not a clear and straightforward process. We 

cannot simply read the text and know exactly what it means. Rather, we must acknowledge that 

the context of the text shapes what it meant at the time, and our context today influences how we 

read and understand it. Or as Diane MacDonald pointed out in a Mennonite forum decades ago, 

Ze need Wo Uecogni]e Whe inWeUpla\ beWZeen Whe ³ZoUld conVtructs´ of the text and those of the 

interpreter.3 Thus, we need to be very aware of who mediates the meaning of authoritative texts. 

 It is also essential to interpret scripture with others. As Nadine Pence Frantz explains, no 

one Yoice can ³XndeUVWand Whe texts and sub-We[WV´ but rather iW ³WakeV a commXniW\²a multitude 

of people who are engaged in many different vocational calls²to discern what the meaning is 

for them at that Wime.´4 This is especially critical for groups who try to obey the text, since 

interpretation is not just an intellectual exercise, but has real life consequences. Thus she argues 

that everyone affected by a text must have a role in defining and expressing what it means.5 As 

                                                
 3. Diane MacDonald, ³The HeUmeneXWical Challenge,´ in Perspectives on Feminist Hermeneutics, eds. 
Gayle Gerber Koontz and Willard Swartley, Occasional Papers, No. 10, (Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 
1987), 41. This series of articles resulted from a two-day consultation in 1986 at Associated Mennonite Biblical 
Seminaries on the theme of feminist hermeneutics. (In 2012, the seminary renamed itself Anabaptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary. See the AMBS website, accessed 19 January 2018, https://www.ambs.edu/about/history.) 

 4. Nadine Pence FUanW], ³The (InWeU) Te[WXaliW\ of OXU LiYeV: An AnabapWiVW FeminiVW HeUmeneXWic,´ The 
Conrad Grebel Review 14, No. 2 (Spring 1996), 136. 

 5. Ibid. 
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Vhe Va\V, Whe ³WaVk of inWeUpUeWaWion iV filled Woo mXch with unconscious desires and 

conYeUVaWionV Wo leaYe Wo one gUoXp oU one Yoice.´6 

 Here Frantz is also addressing the issue of power and how it functions in the 

interpretation of authoritative texts. She notes that those in Anabaptist and Pietist traditions have 

ofWen done biblical inWeUpUeWaWion ³oYeU againVW pUeYailing Wheological pUojecWV Zhich fUeqXenWl\ 

fXncWioned aV legiWimaWionV of WhoVe in poZeU.´7 We should therefore clearly understand the need 

to evaluate and examine the politics and impact of all interpretation.   

 Lydia Harder concurs, urging that in hermeneutical discussions, we mXVW engage in ³Velf-

UeflecWion and cUiWiqXe´ in oUdeU Wo idenWif\ Whe ³inVWiWXWional inWeUeVWV and conceUnV´ inYolYed.8 

ThiV inclXdeV Uecogni]ing ³Whe peUYaViYe inflXence of patriarchy on both our society and 

chXUch.´9  

 Indeed, this is another insight of feminism. It clearly sees and names the fact that there 

are systems in place which privilege men and devalue women. Not only do these systems harm 

women, but they damage and diminish all of us. They contribute to and reinforce other 

oppressive systems, such as racism, heterosexism, economic injustice, and environmental 

devastation.    

 In this regard, I have learned to especially value the insights and contributions of 

womanist theology. Although this theology starts with and centers on the experiences of black 

women, it also ³bUingV black Zomen¶V e[peUienceV inWo Whe diVcoXUVe of all Christian theology, 

                                                
 6. Ibid. 

 7. Ibid., 138. 

 8. L\dia HaUdeU, ³HeUmeneXWic CommXniW\²A FeminiVW Challenge,´ in Perspectives on Feminist 
Hermeneutics, eds. Gayle Gerber Koontz and Willard Swartley, Occasional Papers, No. 10 (Elkhart, IN: Institute of 
Mennonite Studies, 1987), 49. 

 9. Ibid. 
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fUom Zhich iW haV pUeYioXVl\ been e[clXded.´10 And because it speaks from the perspective of 

one of Whe moVW oppUeVVed gUoXpV in oXU VocieW\, iW iV able Wo idenWif\ and challenge ³all 

oppUeVVion baVed on Uace, Ve[, claVV, Ve[Xal pUefeUence, ph\Vical abiliW\ and caVWe.´11 Womanist 

theology thus has much wisdom to contribute to other communities as they address their own 

questions.  

 In fact, I have found that womanist theology resonates with me in a special way. This 

does not mean I share the same experiences of injustice and oppression. What do I share in a 

small way is the experience of growing up on the margins of mainstream American society. As a 

Mennonite, I always knew that my primary identity was not as an American. Instead I was a 

member of a marginal group with different values and commitments. As a woman, I also 

experienced what it meant to live on the sidelines of this margin, not taken seriously or valued as 

a full member.12 

 I believe therefore that the perspectives of women and other oppressed groups are 

absolutely necessary in order to hear the gospel message in all its truth and fullness. In fact, I will 

argue that failure to hear and stand alongside those who have been silenced and violated leads to 

a distorted, and even false, understanding of Jesus and his offer of salvation. Too often it leads to 

a theology that is no longer a way to life, but instead leads to death. Especially for those on the 

underside of economic, political, and religious power, it can become a dangerous snare from 

which it is very difficult to extricate oneself.   

                                                
 10. Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1996), xiv. Italics in original.  

11. Ibid.  

 12. Lisa Schirch and Ruth Elizabeth Krall concur with this feeling of marginalization. As Schirch writes in 
the Preface to their recent book, Living on the Edge of the Edge: Letters to a Younger Colleague, ³MennoniWeV haYe 
500 years of history of sitting on the edge of the societies where they have lived. Mennonite women are sitting on 
Whe edge of WhiV edge.´ (VicWoUia, BC: FUieVen PUeVV, 2017), [[i. 
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 Throughout this work, therefore, I will try to ground my theology in the experiences and 

wisdom of those who have been marginalized or excluded from our theological discourse. I will 

seek to always be mindful of these questions13: 

y Who is missing from this discussion?14 

y Who is most vulnerable in this situation and how would they hear this message? 

y Does this path lead to life and wholeness? This does not mean avoiding all risk. Yet it 

is important to ask if following this path is life-giving, or whether it enables and 

supports the forces of domination and death. 

y Who am I accountable to and how? This question is especially important when one is 

in any position of privilege or authority. 

Understanding salvation, atonement, and sin  
 

  Salvation refers to the transformation of life which comes through a loving and true 

relationship with God, oneself, and others. Indeed, it is a journey toward right relationships in all 

these areas. Jane McAvoy defines this as ³a pUoceVV of WUanVfoUmaWion WhaW beginV ZiWh peUVonal 

healing and leadV Wo Vocial jXVWice.´15 Further, in dialogue with medieval women mystics, she 

conclXdeV WhaW ³Ze aUe VaYed b\ Whe VaWiVf\ing loYe of God, Zhich callV XV fUom a VWaWe of 

                                                
13. Linda Gehman Peachey and Elsie GoeU]en, ³PUepaUing CongUegaWionV foU CollaboUaWiYe WoUk: The 

Role of Whe MennoniWe CenWUal CommiWWee in SWUengWhening FamilieV,´ in Strengthening Families and Ending Abuse, 
ed. Nancy Nason-Clark, Barbara Fischer-Townsend, and Victoria Fahlberg, (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013), 
217-218. 

 14. KUall e[plainV WhiV qXeVWion Zell, aV Vhe aVked heU VWXdenWV Wo ³be aZaUe of Whe miVVing Yoice, Whe 
miVVing indiYidXal.´ AddiWionall\, ³WhoVe pUeVence iV XUgenWl\ needed foU Whe XncoYeUing of WUXWh«WhoVe abVence 
means thaW facWXal WUXWh haV been obVcXUed, diVWoUWed oU oWheUZiVe compUomiVed?´ Living on the Edge of the Edge, 
17. 

15. Jane McAvoy, The Satisfied Life: Medieval Women Mystics on Atonement (Cleveland: The Pilgrim 
Press, 2000), 7. 
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abusive self-sacrifice, for a life of searching, service, and even suffering in loving relation with 

God and God¶V cUeaWion. IW iV a VaWiVfied life.´16 

 Another way to explain this is to use the Hebrew concepts of shalom and justice. As 

Perry Yoder explains so well, ³shalom´ iV a HebUeZ concepW Zhich inclXdeV a VenVe WhaW 

everything is just and right, in terms of health and material well-being, social relationships and 

personal character.17 It envisions life that is whole and in right relationship with oneself and 

everyone else.18  

 Justice is essential too, as this deVcUibeV God¶V effoUWV Wo cUeaWe Vhalom. Wherever things 

have gone wrong, God acts to address the situation, and transform human structures so that 

³WhingV mighW be oka\.´19 Thus, the biblical concept of salvation is not primarily about life after 

death. Rather it deVcUibeV God¶V effoUWV Wo restore health and wellbeing, as well as provide safety, 

and liberation from danger and cruelty.20  

 For Christians, atonement lies at the heart of salvation. Briefly, this is the saving work of 

JeVXV ChUiVW, oU Whe Za\V in Zhich Ze WU\ Wo e[plain hoZ JeVXV¶ life, WeachingV, deaWh, and 

resurrection offer hope and saving power. Atonement theologies also recognize, as Malinda 

Berry notes, that at some deep level we must confess that we do not, and cannot, save 

                                                
16. Ibid., 8. 

 17. Perry B. Yoder, ShaORP: TKe BLbOe¶V WRUd IRU SaOYaWLRQ, JXVWLce, aQd Peace (Newton, KS: Faith and 
Life Press, 1987), 10-18.  

18. Ibid. 

19. Ibid., 38.  AlVo Vee YodeU¶V ChapWeU FoXU: ³SalYaWion: Vhalom jXVWice in acWion,´ 39-52. 

 20. Justo L. Gonzalez, The Story Luke Tells, Luke¶V UQLTXe WLWQeVV WR WKe GRVSeO (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. 
B. Eerdmans, 2015), 64. 
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ourselves.21 Rather, we acknowledge that something in ourselves and in our world is wrong, and 

Ze need God¶V help in making WhingV Zhole and healWh\ again.   

 Another way to say this is that atonement models try to address the problem of sin and 

how we find salvation from its grip. Most western approaches have usually understood human 

sin as deliberate disobedience, selfishness, and pride, by which humans turn away from God and 

what God requires. This comes through clearly in the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite 

Perspective, Zhich UeadV in paUW: ³Sin is turning away from God and making gods of creation 

and of ourselves. We sin by making individual and group choices to do unrighteousness and 

injXVWice.´22   

 Alternatively, the problem of human evil can be understood not only as defiant 

diVobedience Wo God¶V commandV, bXW UaWheU feaU of Whe fXWXUe, and an inabiliW\ Wo WUXVW WhaW God 

loYeV XV and VeekV oXU ZelfaUe. ThiV feaU qXeVWionV God¶V loYe and ZiVdom, and WXUnV aZa\ boWh 

from God and others in order to try to guarantee survival and the VaWiVfacWion of one¶V needV. As 

Monica Coleman pXWV iW, ³Zhen an\ of XV acW and liYe aV if oXU acWionV and deciVionV onl\ affecW 

us, when we deny the interdependence of the world, when we act as if we are not all connected 

and in need of each oWheU, Ze pUodXce eYil.´23 

 Such evil then tends to grow into systems and structures much larger than the individuals 

inYolYed. JameV Poling e[plainV WhaW, ³A paWWeUn of VinfXl deciVionV eYenWXall\ cUeaWeV 

inVWiWXWionV and ideologieV WhaW aUe endXUing paWWeUnV of inflXence.´24 Not only that, but these 

                                                
21. Malinda Eli]abeWh BeUU\, ³NeedleV noW NailV: MaUginal MeWhodologieV and MennoniWe Theolog\,´ 

in The Work of Jesus Christ in Anabaptist Perspective, edited by Alain Epp Weaver and Gerald J. Mast. (Telford, 
PA: Cascadia Publishing House, 2008), 275. Here she uses the work of Jane McAvoy in The Satisfied Life.  

22. General Conference Mennonite Church and Mennonite Church, Confession of Faith in a Mennonite 
Perspective (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1995), 31. 

23. Monica A. Coleman, Making a Way Out of No Way (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 55. 

 24. James Nelson Poling, Rethinking Faith (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press), 2011, 34. 
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systems carry out evil, often reinforced by religion, and giYen coYeU b\ ³claims to virtue, love 

and jXVWice.´25  

 This means that people not only participate in and perpetuate sinful actions, but they also 

often experience being sinned against. People are oppressed by social systems and structures, 

and often feel trapped. This makes it difficult to choose wisely or in a way that can change their 

situation and move toward what is life-giYing and good. One Zoman deVcUibed iW WhiV Za\: ³Sin 

iV diVWoUWion, a WZiVWing of hoZ Ze ZeUe inWended Wo be, a WZiVWing of God¶V Zill inWo VomeWhing 

that serves the empire, or the family system, someone else. We do this to ourselves, to others, to 

the world. The world, our families do this to us. We all paUWicipaWe in diVWoUWion.´26 

 Sin also often leads to violence that is both personal and systemic. Quoting the 

Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, Elizabeth Soto Albrecht contends that violence can be both 

overt and covert.27 People may violate others directly, but social structures may also destroy 

people indirectly through repressive laws, coercive social norms, and oppressive policies. In 

either case, violence deVWUo\V people¶V liYeV and devastates their sense of dignity and value.    

Introducing Anabaptists and Mennonites  
 

 The Anabaptist movement emerged during the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth 

century in the midst of widespread social and religious ferment. Although it included people 

from many walks of life, this movement especially appealed to common people, who ³felW 

                                                
25. Ibid. 

 26. Focus group participant. 

27. Elizabeth Soto Albrecht, Family Violence: Reclaiming a Theology of Nonviolence (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 2008), 17.  
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alienaWed fUom Whe eVWabliVhed chXUch and e[ploiWed b\ Whe nobiliW\ and UXling claVVeV.´28 By 

insisting that faith should be voluntary and modeled after the life of Jesus, they rejected state 

control of the church and claimed the right to organize themselves and choose their own 

leaders.29   

 Such beliefs and practices also had economic and political consequences. As Thomas 

Finger notes, one well-knoZn AnabapWiVW declaUaWion ³inViVWed WhaW Vince ChUiVW Uedeemed 

eYeU\one, no peUVon can be anoWheU¶V pUopeUW\ and VeUfdom mXVW be aboliVhed.´30 These peasants 

therefore refused to pay church tithes, rebuffed excessive demands for their labor and rents, and 

requested that they be given equal access to local waters, forests, and meadows.31  

 Tragically, Anabaptists were severely persecuted by more mainstream religious and 

political leaders who felt threatened by their insistence on such a radical transformation of 

economic, social, and religious structures.32 Many Anabaptist believers were killed, while others 

withdrew from active social involvement or migrated to safer lands.33 

                                                
 28. J. Denny Weaver, Becoming Anabaptist, The Origin and Significance of Sixteenth-Century Anabaptism, 
2nd ed. (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2005), 193. 

 29. Ibid., 20, 35-38. 

 30. Thomas Finger, A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology: Biblical, Historical, Constructive (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 25. 

 31. Ibid. Also see Weaver, Becoming Anabaptist, 35-36. 

 32. See the Anabaptist text, MaUW\U¶V MLUURU: The Story of Seventeen Centuries of Christian Martyrdom 
from the Time of Christ to A.D. 1660. Originally compiled and printed by Thieleman J. van Braght in 1660, this 
large volume of over 1000 pages provides stories and court testimonies of those martyred because of their faith. 
Nearly two-thirds of the book provide details of Anabaptist and Mennonites executed during the sixteenth and 
seventh centuries. See Nanne van der Zijpp, Harold S. Bender and Richard D. Thiessen, "Martyrs' Mirror," Global 
Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, 2014, accessed January 2, 2018, 
http://gameo.org/index.php?title=Martyrs%27_Mirror&oldid=145854. 

 33. CoUneliXV KUahn, HaUold S. BendeU, and John J. FUieVen, ³MigUaWionV,´ Global Anabaptist Mennonite 
Encyclopedia Online, 1989, accessed April 25, 2018, http://gameo.org/index.php?title=Migrations&oldid=143668.  
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 Today, the Anabaptist movement continues in Mennonite, Amish, Hutterite, Mennonite 

Brethren, and Brethren in Christ denominations around the world.34 Although there are many 

variations, this tradition emphasizes not only believing in Jesus but also following him as a 

disciple in daily life; commitment to discernment and life together in a community of believers; 

and a conviction that God desires peace, justice, and the well-being of all people on earth.35  

 In her book, Cooperative Salvation, A Brethren View of Atonement, Kate Eisenbeise Crell 

concXUV ZiWh WheVe AnabapWiVW emphaVeV, bXW addV VeYeUal moUe. TheVe inclXde a focXV on JeVXV¶ 

life, ministry and teaching; that the ways of God and Jesus are nonviolent and different from the 

ways of empire; that God does not will suffering but is always at work to redeem and transform 

Whe ZoUld; and WhaW folloZing JeVXV inYolYeV openneVV Wo God¶V cUeaWiYe and life-giving Spirit. 36 

 As indicated above, the term Mennonite refers to several of the current denominations 

which grew out of the Anabaptist movement.37 Most often, I will be referring to beliefs and 

practices within Mennonite Church USA, my denominational home and currently one of the 

largest Mennonite denomination in the United States. Their website summarizes three core 

convictions from our confession of faith. These include: following Jesus in daily life, above 

                                                
 34. Many of these denominations cooperate globally through the Mennonite World Conference (MWC).  
According to their website, MWC UepUeVenWV ³Whe majoUiW\ of Whe global famil\ of ChUiVWian chXUcheV UooWed in Whe 
16th century Radical Reformation in Europe, particularly in the Anabaptist movement. In 2015, this included one 
international association and 102 Mennonite and Brethren in Christ national churches from 56 countries, with 
around 1.4 million baptized believers in close to 10,000 congregations. About 81% of baptized believers in MWC 
member churches are African, Asian or Latin American, and 19% are located in Europe and North AmeUica.´ See 
³AboXW MWC,´ MennoniWe WoUld ConfeUence, accessed June 22, 2016, https://www.mwc-cmm.org/content/about-
mwc. FoU a fXll liVW of WheVe gUoXpV, Vee MWC¶V ³WoUld Map´ and click on each Uegion, acceVVed ApUil 25, 2018, 
https://mwc-cmm.org/maps/world. 

 35. FoU moUe deWailV aboXW VhaUed beliefV among AnabapWiVW gUoXpV ZoUldZide, Vee ³ShaUed ConYicWionV,´ 
Mennonite World Conference, accessed June 22, 2016, https://www.mwc-cmm.org/article/shared-convictions.   

 36. Kate Eisenbeise Crell, Cooperative Salvation, A Brethren View of Atonement (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock, 2014), 108-109.   

 37. The MennoniWe ChXUch USA ZebViWe e[plainV WhaW Whe ZoUd MennoniWe comeV fUom ³one of oXU eaUl\ 
leaders, Menno Simons, a Catholic priest who aligned himself with the AnabapWiVWV in 1536.´ See ³Who We AUe,´ aW 
http://mennoniteusa.org/who-we-are/, accessed March 14, 2016. 
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naWionaliVm, UaciVm oU maWeUialiVm; folloZing JeVXV aV a peacemakeU Zho pUacWiceV JeVXV¶ 

reconciling love; and living simply and in service to others.38  

Challenges for women 
 

 While I affirm all of these convictions and want to stay true to my Anabaptist heritage, 

there is a shadow side to some of these beliefs and emphases, especially for women and other 

oppressed groups. In fact, I believe that current Anabaptist understandings of salvation do not 

adeqXaWel\ addUeVV Zomen¶V e[peUience, and can be harmful to them and the larger community.

 The most obvious reason for this reality is that most Anabaptist and Mennonite 

atonement theologies have been articulated by men and shaped by their experience of the world. 

Few women in the Anabaptist tradition have had the opportunity to publish their work, except as 

occasional articles in books, journals, and newsletters.39 

 The result is that Anabaptist/Mennonite theology primarily addresses the questions and 

experiences men face. For example, one of the most influential writers, J. Denny Weaver, argues 

most vigorously foU a nonYiolenW XndeUVWanding of God and God¶V ZoUk in JeVXV¶ life, death and 

resurrection.40 This is reflected in the titles of two of his major works: The Nonviolent Atonement 

and The Nonviolent God.41 Indeed, Weaver states explicitly that his goal in The Nonviolent 

                                                
38. FoXnd in Whe inWUodXcWion Wo Whe online ³ConfeVVion of FaiWh in a MennoniWe PeUVpecWiYe,´ MennoniWe 

Church USA, accessed March 14, 2016, http://mennoniteusa.org/confession-of-faith/. 

 39. For example, in a bibliography of more recent Anabaptist/Mennonite sources on the atonement, only 
two are full length books written by women: Executing God by Sharon Baker and Cooperative Salvation by Kate 
Eisenbise Crell. Interestingly, neither of these women are of Mennonite background, although both consider 
themselves to be Anabaptist. See Appendix A for this list.  

40. ThiV aVVeVVmenW of WeaYeU¶V inflXence iV baVed on a VXUYe\ I condXcWed in FebUXaU\, 2016 of eleven 
Mennonite and Brethren in Christ colleges and four Mennonite seminaries about the sources currently being used to 
teach about the atonement. Of the many sources given, the author cited most often was J. Denny Weaver at seven 
times. Mark D. Baker and Joel Green were second in the list, at five times. See Appendix B. 

41. See J. Denny Weaver, The Nonviolent Atonement, 2nd ed. (2011) and The Nonviolent God (2013).   
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Atonement ZaV Wo ³pUoYide a fUeVh, neZ aUWicXlaWion of Whe ZoUk of ChUiVW«ZiWh a YieZ Wo 

making JeVXV¶V UejecWion of Whe VZoUd cenWUal and YiVible in Whe aUWicXlaWion of hiV ZoUk.´42 

Certainly, this is an important and relevant discussion, but it responds first and foremost to the 

questions Mennonite men have had to face regarding military service, and whether violence is 

ever justified.43    

 Again, thiV aWWenWion Wo men¶V qXeVWionV is not necessarily wrong. What is problematic is 

that this theology has often been portrayed as universal. As Rosemary Radford Ruether explains 

in Sexism and God-Talk, the myth that male experience speaks for all is clearly exposed when 

Whe focXV WXUnV WoZaUd Zomen¶V e[peUience. When people VWaUW Veeing oWheU peUVpecWiYeV and 

asking other questions, they can finally see that what was presented as objective and universal is 

really based on how men (and especially white men) experience themselves, God and the 

world.44  

 Mennonite theologian Malinda Berry goes even further to note the dangers of such 

exclusive attention to male experience. In assessing Mennonite constructions of Christology, she 

observes that ³generations of Christians have constructed doctrine and other church teachings 

WhaW doeV noW UeVonaWe ZiWh Zomen¶V Za\V of knoZing, being and doing. MoUeoYeU, WheVe 

                                                
42. Weaver, Becoming Anabaptist, 218. Also see pages 198-200.  On page 182, Weaver does highlight 

JeVXV¶ idenWificaWion ZiWh Whe poZeUleVV, \eW conclXdeV WhiV diVcXVVion b\ emphaVi]ing WhaW ³NonYiolence belonged 
Wo Whe heaUW of hiV meVVage aboXW God¶V Ueign.´ SXVanne GXenWheU LoeZen alVo idenWifieV WhiV aUgXmenW in heU 
extensive examination of WeaYeU¶V ZUiWing.  ThiV Zill be diVcXVVed moUe fXll\ in ChapWeU ThUee. 

 43. To be fair, in his definition of violence, Weaver does include social and systemic realities such as 
racism, sexism and poverty. (The Nonviolent Atonement, 8.) Yet, especially in his discussion of sin (pages 93 and 
213), he fails to address the defilement and desolation experienced by those who suffer the violence of these 
systems. This will be discussed more fully in Chapter Three.  

 44. Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1993), 13. 
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constructions have given men a sense of superiority and normativity that are false and 

hubristic.´45   

 Carol Penner clearly attests to this dynamic in Mennonite circles, explaining that:   

Peacemaking as it was taught to me was trying to find the language to answer the 
questions, ³What does it mean Wo be a man and a MennoniWe?´ What was never talked 
aboXW ZaV, ³What does it mean Wo be a Zoman and a MennoniWe?´ What do you do when 
the man you love tries to hurt you or a man in your family abuses you? How do you 
respond when you see a man hurting a woman? These questions just weren¶W on Whe UadaU 
screen.46  

 Similarly, Leona Stucky reflects on her experience of being caught in a physically and 

sexually violent dating relationship while still a young teen. In struggling with what to do, she 

explains:  

Unlike m\ dad¶V nonYiolenW VWance²where he testified about his beliefs in court and 
important Mennonites wrote public letters of support²no one knew of my suffering, and 
it would neYeU be conVideUed honoUable«If I pUacWiced m\ beliefV and didn¶W UeWXUn 
violence to violence, no one but God would know, and I would remain a slut, not a 
religious hero of some sort. Was there a difference between nonviolent rules for 
MennoniWe Zomen and MennoniWe men? We¶d not discussed that in my Church.47   

 This one-Vided focXV on men¶V e[peUience UeYealed itself again in July, 2010 at the 

³Peace among Whe PeopleV´ ecXmenical confeUence planned b\ MennoniWeV and held aW 

Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary. Initially, the program did not include any attention to 

violence against women, and was only added at the last minute.48 Younger women had insisted 

this was absolutely necessary and in fact created a zine to distribute at the conference, entitled 

                                                
45. BeUU\, ³NeedleV noW NailV,´ 264. 

46. CaUol PenneU, ³FoUging a neZ langXage´ in Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) Women Concerns 
Report, 164 (November-December, 2002), 6.  

 47. Leona Stucky, The Fog of Faith, Surviving My Impotent God (Santa Fe, NM: Prairie World Press, 
2017), 73. 

 48. Early on, the planners explained that they wanted to focus on war and militarism, since there was more 
disagreement in ecumenical circles regarding those peace concerns. However, two weeks before the conference, I 
was asked to give a presentation on peace theology and violence against women.   
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Breath of Hope: Addressing sexual violence in the peace movement and the world.49 A collection 

of gut-wrenching stories, definitions, and reflectionV, iW Vpecificall\ addUeVVed ³the fact that those 

of us who work for peace among people on the international level do not acknowledge and take 

inWo accoXnW Whe Za\V Zomen¶V YoiceV (and bodieV) haYe been VXbjXgaWed and Vilenced in peace 

ZoUk becaXVe of Ve[Xal Yiolence in Whe moYemenW.´50   

Physical harm    

 As the above examples illustrate, this one-sided attention to men¶V needV made Zomen¶V 

experiences largely invisible. It also left them without community support and few tools with 

which to address their experiences with violence. In addition, Mennonite doctrines of 

nonresistance and peacemaking often encouraged women to remain in violent situations even 

when their lives and well-being were at risk.    

 This is most visible in streams of Anabaptist tradition which have stressed Jesus¶ 

willingness to suffer and submit to crucifixion. While those in powerful positions may need to 

hear this call to take up the cross, the message to those experiencing violence and oppression can 

be quite disempowering. In fact, the overall teaching of this paradigm seems to reinforce the 

status quo, by urging those in subordinate positions to embrace their suffering and servanthood 

as a way to be more like Christ.  

 Nadine Pence Frantz expresses this clearly in her introduction to the MCC WRPeQ¶V 

Concerns Report iVVXe enWiWled, ³Women: BeaUing Whe CUoVV of DiVcipleVhip.´51 In Whe belieYeUV¶ 

                                                
 49. AV UepoUWed in iWV inWUodXcWion, ³ThiV ]ine iV one of Whe oXWcomeV of Whe µbecoming Xndone¶ gaWheUing,´ 
an Anabaptist theological accompaniment to the US Social Forum, held June 22-27, 2010, in Detroit. It is available 
as a pdf document. 

50. Breath of Hope, 1.  

51. Nadine Pence FUanW]. ³Women: BeaUing Whe CUoVV of DiVcipleVhip.´ MCC WRPeQ¶V CRQceUQV ReSRUW, 
89 (March -April 1990), 1±2. 
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chXUch WUadiWion, Vhe ZUiWeV, Ze aUe famoXV foU Whe meVVage WhaW ³Wo loYe God iV Wo loYe others, to 

love others is to give selflessly to them, denying yourself in all things. To be a true disciple, one 

iV Wo loVe one¶V life in oUdeU Wo gain iW, Wake Xp one¶V cUoVV and folloZ JeVXV.´52 Too often, 

hoZeYeU, ³Women haYe boUn Whe coVW of diVcipleVhip«We haYe become acqXainWed ZiWh gUief 

and with sorrow. But we have not gained our life, we have found it squandered by those to whom 

we gave. And Ze haYe been Wold WhaW Ze aUe ZUong Wo Veek iW.´53 

 Penner also highlights this emphasis on suffering in her aUWicle, ³ConWenW Wo SXffeU: An 

E[ploUaWion of MennoniWe Theolog\ fUom Whe ConWe[W of Violence againVW Women.´54 In her 

UeVeaUch, PenneU e[amined John HoZaUd YodeU¶V popXlaU The Politics of Jesus and noticed a 

pattern in his argument. While Yoder makes a distinction between voluntary and involuntary 

VXffeUing, he alVo UepeaWedl\ poinWV Wo JeVXV¶ ZillingneVV Wo VXffeU. PenneU aUgXeV WhaW ZhaW 

YodeU¶V peUVpecWiYe makeV noUmaWiYe iV an expectation that faithfulness to Jesus requires victims 

of pain and suffering to bear this quietly: ³ChUiVWianV VXffeU Zhen Whe\ folloZ JeVXV¶ e[ample of 

loving the enemy and praying for the abuser.´55 Without a feminist framework or hermeneutic, 

vulnerable women in abusive relationships can easily think of their suffering as analogous to 

JeVXV¶ VXffeUing, and iW is Christ-like to accept abuse. Penner conclXdeV, ³YodeU¶V book ZoXld 

Veem Wo VXppoUW WheiU deciVion Wo Uemain in abXViYe UelaWionVhipV.´56 

                                                
52. Ibid., 1. 

53. Ibid., 2. 

54. Carol Penner, "Content to Suffer: An Exploration of Mennonite Theology from the Context of Violence 
against Women." in Peace Theology and Violence against Women, edited by Elizabeth G. Yoder, 99-108 (Elkhart, 
IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 1992). This is a collection of essays from a consultation with the same title, held 
in the fall of 1991 at Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminaries.  

55. Ibid., 103. This statement from Yoder is especially distressing given his own history of abusive 
UelaWionVhipV. FoU a deWailed accoXnW of WhiV hiVWoU\, Vee Rachel WalWneU GooVVen, ³µDefanging Whe BeaVW¶: 
MennoniWe ReVponVeV Wo John HoZaUd YodeU¶V Se[Xal AbXVe,´ Mennonite Quarterly Review 89 (January 2015), 7-
80. 

56. Ibid. 
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 This emphasis on suffering continues to show up in the current Confession of Faith in a 

Mennonite Perspective. The words ³suffer´ or ³suffering´ appear thirty-one times, along with 

³the cross´ fifteen times, and ³loving enemies´ eighW WimeV. Meanwhile, there is very little in the 

Confession about being sinned against, or of needing release, liberation, or healing. Sin is 

primarily individual rebellion and disobedience. Although there is some recognition of the 

powers which enslave people, this is not spelled out. The implied message is that if I am in 

bondage, it is because of my sin: ³The moUe Ze Vin, Whe moUe Ze become WUapped in Vin.  B\ oXU 

Vin Ze open oXUVelYeV Wo Whe bondage of demonic poZeUV.´57   

  Even the article devoted to Jesus never mentions his acts of resistance, his defiance of 

religious and political taboos, and his insistence on accountability for those with economic, 

religious and political power. Reading this Confession, one would never know why Jesus was 

such a threat to these powers, and why he ended up on the cross. We never meet the Jesus who 

was active and assertive, and even angry sometimes, in standing against the evil and injustice he 

saw and experienced around him.    

 In facW, Whe commenWaU\ on ³AUWicle 2: JeVXV ChUiVW,´ poinWV oXW e[pliciWl\ WhaW, coming 

from an Anabaptist-Mennonite perspective, this article ³VWUeVVeV, foU e[ample, JeVXV' obedience 

and suffering in his work of atonement, his humility and servanthood as the pathway to 

e[alWaWion,«and peace aV cenWUal Wo Whe chaUacWeU of ChUiVW.´58 

 Unfortunately, this emphasis on suffering, humility, and peacemaking has too often led to 

passivity and submission in the face of evil, especially for women or other vulnerable people. It 

                                                
57. Ibid., 31. 

58. Ibid., 15. 
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can also appear that God requires suffering for salvation, rather than that suffering may result 

from nonviolent resistance to oppression.59   

 One woman describes her experience this way:  

Growing up Mennonite, I was taught early in life that we were called to be peacemakers 
in the world. I came to believe that in following Jesus' steps, with God's love flowing 
through me, I could be a peacemaker and be instrumental in calming strife and 
conflicW«BXW in oXU hoXVe Whe pUoblemV ZoXld noW be VolYed«His anger and his 
criticism of me would grow. I would try harder to please him but he would not be 
soothed. I was blamed for just about everything and I got so that I accepted that blame... 
 A beating is a hard thing to describe. It's a hard thing to remember, not because 
the memories have faded, but because they are so clear and painful. I felt an inexpressible 
fear, my arms pinned immobile to a bed by the knees of the man I loved, his fist coming 
WoZaUd m\ face. I haYe looked in Whe miUUoU and noW Uecogni]ed m\Velf« 
 Well, I was raised on forgiveness. How many times did Jesus tell us to forgive? 
Did he say to forgive only if it was a minor offence? Of course not! So I would forgive, 
wanting desperately to believe that he wouldn't strike me again. I would try again, to be a 
beWWeU ChUiVWian, Wo be a beWWeU Zife« 
 I finally realized that I was living in a kind of hell, and that it surely couldn't be 
God's will for anyone to live like this. So I ran away, to the Crisis Intervention Centre in 
my town. That's where I began Wo leaUn Wo be aliYe again«I have learned so very much. I 
know now that I could have called the police the very first time and that might have done 
some good. No one deserves to be abused and submitting to such abuse is not the way for 
us to be God's peacemakers.60 
 

 Tragically, the consequences of such violence are severe, not only emotionally, 

physically and spiritually, but also in terms of major disease. Studies show, for instance, that 

women who have experienced domestic violence are eighty percent more likely to have a stroke, 

seventy percent more likely to have heart disease, sixty percent more likely to have asthma, and 

seventy percent more likely to drink heavily than women who have not experienced intimate 

partner violence.61 

                                                
59. Peachey and Goerzen, 213. 

60. Anon\moXV. ³M\ VWoU\´ n.d. MennoniWe CenWUal CommiWWee (MCC) website: Abuse: Response and 
Prevention, http://abuse.mcc.org/abuse/en/domestic/stories/change.html, accessed June 30 2010. (MCC discontinued 
most pages from this site, so this story is no longer available there.)  Also see Peachey and Goerzen, 203-204. 

61. Peachey and Goerzen, 204. Also see Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2008, accessed June 
30, 2016, http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5705a1.htm. 
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Spiritual Harm  

 There are also religious and spiritual consequences, as Anabaptist and Mennonite motifs 

about salvation do not adequately address the needs of women and their search for life and 

wholeness. Speaking very personally, the most difficult part of my faith journey has not been to 

find forgiveness. Rather, I have struggled most to find a God who loved me, fully and 

completely as a woman. Throughout most of my church experience, women were considered a 

problem, and their role in the church one of great anxiety, requiring endless sermons, debates, 

and study guides. We were a source of danger and temptation rather than potential partners, who 

could offer wisdom and insight to the church.  

 No doubt, these attitudes were linked to traditional Christian views about women based 

on a narrow and distorted view of Eve. As Ruth Krall explains, early Christian leaders such as 

Tertullian, Jerome, and AugXVWine WaXghW WhaW Zoman ³was the creature who beguiled Adam and 

bUoXghW hXman Vin inWo Whe ZoUld.´62 Further, in the thirteenth century, Aquinas argued that 

³Zoman ZaV cUeaWed b\ God onl\ Wo aVViVW hXmaniW\ ZiWh UepUodXcWion´ and became ³Whe VoXUce 

of man¶V oUiginal Vin, WhaW Vin Zhich caXVe men Wo be Xnable Wo conWUol WheiU Ve[Xal deViUeV.´63   

 Sadly, such negative views continue into the present. Suella Gerber explains it this way: 

³FUom a \oXng age, giUlV leaUn WhaW WheiU bodieV aUe noW oka\ aV Whe\ are. And if our bodies are 

not okay, then it follows that there is something wrong with us, something fundamentally flawed 

aboXW Zho and ZhaW Ze aUe.´64 

                                                
62. RXWh E KUall, "ChUiVWian Ideolog\, Rape and Women'V PoVWUape JoXUne\V Wo Healing,´ in Peace 

Theology and Violence against Women, edited by Elizabeth G. Yoder. (Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 
1992), 82. 

63. Ibid., 83. 

 64. SXella GeUbeU, ³LeaUning Wo LoYe OXU BodieV,´ All You Need is Love, Honoring the Diversity of 
WRPeQ¶V VRLceV LQ TKeRORJ\, ed. Jennifer Castro (Elkhart, IN: Women in Leadership Project, Mennonite Church 
USA, 2016), 27.  
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 ThiV focXV on EYe¶V oUiginal Vin, coXpled ZiWh MennoniWe emphaVeV on hXmiliW\, 

servanthood, and self-sacrifice, led to real danger for Mennonite women. They were often 

admonished to submit to abuse from the men in their lives, in the hope that such sacrificial love 

might change them. As Krall aUWicXlaWeV, Zomen ZeUe Wo ³model WheiU liYeV afWeU ChUiVW¶V ValYific 

VXffeUing and deaWh. In qXieWneVV and XnpUoWeVWing VXbmiVVion, Whe\ aUe Wo accepW men¶V Yiolence 

WoZaUd WheiU bod\SelYeV.´65  

 At the same time, there has been a grave reluctance in our churches to address violence 

against women as a valid and important concern. Despite much organizing and teaching by 

women on these issues over the past twenty-five years, the denomination is still struggling to 

hold accountable church leaders who sexually assault vulnerable members. Sadly, this work has 

included dealing with the legacy of John Howard Yoder, for many decades our most celebrated 

peace theologian and ethicist. In the end, the church has finally had to acknowledge that he 

harassed and sexually assaulted dozens of women during his ministry.  

 All of this has had a profound impact on women, their sense of self, and their relationship 

with God. Marlene Kropf, a spiritual director who has worked with many Mennonite women and 

men of European background, observed in an unpublished lectXUe on ³Women¶V SpiUiWXaliW\,´ 

WhaW a ³Zoman¶V deepeVW e[peUience and WhXV a pUofoXndl\ UeligioXV oU VpiUiWXal e[peUience, iV a 

negaWion of Velf«In oXU gendeUed ZoUld, Ze e[peUience an acWiYe-passive division of reality, and 

Vo a Zoman¶V deepeVW e[peUience of heUVelf iV WhaW Vhe VhoXld not be, or that self should be made 

smaller, less important, less alive, because in the culture her role is to support the dominant 

male.´66 

                                                
65. Krall, 84. 

66. Marlene KUopf, ³LecWXUe on µWomen'V SpiUiWXaliW\¶´, Lancaster Conference Spiritual Guidance 
Seminar. May 9, 2002, 6. Unpublished, used by permission of the author. 
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 The result, according to Kropf, is that women, even those Zho aUe \oXngeU, ofWen haYe ³a 

damaged and distorted spiUiWXaliW\.´67 The\ aUe ³µat risk¶ in Whe chXUch and in WheiU oZn 

UelaWionVhip ZiWh God.´68 As she guides women in spiritual direction, Kropf finds that women 

often experience God as judgmental and demanding, one Zho doeV noW UeVemble ³the God who 

has been UeYealed in JeVXV ChUiVW.´69  

 In addition, women often have a distorted sense of themselves and their sins. They may 

excel at avoiding sins such as pride and aggression, which harm relationships, but often fail to 

see the damage done by not valuing their own selves and their own truths. The challenge then for 

Zomen iV ³to achieve autonomy and an appropriate relationship of worth and agency with 

God.´70 

 Another woman describes this well: 

At ouU coUe, Ze¶Ye all leaUned WhaW µI¶m noW good enoXgh.¶ How do I affirm that I matter, 
not just the other person, and learn to speak my truth? But that is seen as pride, and that is 
the worst sin. But what about self-hatred? Sin iV Zhen \oX don¶W oZn \oXU ZoUWhineVV, 
that you are fully loved by God. I need to express my undeUVWanding, m\ WUXWh, and don¶W 
have to back down or give in to preserve the relationship.71 
 

 Fortunately, there has been some movement in the church, and the current Confession of 

Faith in a Mennonite Perspective does contain positive messages for women. For example, 

AUWicle Si[ on Whe ³CUeaWion and Calling of HXman BeingV´ aVVeUWV WhaW boWh Zomen and men aUe 

made in God¶V image, and WhaW ³God¶V Zill fUom Whe beginning haV been foU Zomen and men Wo 

live in loving and mutually helpful relationships with each oWheU.´72 AUWicle FifWeen on ³MiniVWU\ 

                                                
67. Ibid., 8. 

68. Ibid., 7. Italics in original. 

69. Ibid., 8. 

70. Ibid., 7. 

 71. Focus group participant. 

 72. Confession of Faith, 28. 
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and LeadeUVhip´ alVo makeV no diVWincWionV baVed on gendeU bXW affiUmV WhaW Whe chXUch callV 

both men and women to leadership ministries.73 

 Nevertheless, women have too often experienced a religious environment which has not 

valued them, but has indeed permitted or even condoned violence against them. Often therefore, 

women need to question some of the most basic elements of faith. AV KUall pXWV iW, ³the spiritual 

journey of any woman must include extensive journeys into distrust, disbelief, and withdrawal of 

conVenW.´74 

 In other words, for many Mennonite women, their need for salvation includes the search 

for a loving God, and a faith which enables them to deal with deep insecurities, shame, and 

anxiety, as well as an often relentless striving for perfection and reassurance. They need a 

doctrine of salvation which will enable them to revision who God is, what is salvific and life-

giving, and what it means for them to be women who follow Jesus with freedom, joy, and 

courage.   

Research and methodology 
  
 As a project of constructive theology, much of my work was done through reading and 

theological reflection. Therefore, I read widely, especially from feminist, womanist, and 

liberation theologians. I also re-read the gospels, and many sources on the economic, political, 

and religious context of Jesus and the early church. 

 In order to gain a better understanding of current Mennonite thinking on the atonement, I 

compiled and read a list of significant Anabaptist and Mennonite writings on the atonement over 
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the past three decades.75 I also conducted a survey of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ colleges 

and seminaries, asking professors what texts they use in teaching about the atonement and the 

cross. I also asked them to comment on which source, if any, best articulates an Anabaptist or 

Mennonite theology of the atonement.76  

 Finally, I was careful not to do this work alone, but solicited conversation and feedback 

from many women across the Mennonite church. The most structured set of conversations was in 

the context of a focus group of eight women from my congregation who met with me for two 

hour conversations, five times over seven months in 2017. Together, we shared deeply about our 

understandings of salvation, where we find consolation and desolation, and how we understand 

JeVXV¶ life, deaWh, and resurrection. We also discussed Biblical characters who have been 

important to us, as well as what we value most about our Anabaptist heritage, and what we find 

to be problematic or troublesome.77  

 All of these women have agreed to share their names as being part of this group: Sue 

Aeschliman Groff, Laura Hershberger, Jean Kilheffer Hess, Margaret High, Samantha Lioi, 

Marilyn McKinley Parrish, Annabelle Roth, and Rebecca Weybright. I have included some of 

their insights and perceptions throughout this work, identified anonymously as from a focus 

group participant. In terms of demographics, all of these participants are white women, ranging 

in age from thirty-five to eighty-one. Five grew up in ethnically Swiss-German Mennonite 

communities, and three joined Mennonite congregations as adults.  

 Other relationships have been more informal, but nevertheless profoundly significant in 

terms of the wisdom these women have shared with me over the years. One special set of 

                                                
 75. See Appendix A.  

 76. See Appendix B.  
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relationships continues to be a group of women who have been meeting together for nearly ten 

years, sharing deeply in the joys, sorrows, and transitions of life. Other connections are from a 

distance, through work and collaboration with women from a variety of ages, contexts, and racial 

and ethnic identities. At least twelve individuals read several of these chapters, and shared their 

feedback with me, via phone, meeting, or in writing.  

 All of these relationships and all of this input have been invaluable in helping me to 

articulate and test an expression of atonement and salvation theology that is hopefully more 

complete and life-giving for both women and men.  
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Chapter Two: Atonement and Salvation in Christian Thought 
   

 Since Whe eaUlieVW da\V of Whe chXUch, JeVXV¶ diVcipleV endeaYoUed Wo e[plain hoZ Whe\ 

foXnd ValYaWion and deliYeUance WhUoXgh JeVXV¶ life, miniVWU\, death, and resurrection. They 

described this in numerous ways, depending on their context and what images would be most 

helpful to their communities. For example, in her book, Images of Salvation in the New 

Testament, Brenda Colijn examines the many metaphors these early believers used to convey 

how they experienced this new way of life. These include: the experience of a committed 

UelaWionVhip ZiWh God and God¶V people, ciWi]enVhip in a neZ Uealm, VhaUing in Whe eWeUnal life of 

God, the ability to make a fresh start, being rescued from danger, liberation from captivity, 

restoration of broken relationships, vindication, being chosen by God for service and blessing, 

and commitment to a pilgrimage or struggle that requires endurance.1 All of these images 

provide avenues for understanding the saving power and hope which Jesus brings to us and to the 

earth.  

 Despite these many rich and expansive metaphors, however, Christian theology about 

ValYaWion haV concenWUaWed moVW aWWenWion on JeVXV¶ deaWh. SoWeUiolog\ haV become almost 

synonymous with doctrines of atonement which attempt to explain why Jesus was crucified and 

how this death deals with sin and our broken relationship with God. Perhaps this was inevitable, 

aV WhiV ZaV Whe moVW difficXlW paUW of JeVXV¶ life Wo understand and defend. Why indeed did God 

allow this to happen, and to what purpose? Did Jesus have to die, and if so, why?  How did the 

                                                
 1. Brenda B. Colijn, Images of Salvation in the New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010), 
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cUoVV connecW Wo ³aWonemenW,´ oU Whe e[peUience of a UeVWoUed UelaWionVhip ZiWh God, oneVelf and 

others? 

 Here again, the New Testament church did not limit itself to one explanation. Rather, as 

John Driver argues, these early believers employed a variety of images and motifs to understand 

the cross, and the church should use all of them. All are helpful in understanding this traumatic 

and bewildering event.2 Similarly, Peter Schmiechen insists there can be no single definitive 

answer on atonement, and surveys ten models in his book Saving Power: Theories of Atonement 

and Forms of the Church. AV he Va\V, ³Ze need Wo recognize and celebrate this diversity. It is 

part of the fullness of Christ that the salvation he brings relates to so many forms of human 

need.´3  

Traditional atonement theologies  
 

 Nevertheless, in Western Christianity, several of these atonement theories have been 

especially influential. They continue to dominate Christian thought and often conflate our 

XndeUVWanding of ValYaWion ZiWh Whe meaning aWWached Wo JeVXV¶ deaWh. TheUefoUe, iW iV impoUWanW 

to outline them briefly, in order to make sense of the ongoing conversation around these 

doctrines. 

 One of the most prominent theories of the early church was the ³ChUiVWXV VicWoU´ (Christ 

the victor) model, as it highlighWV JeVXV¶ YicWoU\ oYeU all demonic foUceV, inclXding Vin and 

death.4 Often referred to as the classic theory of the early church, as well as the ransom theory, it 

                                                
2. John Driver, Understanding the Atonement for the Mission of the Church (Scottdale, Pa: Herald Press, 

1986), 15-29. 

3. Peter Schmiechen, Saving Power: Theories of Atonement and Forms of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: 
W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 2005) 8.  

4. Rachel Reesor-Ta\loU, ³MennoniWe PeUVpecWiYeV on AWonemenW: A ReYieZ AUWicle,´ Vision: A Journal 
for Church and Theology, 7, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 34. 
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was revived and restated by Gustav Aulén in his influential 1931 book, Christus Victor: An 

Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of the Atonement. Aulén stresses thaW JeVXV¶ 

entire ministry, death, and resurrection enabled him to rescue humankind from the powers which 

bind and enslave us. It therefore spoke not only to the reality of human sin, but also to the 

experience of being trapped and sinned against by evil forces.   

 This theory eventually fell out of favor, however, especially after the church merged with 

the state under Emperor Constantine. When the church no longer understood Jesus as 

overcoming sinful and oppressive human systems, what remained was a cosmic, spiritual battle 

between God and Satan. Now God was contending, not with fallen principalities and powers on 

earth, but a personified devil who had gained control over humanity through the fall. In order to 

rescue humanity, God had to bargain with Satan, offering Jesus as a ransom for their release. But 

God tricked the devil and did not disclose the fact that Jesus was also divine and would be 

resurrected and glorified.5     

 In the early twelfth century, Anselm of Canterbury offered what is commonly known as 

Whe ³SaWiVfacWion´ theory of atonement, as he sought to explain why God became human in Jesus. 

WUiWWen dXUing a Wime of feXdaliVm, he focXVed eVpeciall\ on honoU and hXmaniW\¶V failXUe Wo 

offer proper honor to God. Schmiechen explains that this dishonor is not a private affair, but 

connects to worshipping God correctly and maintaining right relations in the universe.6 When 

WheVe UelaWionVhipV aUe bUoken, Whe qXeVWion becomeV hoZ Wo VaWiVf\ God¶V honoU and WheUeb\ 

restore creation. As Schmiechen wUiWeV, ³Ze aUUiYe aW Whe noZ famoXV dicWXm: hXmaniW\ mXVW 

restore the honor of God, but only God can do this. Therefore, it is necessary for God to become 

                                                
 5. See Schmiechen, 127-129 and Weaver, The Nonviolent Atonement, 106-109. 

6. Schmiechen, 198. 
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hXman foU Whe UeVWoUaWion of Whe ZoUld.´7  

 Schmiechen inViVWV WhaW AnVelm doeV noW UeqXiUe JeVXV¶ death as a substitution for sin, as 

in the theory of penal substitution. Nevertheless, he admits that Anselm does focus most of his 

aWWenWion on Whe cUoVV, and Whe need foU XlWimaWe obedience Wo God. FoU e[ample, ³JeVXV offeUV hiV 

life to God as a model of obedience foU all people, aV paUW of Whe plan Wo UeVWoUe Whe ZoUld.´8 

Further, in the Eucharist,  

Christ offers his life to God and with God offers it for the salvation of the world. The 
Eucharist celebrates the triumph of God in Christ over sin, death, and the devil. The 
central idea is that of the gift of obedience, which ultimately invites and makes possible 
the incorporation of humanity into a community of obedience.9  
 

 Several decades after Anselm, Peter Abelard responded with what came to be known as 

Whe ³MoUal InflXence´ WheoU\. In VWUong UeacWion Wo AnVelm¶V aUgXmenW, he VhifWed Whe focXV fUom 

God¶V need foU VaWiVfacWion Wo Whe hXman need Wo Vee and compUehend God¶V loYe. AV Rachel 

Reesor-Taylor summarizes, in this theory humans do not need forgiveness as much as they need 

UeYelaWion. JeVXV¶ deaWh VaYeV XV b\ ³UeYealing Wo XV hiV gUeaW loYe, Zhich WUanVfoUmV and VaYeV 

XV.´10 She notes further that this theory became popular in many liberal Protestant churches 

during the nineteenth century.11  

 Meanwhile, also during the 1800s, the influential Presbyterian theologian Charles Hodge 

defended and pUomoWed a CalYiniVW XndeUVWanding Zhich haV come Wo be knoZn aV ³Penal 

Substitution.´12 ThiV model fXUWheU emphaVi]eV JeVXV¶ obedienW deaWh aV a VacUifice foU oXU Vin.  

                                                
7. Ibid., 207. 

8. Ibid., 215. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Reesor-Taylor, 34. 

 11. Ibid. 

 12. Schmiechen, 37-38, 104-109. 
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Schmiechen argues, however, that this explanation moved away from the Hebraic concept of 

VacUifice aV an ³acW of pXUificaWion (i.e. Whe UemoYal of Vin)´ Wo one Zhich YieZV VacUifice aV a 

³compenVaWion Wo God.´13 In WhiV YieZ When, God¶V pUimaU\ aWWUibXte is justice, which demands 

deaWh aV Whe penalW\ foU oXU Vin and YiolaWion of God¶V laZ.14 JeVXV¶ deaWh VWandV aV a VXbVWiWXWe 

pa\menW, and faiWh in WhiV VacUifice Wo God iV ZhaW fUeeV XV fUom God¶V jXdgmenW.   

 This understanding is still taught widely in American evangelical churches today. In fact, 

iW haV become Vo dominanW WhaW, aV Joel GUeen and MaUk BakeU aVVeUW, ³foU man\ AmeUican 

ChUiVWianV, µpenal VXbVWiWXWion¶ inWeUpUeWV Whe Vignificance of JeVXV¶ deaWh fXll\, compleWel\, 

ZiWhoXW UemaindeU.´15 Ted Grimsrud also titled his book, Instead of Atonement, because he 

wanted to argue against the popular meaning of the term which understands atonement as 

ChUiVW¶V ³VacUificial pa\menW WhaW makeV ValYaWion poVVible.´16      

Challenges from women 
 

 In more recent decades, many have sought to articulate alternatives to the penal 

substitution model. Those seeking liberation from oppression and violence have especially 

questioned its portrayal of God, as well as its emphasis on suffering and obedience. The next 

chapter will explore the writings of those in the Anabaptist tradition. In this section, I will focus 

on women in the broader Christian family who have addressed these issues, insisting that if 

                                                
 13. Ibid., 104. 

 14. Ibid., 104 and 110. 

 15. Joel B. Green and Mark D. Baker, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross: Atonement in New Testament 
and Contemporary Contexts (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001), 32.  

 16. Ted Grimsrud, IQVWead RI AWRQePeQW: TKe BLbOe¶V SaOYaWLRQ SWRU\ aQd OXU HRSe IRU WKROeQeVV 
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2013), 3. 
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salvation is to be meaningful and give them hope, it must address their experiences of suffering, 

violation, and shame.17   

 This does not mean that they are rejecting Christian faith. Rather, as Delores Williams 

points out so clearly in her book Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-

Talk, theologians throughout history have written and taught out of their own questions and 

experiences. No one can claim to speak a universal truth that applies to all times and places. 

Women therefore have the right, and even responsibility, to construct an understanding of 

salvation that responds to and makes sense of their experience of God and the world.18 

 As feminist and womanist theologians have done this, they honestly acknowledge their 

social location and the specific questions they are seeking to answer. They explicitly address 

Zomen¶V encoXnWeUV ZiWh VXffeUing and YiolaWion, aV Zell aV Whe aWWendanW feelingV of deVolaWion, 

shame, anxiety, and fear with which they struggle. They also consistently name not only 

individual sin, but also systemic evil, and the way in which sinful structures harm people and 

trap them in situations of devaluation and defilement.19 

Womanist theologians      

 Williams was one of the first to articulate an understanding of Jesus which is salvific for 

African-American women. Describing WheiU e[peUience of ³coeUced VXUUogac\,´ Vhe findV mXch 

resonance in the story of Hagar, who like them, was forced into a surrogate role for the benefit of 

others, not only during slavery but throughout American history. Thus, Williams insists that 

                                                
 17. Admittedly, this overview of female theologians is not exhaustive, but concentrates on womanist, Asian 
and white feminist writers. Due to time and space, I regret not including theology done by African, Latina, or Native 
American women, among others. Obviously, those voices would also have much wisdom to share, but it was not 
possible to do justice to all of them.  

 18. Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1996), 162-164. 

 19. Ibid., 146. 
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liberation theologians must focus not only on the freedom offered by the exodus, but also address 

the wilderness experience of women like Hagar. They must also embrace the values of survival 

and quality of life.20  

 Not surprisingly, Williams goes on to reject any image of Jesus as a surrogate or 

substitute figure, as this image and role serves to uphold and reinforce experiences of 

exploitation.21 WilliamV conWendV fXUWheU WhaW JeVXV did noW come Wo VhoZ God¶V loYe WhUoXgh hiV 

deaWh bXW: ³Wo VhoZ hXmanV life²to show redemption through a perfect ministerial vision of 

righting relationships between body (individual and community), mind (of humans and of 

WUadiWion) and VpiUiW.´22 This does not mean we forget the cross, but we dare not glorify it.  For as 

WilliamV Va\V Vo eloqXenWl\: ³To do Vo iV Wo gloUif\ VXffeUing and Wo UendeU WheiU (black 

Zomen¶V) e[ploiWaWion VacUed. To do Vo iV Wo gloUif\ Whe Vin of defilemenW.´23 

  Stephanie CUXmpWon focXVeV eYen moUe deepl\ on Zomen¶V e[peUienceV of YiolaWion in 

her valuable book, A Womanist Pastoral Theology against Intimate and Cultural Violence.  

Using the work of Williams and Kelly Brown Douglas, she explores how theologies which do 

not Wake JeVXV¶ incaUnaWion VeUioXVl\ haYe Wended Wo aVVXme WhaW ³BodieV aUe VinfXll\ 

pUoblemaWic´ and ³Whe caXVe of cUeaWion¶V e[iVWenWial VepaUaWion fUom God.´24 This often leads to, 

oU accompanieV, an XndeUVWanding of ValYaWion in Zhich ³cUXcifi[ion of Whe ChUiVW¶V fleVh ZaV Whe 

onl\ Za\ Wo Uedeem hXmaniW\ fUom iWV onWological VinfXlneVV.´25 As Crumpton goes on to 

                                                
 20. Ibid., 158-161. 

21. Ibid., 162. 

22. Ibid., 164-165.  Italics in original. 

23. Ibid., 167. 

24. Stephanie M. Crumpton, A Womanist Pastoral Theology against Intimate and Cultural Violence (New 
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obVeUYe, one conVeqXence foU ChUiVWianV iV WhaW WhiV YieZ ³makeV iW YeU\ eaV\ Wo oYeUlook pain 

and VXffeUing WhaW bodieV endXUe.´26 And for those whose bodies have been dominated and 

exploited, it is a deep struggle to accept their bodies as good.27  

 WilliamV concXUV ZiWh WhiV aVVeVVmenW. In heU eVVa\, ³A WomaniVW PeUVpecWiYe on Sin,´ 

she describes how Black women in the United States experience sin as a sense of unworthiness, 

cUeaWed b\ ³Whe eleYaWion of ZhiWe Zomanhood and Whe indiffeUence of Whe U.S. legal V\VWem Wo 

Whe defilemenW of Black Zomen¶V bodieV.´28 This indeed is a grievous social sin committed by 

the society at large, which devalues Black womanhood and takes away their humanity.29 It is 

abVolXWel\ YiWal When Wo ³diVlocaWe Vin aZa\ fUom an onWological oUigin Wo locaWe iW in VWUXcWXUeV 

WhaW UaYiVh, YiolaWe, VXll\ and diVhonoU (defile) hXman liYeV.´30  

 More recently, Monica Coleman offers additional reflections on salvation in her 

important book, Making a Way Out of No Way. After surveying the work of womanist 

WheologianV, Vhe obVeUYeV WhaW Whe\ all ³diVcXVV ValYaWion in concUeWe imageV: VXUYiYal, qXaliW\ of 

life and diVcipleVhip.´ The\ ³XVe Whe ministry of Jesus to provide action verbs to the process of 

salvation: teaching, healing, praying, welcoming, suffering-with. In this way they give pictures 

of ZhaW ValYaWion lookV like and hoZ iW iV achieYed.´31 

 Coleman has also found process theology helpful. This theology affirms that we can take 

the past, and what the present holds, and do something creative and new. We are not bound by 

                                                
 26. Ibid. 

27. Ibid. 

 28. WilliamV, ³A WomaniVW PeUVpecWiYe on Sin,´ in A Troubling in my Soul, ed. Emilie M. Townes. 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 143-144. 

 29. Ibid., 145. 
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Whe paVW, bXW Ze can Uel\ on God, Zho offeUV ³poVVibiliWieV Wo Whe ZoUld, XUging XV Wo chooVe Whe 

paths that lead to a YiVion of Whe common good.´32  

 Using the work of John Cobb Jr., Coleman explains that Jesus was able to conform to 

God¶V calling Wo VXch an e[WenW WhaW he ZaV able Wo ³bUing aboXW a diVWincW VWUXcWXUe of e[iVWence 

in Zhich Ze noZ paUWicipaWe.´33 In this wa\, ³Whe Ueal life, cUXcifi[ion, and UeVXUUecWion of JeVXV 

cUeaWed a µfield of foUce¶ WhaW people can enWeU. JeVXV iV pUeVenW in WhiV field of foUce, and aV Ze 

paUWicipaWe in Whe field, Ze aUe confoUmed Wo Vome degUee, Wo him.´34 This can lead to a process of 

ZhaW Cobb callV ³cUeaWiYe WUanVfoUmaWion´ oU ZhaW Coleman deVcUibeV aV ³making a Za\ oXW of 

no Za\.´35 Common Wo oWheU ZomaniVW WheologianV, WhiV e[pUeVVion ³acknoZledgeV God¶V 

presence in providing options that do not appear to exist in the experiences of Whe paVW.´36 God 

works to present new possibilities which encourage humans to challenge the status quo and work 

toward justice and life.37  

 Karen Baker-Fletcher is yet another theologian who highlights salvation as the 

³WUanVfoUmaWion of Whe ZoUld.´38 But she goes even further to insist that this salvation includes 

creation and the natural world. In fact, not only must the earth be healed, but it is also an actor in 

Whe pUoceVV, and Vhe compaUeV Whe ³VXVWaining qXaliWieV of Whe eaUWh´ ZiWh JeVXV¶ miniVtry.39 In 

addiWion, Vhe WXUnV Wo WUadiWional AfUican XndeUVWandingV of one¶V anceVWoUV and Whe Uole of 
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 35. Ibid. 33. 
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37. Ibid., 93. 

 38. Ibid., 28. 
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memory in providing additional resources toward salvation. As Coleman summarizes her work, 

³ValYaWion iV a holiVWic Za\ of liYing«alloZing Whe beVW of Whe past²the nameless ancestors, the 

ancestors who are known, and Jesus, the greatest ancestor²to inform the present and future 

Za\V of liYing.´40  

 Nevertheless, this is not a utopian vision. Rather, Baker-Fletcher insists it is important to 

acknowledge JeVXV¶ VXffeUing and cUXcifi[ion: ³The cUoVV mXVW noW be foUgoWWen becaXVe VXch 

persecution is a possible consequence of standing up for what is morally right. The resurrection, 

on Whe oWheU hand, UepUeVenWV God¶V abiliW\ Wo conVWanWl\ cUeaWe aneZ.´41  

 JoAnne Marie Terrell is perhaps the womanist theologian who gives most positive 

attention to the cross of Christ. She acknowledges the harmful results of emphasizing the cross as 

sacrifice, yet is compelled to try to understand why the cross has been such an important symbol 

for Christians, including African-Americans. In her book, Power in the Blood? Terrell argues 

WhaW Whe eaUl\ chXUch gaYe Vo mXch aWWenWion Wo JeVXV¶ deaWh becaXVe of WheiU oZn e[peUienceV of 

persecution and martyrdom.42 Seeking to understand and explain this suffering, they attempted to 

³oYeUcome Whe Vcandal of Whe cUoVV noW b\ diVWancing WhemVelYeV fUom Whe VediWioXV implicaWion 

of JeVXV¶ life and meVVage, bXW b\ affiUming Whe ValYific ZiWneVV of hiV deaWh, appUopUiaWing Whe 

cultic symbols of JXdaiVm and combining Whem ZiWh WheiU meVVianic claimV.´43 In a similar way, 

African-Americans also found much meaning in the cross, as it underscored the profound way in 
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Zhich JeVXV idenWified ZiWh Whem: ³Like Whe maUW\UV, Whe\ aUe commiWWed Wo him becaXse his story 

iV WheiU VWoU\.´44 

 Although they often embraced the sacrificial meaning of the cross, African-Americans 

alVo XndeUVWood Whe cUoVV aV ³VacUamenWal ZiWneVV.´ 45 In other words, by embracing the cross, 

they could understand their suffering as something partly chosen, in order to underscore the 

VWUengWh of WheiU ³conYicWionV and inVpiUe fXWXUe geneUaWionV Wo fighW againVW injXVWice.´46  It is 

important, however, to maintain that the cross was originally a scandal and not the primary 

objective.47 Instead, Whe cUoVV UeVXlWed fUom JeVXV¶ ³confUonWaWion ZiWh eYil. ThiV beVpeakV a YieZ 

of Jesus and the martyrs as empowered, sacramental, witnesses, not as victims who passively 

acqXieVced Wo eYil.´48  

 For Terrell, this means that the God who is revealed in ChUiVW iV boWh ³loYing and 

challenging, human and sovereign, culturally engaged yet countercultural, personal, a healer and 

a mystic, a co-VXffeUeU and a libeUaWoU.´49 To witness sacramentally then to the character of such a 

God meanV: ³loYing one¶V oZn, not loving others uncritically and most important, not being 

defined b\ one¶V YicWimi]aWion bXW b\ one¶V commiWmenWV.´50 

 Nonetheless, Terrell does not neglect the reality of pain and agony. As Coleman 

VXmmaUi]eV, ³TeUUell affiUmV WhaW WheUe iV VomeWhing diYine in the blood shed in suffering. When 

Ze Vee God¶V pUeVence in Whe VXffeUeU and leaUn fUom Whe Yiolence, Ze can be VaYed. SalYaWion 
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comeV fUom Whe leVVonV leaUned afWeU inVWanceV of VXffeUing.´51 Again, this does not sanction 

death and injustice, but rather WhaW ³God loYeV hXmaniW\ and can be Veen in Whe blood of WhoVe 

Zho aUe VXffeUing.´52 

  JacqXel\n GUanW alVo highlighWed WhiV VenVe of JeVXV¶ VolidaUiW\ ZiWh Whe e[peUienceV of 

African-American women. In her book, WKLWe WRPeQ¶V CKULVW aQd BOacN WRPeQ¶V JeVXs, she 

e[plainV WhaW ChUiVWian Black Zomen haYe been able Wo Vee in JeVXV a ³diYine co-sufferer, who 

empowers them in situations of injustice. They identified with Jesus because they believed that 

Jesus identified with them.  As Jesus was persecuted and made to suffer undeservedly, so were 

Whe\.´53  

 African-American women also had no difficulty in identifying Jesus as God, as this 

³meanW WhaW WhiWe people ZeUe noW God.´54 And since he identified with, and experienced 

oppression and suffering similar to theirs, he affirmed their humanity.55 Even further, if Christ 

identifies with them, then he is also found among them. Indeed, quoting William Eichelberger, 

GUanW affiUmV WhaW God iV noZ becoming manifeVW ³¶in Whe foUm of Whe Black AmeUican Woman 

as mother, as wife, as nourisher, sustainer and preserver of life, the Suffering Servant who is 

deVpiVed and UejecWed of men«IW appeaUV WhaW Vhe ma\ be Whe inVWUXmenWaliW\ WhUoXgh Zhom God 

Zill make XV Zhole.¶´56 This is not because of their suffering, however, but ratheU becaXVe ³God 

becomes concrete not only in the man Jesus, for he was crucified, but in the lives of those who 
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Zill accepW Whe challengeV of Whe UiVen SaYioU Whe ChUiVW.´57  

 Always it is essential to stress the necessity of resistance. As Katie Geneva Cannon 

e[plainV, ³ZomaniVW pUoWagoniVWV conWend WhaW God¶V VXVWaining pUeVence iV knoZn in Whe 

UeViVWance Wo eYil.´58 M. ShaZn Copeland elaboUaWeV on WhiV in heU eVVa\, ³Wading WhUoXgh Man\ 

SoUUoZV.´59 Suffering should not be accepted meekly, but contested, so that even in situations of 

great affliction, the narrative does not yield completely to despair.60 In this sense, then, African 

AmeUicanV haYe WUeaVXUed Whe cUoVV, noW becaXVe Whe\ YalXed VXffeUing, bXW ³becaXVe iW enWhUoned 

the One who went all the way with Whem and foU Whem«becaXVe Whe\ VaZ Whe UeVXlW of Whe cUoVV 

² WUiXmph oYeU Whe pUincipaliWieV and poZeUV of deaWh, WUiXmph oYeU eYil in WhiV ZoUld.´61  

 Copeland then lifts up three primary strategies used by womanists to construct a faith 

which does not spiritualize or glorify suffering and oppression. First, such a theology 

³UemembeUV and UeWellV Whe VWoUieV of WhoVe Zho µcame WhUoXgh¶ and WhoVe Zho haYe µgone on Wo 

gloU\ land.¶´62 It also honors the ways in which Black women endured privation and pain in 

order to help and save their children, and thereby give meaning to their suffering. Truly, they 

inYiWed ³God Wo paUWneU ZiWh Whem in Whe UedempWion of Black people.´63 Finally, this theology 

recognizes the ways Black women resisted degradation, shame, negative images and emotional 

aVVaXlW b\ XVing ³moWheUZiW, coXUage, VomeWimeV WheiU fiVWV and moVW ofWen VaVV.´64 
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 CleaUl\, WheVe XndeUVWandingV of ValYaWion and God¶V Uole in hXman e[peUience aUe noW 

utopian visions or limited to a future life in heaven. Rather, there is a deep sense that salvation 

needs to be practiced and embodied in the present here on earth. Further, the God revealed to us 

in Jesus is one who knows the pain of rejection and unjust suffering. This God sustains, 

empowers, and opens up a way for those who would follow. 

Asian feminist theologians 

 Asian women have also asked who Jesus is for them, and how he addresses their need for 

salvation. In her book, Struggle to be the Sun Again, Hyun Kyung Chung admits that the most 

common image of Jesus haV been aV Whe ³VXffeUing VeUYanW.´65 While this figure enables women 

to find meaning in their own suffering, it is problematic, as it can encourage passivity, urging 

Zomen Wo ³Be obedienW and paWienW aV JeVXV ZaV Wo hiV heaYenl\ faWheU.´ 66 It encourages them to 

endure suffering and death as he did on the cross.  

 As women learn to respect themselves, however, Chung observes that they are choosing 

JeVXV, noW Zhen he inViVWV on meekneVV, bXW ³Zhen he affiUmV, UeVpecWV, and iV acWiYel\ pUeVenW  

ZiWh Whem in WheiU long and haUd joXUne\ foU libeUaWion and ZholeneVV«ThiV JeVXV iV AVian 

Zomen¶V neZ loYeU, comUade, and VXffeUing VeUYanW.´ 67 His suffering can then be seen as 

resulting from identification with those who are oppressed, and thus provide an image which 

³giYeV AVian Zomen Whe ZiVdom Wo diffeUenWiaWe beWZeen Whe VXffeUing impoVed b\ an oppUeVVoU 

and Whe VXffeUing WhaW iV Whe conVeqXence of one¶V VWand foU jXVWice and hXman digniW\.´68  
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 Wonhee Anne Joh is another Asian theologian who wrestles deeply with how to connect 

the meaning of the cross to her culture and its traditions. In her Heart of the Cross, she uses the 

Korean concept of jeong ³to reimagine love on the cross not as self-abnegation or sacrifice but as 

a radical inclusive love that iV boWh WUanVgUeVViYe and emancipaWoU\.´69 The cross then has a 

doXble edge, UeYealing boWh God¶V all-encompassing love, as well as the terror which imperial 

and oppressive power uses in enforcing its ways.  

 Further, she asserts that to claim God was crucified means that God is intimately 

connecWed Wo all Zho aUe abjecW: ³WhoVe Zho haYe been UepUeVVed, e[pelled, peUVecXWed, e[ecXWed, 

oppUeVVed.´70 And this very claim that God is in, and with, these abject ones serves to judge and 

reproach those who crucify Whem. Indeed, Whe cUoVV becomeV ³Whe ViWe of Whe UeWXUn of Whe 

UepUeVVed.´71 When these abject ones refuse to be silent or accept the place assigned to them, 

they return in judgmenW and inYiWaWion, bUinging ZiWh Whem ³Whe poVVibiliW\ of oXU oZn 

UedempWion.´72 Understanding the deep need for healing and relationships, they are the ones 

which recognize the self in the other and can collaborate for the welfare of all.73  

White feminist theologians 

 White women have also struggled to understand Jesus and how his life, death and 

resurrection offers salvation. Yet, as Grant points out, in contrast to Black women who have been 

able to appropriate liberating and helpful images of Jesus for themselves, white feminists have 

especially agonized over the way church instituWionV haYe emphaVi]ed JeVXV¶ maleneVV and 
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WheUeb\ ciUcXmVcUibed Zomen¶V liYeV.74 Because of their own race and class privilege, they 

Wended Wo VWaUW, and VomeWimeV end, ZiWh Whe pUoblem of gendeU and Whe chXUch¶V inVWiWXWional 

patriarchy. The main question became, aV RoVemaU\ RadfoUd ReXWheU famoXVl\ qXeUied, ³Can a 

male VaYioU VaYe Zomen?´75 

 ThiV qXeVWion of JeVXV¶ gendeU iV compoXnded b\ Whe Za\ in Zhich Zomen ZeUe Wied Wo 

sin and the need for redemption. Of course, Christian tradition has claimed that men and women 

are both created in the image of God. Yet, as Reuther explains, this affirmation has often been 

VXppUeVVed b\ a ³Vecond Wendenc\ Wo coUUelaWe femaleneVV ZiWh Whe loZeU paUW of hXman naWXUe in 

a hierarchal scheme of mind over body, reason over passions. Since this lower part of the self is 

Veen aV Whe VoXUce of Vin«femaleneVV alVo becomeV linked ZiWh Whe Vin-pUone paUW of Whe Velf.´76  

 Christology is then affected by our understanding of sin and human nature. If people 

believe sin entered the world through Eve and continues to reside especially in women, it 

becomeV eYen moUe pUoblemaWic Wo emphaVi]e JeVXV¶ maleneVV. FoU aV EliVabeWh SchXVVleU 

FioUen]a poinWV oXW, WhiV cUeaWeV a d\namic of ³female VinfXlneVV and male ValYific efficac\.´77  

 Further, since traditional, especially Anselmian, understandings of redemption focused on 

JeVXV¶ deaWh aV a VacUifice, WhiV Wheolog\ VeUYed Wo UeinfoUce cXlWXUal meVVageV Zhich ideali]e 
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suffering and self-giving love for women.78 Fiorenza also notes that these messages enable 

people Wo accepW and VXppoUW Whe Yiolence and deaWh Zielded b\ ³miliWaUiVW and capiWaliVW 

VocieWieV.´79 Yet, the effect is especially devastating for women, as these teachings serve to mask 

their exploitation by providing religious approval and justification.  

 Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker explore these harmful effects in their pivotal 

article, "FoU God Vo LoYed Whe WoUld?´ 80 As one of the first explicit attempts to address the 

intimate violence and sexual assault which women and children frequently experience, they 

challenged the dangerous implications of the penal substitution theory, as well as other 

atonement models which extoll suffering and sacrifice. They argue that implicitly or explicitly, 

these concepts encourage women and children to remain obedient and submissive even when 

their well-being and lives are at risk. 

  Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker followed this article with their powerful 

book, Proverbs of Ashes: Violence, Redemptive Suffering, and the Search for What Saves Us. 

Reflecting on their own lives and experiences with violence, they reject any notion that sacrifice 

iV YiUWXoXV and UedempWiYe. Indeed, Whe\ aWWempW Wo VhoZ hoZ ³life-denying theologies of self-

VacUifice´ and ³Wheological claimV aboXW JeVXV¶ deaWh haYe become pUoYeUbV of aVheV.´81 They 

insist instead that the church must take seriously the suffering and trauma people experience. We 

cannot gloss over, neglect, or romanticize it, but must enter deeply into their pain and grieve with 

people.  
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 Reuther argues that we can avoid some of these harmful theological traps by returning to 

Whe VWoUieV of JeVXV in Whe V\nopWic goVpelV, and Whe Za\ he oYeUWXUned pUacWiceV of ³hieUaUch\ 

and dominance.´82 Here the emphasis is not only on gender, but rather all aspects of social 

UelaWionV Zhich deWeUmine honoU and Vhame, abXndance and depUiYaWion. JeVXV¶ capaciW\ Wo offeU 

libeUaWion WheUefoUe ³doeV noW UeVide in hiV maleneVV,´ bXW in Whe facW WhaW he UejecWed WheVe 

V\VWemV, and VoXghW ³Wo embod\ in hiV peUVon Whe neZ hXmanity of service and mutual 

empoZeUmenW.´83 

 She goeV on Wo e[plain WhaW JeVXV manifeVWed Whe ³kenosis of patriarchy, the 

announcement of the new humanity through a lifestyle that discards hierarchical caste privilege 

and VpeakV on behalf of Whe loZl\.´84 This new humanity, both male and female, continues to 

manifest itself, and offer liberation and redemption. In this way, Reuther decenters the historical 

JeVXV, inViVWing WhaW ³ChUiVW, Whe libeUaWed commXniW\, iV noW confined Wo a VWaWic peUfecWion of one 

peUVon.´85 InVWead, ChUiVW¶V ZoUk and idenWiW\ conWinXeV in Whe commXniW\ of WhoVe Zho offeU one 

another liberation and redemption.  

 Fiorenza also places Jesus in the larger context of the community who surrounded him 

and continued his ministry. She contends, in fact, that western male theology has accentuated an 

image of Jesus as a superman, or independent, self-made, individual hero.86 This separated him 

from his Jewish community and served to reproduce practices of kyriarchy and domination.87  
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 By contrast, Fiorenza insists that women played a prominent role in the original Jesus 

movement. Although this became obscured and minimized by later church leaders and 

theologians, the gospels of Mark and John provide glimpses of this leadership and the struggle to 

liYe oXW an alWeUnaWiYe commXnal pUacWice, oU ³diVcipleVhip of eqXalV.´88 In fact, she posits an 

³ekkleVia of Zo/men´ Zho ZaV and conWinXeV Wo be aW Whe cenWeU of JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ and YiVion.89  

 In order to understand the cross then, it is essential to pay close attention to the historical 

conWe[W, and hoZ JeVXV¶ diVcipleV VoXghW Wo make VenVe of WhiV WeUUible eYenW.90 For example, the 

idea WhaW JeVXV¶ deaWh ZaV a UanVom did noW oUiginall\ VXggeVW aWonemenW foU indiYidXal Vin. 

Rather, a ransom was primarily an economic transaction, a payment to rescue family members 

from debt bondage or purchase freedom for slaves.91 At a deeper level, this was a revolutionary 

claim, foU iW meanW WhaW Whe goal of WhiV UanVom ZaV Wo ³make fUee ciWi]enV of man\´ and WheUeb\ 

prohibiW ³an\ UelaWionVhip of dominance and VXbmiVVion.´92  

 Nevertheless, Fiorenza does not center all meaning on the cross, but goes on to stress the 

impoUWance of Whe Zomen¶V WeVWimon\ of Whe empW\ Womb. AV Vhe Va\V, WhiV ZiWneVV doeV noW 

minimize the reality of suffering and death, yet it refuses to stop there or give death ultimate 

significance.93 InVWead, Whe empW\ Womb pUoYideV a Vpace foU UeVXUUecWion, ³a Vpace foU affiUming 
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the vindication of the Crucified Ones and their agency of possibility for become the Living 

OneV.´94    

 Again, she underscores the fact that it was the women disciples who did not abandon 

Jesus, but remained in solidarity with him to the end. They were the ones who first witnessed 

that the tomb was empty, and testified that Jesus was still with them, on the road to Galilee.95  

The empW\ Womb iV cenWUal When, aV iW pUoclaimV JeVXV¶ pUeVence aV Whe ³ReVXUUecWed One´ in Whe 

lives of those who struggle for survival. 96 He does not go away but rather ahead of, and with, 

them.    

  By contrast with this emphasis on resurrection, Dorothee Soelle focuses especially on 

what the cross means to those who suffer. In this way, she shares much in common with 

womanist theologians described earlier. A German citizen who lived through the Holocaust and 

the Second World War, Soelle saw clearly that people continue to be crucified. In such a world, 

there is some consolation in the affirmation that God also suffered crucifixion, and continues to 

be in solidarity with those who suffer injustice and death. As she Va\V UepeaWedl\, ³God iV on Whe 

Vide of Whe YicWim, he iV hanged«God iV noW in heaYen; he iV hanging on Whe cUoVV.´97  

 The other side of this, of course, is what the crucifixion revealed about the people and 

systems who carried it out. For if God is on the cross, then it is clear that God cannot be on the 

Vide of Whe cUXcifieUV. AV Vhe pXW iW, ³In Whe face of VXffeUing \oX aUe eiWheU ZiWh Whe YicWim oU Whe 

executioner²WheUe iV no oWheU opWion.´98 Nor is God impassive and unmoved by the suffering of 
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others.  Thus, like Reuther and Fiorenza, she explicitly rejects any notion of God as a mighty 

UXleU oU king, an aloof VpecWaWoU oU ³oWheUZoUldl\, inWUXding, Velf-aVVeUWing poZeU.´99 God is 

transcendent only in the ability to be free of our ideologies, not in some male understanding of 

detached omnipotence.100  

 Soelle further rejects any sense that God would require punishment and sacrifice. For to 

believe that God was crucified, and is always with those who are suffering, means to reject 

³eYeU\ ideolog\ of pXniVhment, which was so useful for the cementing of privileges and for 

oppUeVVion.´ 101 RaWheU Whan VXppoUW oppUeVVion When, Soelle¶V XndeUVWanding of Whe cUoVV 

encoXUageV defiance. FoU Zhen people belieYe WhaW God¶V loYe iV pUeVenW ZiWh Whem eYen in Whe 

midst of a terrible, unjust death, they can find strength to rebel against the forces that torment 

and exploit them. Like Fiorenza, Soelle affirms that redemption is not salvation for the individual 

VoXl, bXW UaWheU iW iV WhaW Zhich ³VeWV XV fUee fUom economic, poliWical cultural, and spiritual 

oppUeVVion.´102 

 This understanding also encourages all Christians to stand with those who suffer. As 

Soelle Va\V Vo Zell, ³To attain the image of Christ means to live in revolt against the great 

Pharaoh and to remain with the oppressed and the disadvantaged. It means to make their lot 

one¶V oZn.´103  

 Yet, resistance and prophetic action are not enough. We also need a relationship with 

God, as found in mysticism. Soelle insists that this is not an otherworldly detachment from 
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reality, but a yearning for life and beauty, a capacity to see beyond the current reality to what 

God sees and desires for the world.104 The goal then is not just a better relationship with God, but 

a diffeUenW UelaWionVhip Wo Whe ZoUld. To knoZ God inWimaWel\ iV Wo ³See ZhaW God VeeV! HeaU 

ZhaW God heaUV! LaXgh ZheUe God laXghV! CU\ ZheUe God cUieV!´105   

 Such a relationship with God implies deep friendship and mutuality. It is not seeking to 

control God or bow to God, but rather a relationship built on love. In fact, in true prayer, mutual 

dependence UeplaceV dominaWion and alloZV XV Wo enYiVion and liYe in a ³diffeUenW, dominaWion-

free model of UelaWionVhip.´106  

 Rita Nakashima Brock also emphasizes this power of relationship, not only with God but 

also in human communities. Like Fiorenza and Reuther, she rejects a focus on Jesus as a single 

individual who provides a final revelation of God and ValYaWion. RaWheU, ZhaW iV WUXl\ ³UeYealing 

of diYine incaUnaWion and ValYific poZeU in hXman life, mXVW UeVide in connecWedneVV.´107 This is 

what she describes this aV ³eUoWic poZeU, Whe poZeU of loYing each oWheU aW Whe depWhV of oXU 

being.´108 She argues that this power is in fact divine, present from the very beginning as the 

³incaUnaWe, life-giYing poZeU of Whe XniYeUVe.´109 And it continues to be manifest not only in 

JeVXV bXW in ³ChUiVWa/CommXniW\,´ Whe commXniW\ Zhich VXUUoXnded and accompanied JeVXV 

during his life, and continues the ministry of relational power.110  
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 Brock also stresses the importance of the community of women who did not abandon 

Jesus at the cross and after his death. Indeed, she notes that the resurrection would have been 

meaningless if no one had been there to witness it. So the presence of the women with Jesus was 

crucial. With their stubborn dedication to Jesus and what they experienced together, they were 

able Wo ³WUanVfoUm Whe defeaW of deaWh inWo a ZholeneVV of YiVion in Whe midst of pain and 

VoUUoZ.´111 Brock then moves beyond the resurrection to an understanding of salvation in the 

context of community. ³ChUiVWa/commXniW\´ iV pUeVenW in Whe healing poZeU of diYine loYe WhaW 

flows between and among us, especially as we remember our broken-heartedness and care for 

each other in courageous, redemptive ways.112 

Observations 

 While this survey is certainly not exhaustive, there are several important truths to keep in 

mind, as we continue this study. First of all, Christians must focus on life here on this earth, and 

affiUm WhaW God caUeV aboXW people¶V liYeV in Whe pUeVenW. God loYeV life and ZanWV Wo pUoYide 

liberation and healing, so people can live whole and abundant lives. Survival is a worthy goal.   

 Secondly, God blesses strategies of resistance to evil and assists people in the struggle for 

life and ZholeneVV. ThiV meanV WhaW Whe cUoVV cannoW be VepaUaWed fUom JeVXV¶ life and miniVWU\, 

or his resurrection. We cannot sanctify passivity and meek resignation, but must lift up and learn 

from the ways Jesus actively ministered to people and challenged all those forces, both 

indiYidXal and V\VWemic, Zhich conVWUained and defiled people¶V liYeV, and kepW Whem oXWVide Whe 

ciUcle of God¶V gUace.  
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 It is also important to look beyond the Bible for guidance. While there is much value in 

Whe biblical VWoU\, one mXVW alVo leaUn fUom one¶V oZn commXniW\ and hiVWoU\ aboXW UeVoXUceV 

and VWUaWegieV Zhich haYe been helpfXl Wo one¶V anceVWoUV. WhaW VWoUieV and imageV of God 

affirmed their humanity and gave them strength to endure? How did they employ language, 

memory and community networks to resist and survive oppression and violence? 

 Finally, worship and spirituality must be life-giYing, aV WheVe pUacWiceV Vhape one¶V 

horizons and understanding of what is most essential and ultimate. These must always be 

evaluated from the perspective of those who are most vulnerable and what they need in order to 

become who God meant them to be. This often means finding or creating images for God and 

Jesus, in which people can see themselves and experience hope and salvation.   

 AV MeUc\ Amba OdX\o\e conWendV, VpiUiWXaliW\ can neYeU be ³one of acqXieVcence; a 

VpiUiWXaliW\ of empoZeUmenW WhaW negaWeV hXmaniW\¶V call Wo be Whe image of God cannoW deUiYe 

from God, and haV Wo be UeViVWed.´113 Instead, as she says so well, true spirituality supports 

WUXVWing confidenWl\ in God, in oUdeU Wo ³liYe Woda\ aV if God¶V Ueign iV fXll\ manifeVWed.´114 Such 

faiWh enableV WhoVe Zho aUe oppUeVVed Wo ³transform death into life and to open the way to the 

reconstruction of a compassionate world.´115 

  

  

   

 

                                                
 113. Mercy Amba Oduyoye, "Spirituality of Resistance and Reconstruction," in Women Resisting Violence; 
Spirituality for Life, ed. Mary John Mananzan et.al. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 164. 

 114. Ibid., 166. 

 115. Ibid., 162. Italics in original.  
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Chapter Three: Anabaptist Atonement Theology 
  

 Having surveyed discussions about salvation and atonement in the larger Christian 

community, it is now time to focus more specifically on the themes and emphases in Anabaptist 

and Mennonite circles. As noted earlier, the Anabaptist movement emerged during the sixteenth 

century Protestant Reformation, and thus represents over five hundred years of history and life 

experience.1 Since it would be impossible to survey all of that here, I will touch briefly on some 

of its early themes and then concentrate on Mennonite and Anabaptist writings from the past 

three decades. 

 Briefly then, in its beginning stages, Anabaptism was a diverse and multifaceted 

moYemenW. One common Wheme, hoZeYeU, ZaV Whe deViUe Wo folloZ JeVXV¶ Weaching and e[ample 

in concrete and practical ways. As an early leader, Hans Denck put it, "no one may truly know 

Christ except one who follows Him in life."2 Essentially, salvation was found in discipleship. For 

moVW, WhiV inclXded JeVXV¶ UefXVal Wo XVe Whe VZoUd bXW iW alVo meanW UeViVWing oppUeVVion and 

seeking freedom from unjust and unbiblical laws and practices.3  

 In WeUmV of ChUiVW¶V aWoning ZoUk, Vpecificall\, AnabapWiVWV emplo\ed nXmeUoXV imageV 

and models.4 YeW, becaXVe Whe\ focXVed Vo mXch aWWenWion on JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ of compaVVion and 

liberation, Finger suggests that a central theme for them was ³Christ as Victor.´ In fact, he 

                                                
 1. See Chapter One.   

 2. Christian Neff and WalWeU Fellmann, ³Denck, HanV (ca. 1500-1527).´ Global Anabaptist Mennonite 
Encyclopedia Online, 1956, accessed January 19, 2018, http://gameo.org/index.php?title=Denck,_Hans_(ca._1500-
1527)&oldid=146402. 

 3. See Thomas N. Finger, A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2004), especially pages 21, 25 and 30. 

 4. Finger, 331-365. 
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asserts that this atonement model should still be a primary one for Anabaptists today, explaining 

that ³Its Jesus is relevant for marginalized people especially and indeed for everyone who often 

feels overwhelmed by gigantic, uncontrollable forces. Through his earthly mission this Jesus 

provides a challenge and pattern for engaging these forces, and as risen, he provides great 

VWUengWh, aVVXUance and comfoUW amidVW Whe conflicW, WhUoXgh God¶V Spirit.´5  

 Similarly, in their recent book, The Bible as Story, An Introduction to Biblical Literature, 

MennoniWe pUofeVVoUV BonWUageU, HeUVhbeUgeU and ShaUp poViW WhaW Whe ³ChUiVW Whe VicWoU´ 

meWaphoU ³pUobabl\ beVW illXVWUaWeV Whe biblical YieZ of ValYation. In all the other metaphors, sin 

geWV µpaid foU¶ bXW iW doeVn¶W geW defeaWed.´6 In this understanding, however, people receive not 

only forgiveness for sin, but also restoration and freedom.7 The optimal word then is healing, 

rather than salvation.8  

 Nevertheless, most European-American Mennonites today have embraced the penal 

substitution model. Following severe persecution and martyrdom in Europe, they withdrew from 

active engagement in society and emphasized nonresistance to evil and suffering as central to the 

way of Jesus. Mennonites were also greatly influenced by the fundamentalist and evangelical 

moYemenWV in Whe UniWed SWaWeV, Zhich VWUeVVed JeVXV¶ deaWh aV neceVVaU\ foU ValYaWion.9 As 

recently as 2008, for example, Jane Thorley Roeschley observed that many Mennonites assume a 

penal VXbVWiWXWion Wheolog\ of Whe aWonemenW, noWing WhaW ³Whe µdefaXlW¶ Za\ WhaW Vome 

MennoniWeV XndeUVWand Whe aWonemenW iV WhaW God¶V angeU iV Whe iVVXe and WhaW WhiV angeU iV/ZaV 

                                                
 5. Finger, 364. 

 6. Marion C. Bontrager, Michele Hershberger, and John E. Sharp, The Bible as Story, An Introduction to 
Biblical Literature (Newton, KS: Workplay Publishing, 2016), 212. 

 7. Ibid. 

 8. Ibid., 213. 

 9. See my discussion on atonement models in Chapter Two.  
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appeaVed b\ killing God¶V Von«The idea iV WhaW onl\ a VXbVWiWXWe deaWh can appeaVe God¶V 

angeU.´10  

 This focus on substitutionary atonement is also reflected in the most recent articulation of 

Mennonite faith, the 1995 Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective. Admittedly, the 

article on ³SalYaWion´ doeV combine WhiV ZiWh oWheU YieZV of Whe aWonemenW, VWaWing: ³By 

breaking the power of sin and death, Christ is conqueror over evil (the Christ-the-victor view). 

By canceling our debt of sin, Christ is a sacrifice and pays the ransom on our behalf 

(VXbVWiWXWionaU\ aWonemenW).  B\ opening Whe Za\ Wo neZ life, ChUiVW VhoZV God¶V loYe, inVpiUing 

us to receive that love and love God and others in return (the moral-influence view).´11 

 Yet, especially when reading the Confession from the perspective of one who is 

experiencing violence or the threat of harm, it is striking how prominent the cross is, and how 

often it appears alongside the call to suffer willingly. Again and again, the message conveyed is 

that salvation comes through sacrifice and death. By contrast, there is relatively little attention 

given to themes of liberation and wholeness found in other atonement theologies. 

 In fact, the cross is mentioned fifteen times throughout the Confession. For example, the 

aUWicle on ³JeVXV ChUiVW´ Va\V: ³In Whe Vhedding of hiV blood on Whe cUoVV, JeVXV offeUed Xp hiV life 

to the Father, bore the sins of all, and reconciled us to God. God then raised him from the dead, 

WheUeb\ conqXeUing deaWh and diVaUming Whe poZeUV of Vin and eYil.´12  

 While this last sentence does promise some release from sin and death, the article on 

³DiVcipleVhip and Whe ChUiVWian Life´ VWaWeV: ³We belieYe WhaW JeVXV ChUiVW callV XV Wo Wake Xp oXU 

                                                
10. Jane ThoUle\ RoeVchle\, ³NoWeV foU NonYiolenW EVchaWolog\,´ in The Work of Jesus Christ in 

Anabaptist Perspective: Essays in Honor of J. Denny Weaver, edited by Alain Epp Weaver and Gerald J. Mast 
(Telford, PA: Cascadia Publishing House, 2008), 301nn3. 

11. Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1995), 36. 

12. Ibid., 13-14. 
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cUoVV and folloZ him«JeVXV iV oXU e[ample, eVpeciall\ in hiV VXffeUing foU Whe UighW Zithout 

retaliation, in his love for enemies, and in his forgiveness of those who persecuted him. Yet, as 

we follow Jesus, we look not only to the cross, but through the cross, to the joy of the 

UeVXUUecWion.´13 Again, while the resurrection is mentioned, this appears to be far in the future, at 

the end of time, when God brings all things to completion.  

 This Confession therefore ties the substitutionary understanding of atonement to Christian 

life and behavior. As Jesus suffered for us, we too should willingly suffer for others. And with 

less attention given to other atonement themes, such as healing and release from bondage, this 

message has often had costly consequences for those most vulnerable to abuse, violence, and 

oppression.  

 On a more popular level, articles in The Mennonite also provide insight into current 

Mennonite thought. Over the past ten years, this denominational publication has included at least 

twenty articles on the cross, atonement and resurrection, often coinciding with the observance of 

Holy Week and Easter.14 Of these, Vi[ aUWicleV cenWeU almoVW e[clXViYel\ on JeVXV¶ deaWh.15  

 For instance, in his aUWicle, ³The old UXgged cUoVV changeV XV,´ M\Uon AXgVbXUgeU 

rhapsodizes about the beauty and wonder of the cross. While he acknowledges concerns about 

the implications of some atonement theories, he urges that we not let these differences stop us 

                                                
13. Ibid., 65-66. 

 14. See the online archive on the website of The Mennonite: https://themennonite.org/the-
magazine/archive/ and https://themennonite.org/the-magazine/previous-issues/, from 2007 through 2016. Of these 
articles, fourteen were written by men, four by women and two were co-authored by a male-female team. Isaac 
Villegas wrote five of the pieces and Everett Thomas wrote two. In terms of ethnic diversity, almost all of the 
authors were white, except for two African-American women and Villegas who is Latino. 

 15. Interestingly, the articles which focus on the cross and appear most disconnected from the realities of 
suffering, were all written by white men with powerful positions in the church: a former evangelist and college 
president, a longtime editor of The Mennonite, two seminary professors, and a denominational executive. 



53 
 

from celebUaWing Whe cUoVV, oU ³fail Wo emphaVi]e Whe ZondeU of foUgiYing gUace and iWV coVW foU 

God in self-VXbVWiWXWion.´16  

 AXgVbXUgeU doeV noW menWion JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ oU UeVXUUecWion, inViVWing inVWead WhaW ³Ze 

should move the preaching of the Christ of the croVV fUonW and cenWeU.´17 Indeed, this should be 

oXU pUimaU\ image, and Za\ of life: ³B\ idenWificaWion ZiWh JeVXV aW CalYaU\ Ze commiW 

ourselves to live by the will of God to the death, to accept his model of love and nonresistance so 

that we do not let the way of the world shape us into its mold but live by the model of our 

LoUd.´18 

 SWill anoWheU WhUee aUWicleV XndeUVcoUe JeVXV¶ loYe foU hiV enemieV and Whe gUace and 

forgiveness he offered to those who tortured and killed him. For example, in their article on the 

theme of reconciliation, Ched Myers and Elaine Enns emphaVi]e WhaW UeconciliaWion iV ³Whe dUeam 

of God, Zho WhUoXgh ChUiVW haV modeled UeVWoUaWiYe jXVWice aV Whe onl\ meanV of achieYing iW.´ 19 

 On Whe one hand, Whe\ do XndeUline PaXl¶V call foU all those who have power and privilege 

Wo UenoXnce ZhaWeYeU ³dominanW cXlWXUe pUiYilegeV and pUejXdiceV Ze haYe inWeUnali]ed in oUdeU 

Wo become a µbeloYed commXniW\¶ acUoVV lineV of claVV, gendeU, Ve[XaliW\, Uace and naWion.´20 

 Yet, the message to victims is still troubling, as Myers and Enns also stress sacrificial 

deaWh, VWaWing: ³the Cross represents a restorative initiative by the divine victim toward the 

human offender. God absorbs the violent injustice of the offender and offers the gift of 

                                                
 16. M\Uon AXgVbXUgeU, ³The old UXgged cUoVV changeV XV,´ The Mennonite, Vol. 18, No. 4, (April 2015), 
23.    

 17.  Ibid. 

 18. Ibid., 22.  

 19. Ched M\eUV and Elaine EnnV, ³AmbaVVadoUV of UeconciliaWion: Witnessing to the restorative justice of 
God (2 Corinthians 5:16-21),´ The Mennonite, Vol. 14, No. 3 (March 2011): 20. 

 20. Ibid.  
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forgiveness. ThiV poZeUfXl noWion of Whe µmoUal aXWhoUiW\ of YicWim-iniWiaWiYe¶ iV cenWUal Wo 

UeVWoUaWiYe jXVWice.´21 While there is truth here, the focus on victims leaves them with a heavy 

burden, and fails to give enough attention to the need for repentance and accountability on the 

part of those who perpetrate harm and violence.    

Women’s Questions 
 

 As described in Chapter One, this intersection between salvation and suffering love has 

had grave consequences for women and other vulnerable people. As women began to share their 

experiences of violence, abuse, and rape more publicly, they also sought to understand the 

resources and obstacles that were available to them in their faith communities. Inevitably, they 

started to do theology from their perspective.  

 One of the first church wide consultations to address these concerns was Peace Theology 

and Violence against Women, held in the fall of 1991 at Associated Mennonite Biblical 

Seminaries.22 Here Mennonite scholars and therapists struggled with the implications of 

MennoniWe Wheolog\ in Whe conWe[W of Zomen¶V liYed UealiW\. CaUol PenneU eVpeciall\ focXVed on 

the Mennonite tendency to stress the salvific importance of suffering, as often found in hymns 

and in John HoZaUd YodeU¶V popXlaU The Politics of Jesus.23  

                                                
 21. Ibid, 19. 

 22. The papers from this consultation can be found in Peace Theology and Violence against Women, edited 
by Elizabeth G. Yoder (Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 1992).  It is important to recognize that although 
this consultation was one of the first to specifically address this intersection between theology and abuse, Mennonite 
women had been sharing their experiences of violence and rape in other ways. For example, the Mennonite Central 
CommiWWee (MCC)¶V WRPeQ¶V CRQceUQV ReSRUW published an issue on rape in September 1977, two issues on family 
violence in December 1978 and January 1979, one on pornography and violence in January-February 1986, one on 
wife abuse in September-October 1986, one on incest in March-April 1989, and one on sex tourism and prostitution 
in September-October 1989. 

Another primary way in which women started to organize was through conferences addressing these 
realities. The first was held in November 1990 in Upland, California, followed by at least five more in 1992 and 
1994. These were held in: Mount Joy, PA; Winnipeg, MB; Kidron, OH; Abbotsford, BC; Hillsboro, KS and 
Harleysville, PA. Later, there were two conferences in Spanish, the first in 2001 in Akron, PA and in 2002 in San 
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 Penner wenW on Wo do heU docWoUal diVVeUWaWion on ³MennoniWe SilenceV and FeminiVW 

VoiceV: Peace Theolog\ and Violence againVW Women.´24 This work investigates further how 

themes of suffering, obedience, and forgiveness have been articulated in Mennonite 

congregations by influential Mennonite theologians, hymns sung in worship, and emerging 

Zomen¶V YoiceV. Again and again, Vhe obVeUYeV a WUoXbling UefUain XUging ChUiVWianV Wo imiWaWe 

JeVXV¶ VXffeUing on Whe cross, as this suffering is what redeems humankind.25 For women 

e[peUiencing Yiolence, WhiV iV noW good neZV, aV Whe\ ³ZoXld find no encoXUagemenW Wo find 

VafeW\, flee fUom VXffeUing oU VecXUe jXVWice fUom WheiU abXVeUV.´26   

 CaUol\n HoldeUUead Heggen¶V influential book, Sexual Abuse in Christian Homes and 

Churches addresses similar concerns, especially in the context of sexualized violence. She 

provides resources and much practical information for understanding and responding to abuse, 

but also deals with religious beliefs which permit and justify violence against women.27 Like 

PenneU, Heggen challengeV Whe ZideVpUead belief WhaW ³VXffeUing iV a ChUiVWian YiUWXe´ oU WhaW 

ChUiVW¶V VXffeUing iV ZhaW VaYeV XV.28 She inViVWV WhaW Ze mXVW noW ³ideali]e Whe UeVXlts of 

                                                
Antonio, TX. For more details on these efforts, see Peachey, "Naming the Pain, Seeking the Light: The Mennonite 
Church's Response to Sexual Abuse." The Mennonite Quarterly Review 89 (January 2015), 113-115. 

23. Carol Penner, "Content to Suffer: An Exploration of Mennonite Theology from the Context of Violence 
against Women," in Peace Theology and Violence against Women, edited by Elizabeth G. Yoder (Elkhart, IN: 
Institute of Mennonite Studies, 1992), 99-104. 

24. CaUol PenneU, ³MennoniWe SilenceV and FeminiVW VoiceV: Peace Theolog\ and Violence againVW 
Women,´ DiVVeUWaWion. UniYeUViW\ of SW. Michael¶V College, 1999. 

 25. Ibid., 179. 

26. Ibid., 178-179. 

27. Carolyn Holderread Heggen, Sexual Abuse in Christian Homes and Churches (Scottdale, PA: Herald 
Press, 1993). See especially chapters five, seven, and nine.  

28. Ibid., 94. 
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suffering. Many victims of involuntary suffering come out of the experience with crushed spirits 

and pUofoXnd emoWional and VpiUiWXal pain.´29 

 MaU\ ScheUW] concXUV ZiWh WhiV aVVeVVmenW in heU aUWicle, ³God¶V CUoVV and Women¶V 

Questions: A Biblical PeUVpecWiYe on Whe AWonemenW.´30 Based on her extensive study of the 

goVpel of LXke, Vhe aUgXeV WhaW JeVXV¶ eaUl\ miVVion did noW dZell on VXffeUing, bXW UaWheU on hiV 

choice Wo folloZ God¶V call aW all coVWV. TheUe ma\ indeed be VXffeUing, bXW ValYaWion inYo lved 

mXch moUe Whan Whe cUoVV. WhaW ZaV pUimaU\ foU JeVXV ZaV hiV miVVion of inaXgXUaWing God¶V 

Ueign on eaUWh. FoU LXke When, ³ZhaW iV UedempWiYe iV Whe kingdom of God. People aUe 

VaYed«Zhen Whe\ VWop UeViVWing Whe kingdom and become in WXUn, pUoclaimeUV and enactors of 

this kingdom. The conversion of individuals is possible because Jesus preached, taught, healed, 

exorcised demons, suffered, died, and was raised ± all to announce and bring about the kingdom 

of God.´31 

 More recently, Elizabeth Soto Albrecht also addresses the question of suffering and the 

cross in her book, Family Violence: Reclaiming a Theology of Nonviolence. She observes that 

³Of all Whe V\mbolV in Whe hiVWoU\ of ChUiVWendom, Whe choice of Whe cUoVV foU VWUong emphaViV haV 

been oppressive foU Zomen VXffeUing abXVe fUom WheiU hXVbandV.´32 For her, such suffering is not 

salvific. Instead, she echoes the insights of Latin American liberation theology which 

XndeUVWandV JeVXV¶ cUoVV aV a Vign of ³God¶V VolidaUiW\ ZiWh Whe pooU and oppUeVVed.´33 Further, 

                                                
29. Ibid., 95. 

 30. MaU\ H. ScheUW], ³God¶V CUoVV and Women¶V QXeVWionV: A Biblical PeUVpecWiYe on Whe AWonemenW,´ 
The Mennonite Quarterly Review, (April 1994), 194-208. This article was prepared for a conference entitled 
Mennonite Voices in Dialogue: Women Doing Theology, held in June, 1994 at Bluffton College. The papers were 
published beforehand in this issue of the Mennonite Quarterly Review. 

31. Ibid., 206. 

 32. Elizabeth Soto Albrecht, Family Violence: Reclaiming a Theology of Nonviolence, (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 2008), 89. 

 33. Ibid., 91.  
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Jesus models a way of bringing salvation and healing that is communal, resists violence through 

love, and provides justice as well as peace.34  

 This emphasis on liberation and healing also comes through in reflections on the cross 

and resurrection written by women for The Mennonite. Of the articles I surveyed, it was the 

women and Isaac Villegas who connect the cross with ongoing oppression and suffering in the 

world. Rather than glorifying such suffering, they instead highlight the hope offered by the 

UeVXUUecWion and God¶V abiliW\ Wo bUing foUWh neZ life in Whe midVW of deVpeUaWe ciUcXmVWanceV.   

 Shannon D\cXV, foU e[ample, linkV Whe pain of JeVXV¶ cUXcifi[ion Wo Whe VXffeUing of Whe 

African-AmeUican commXniW\. In heU 2015 aUWicle, ³WhaW VWoU\ aUe Ze Welling?´ Vhe admiWV, ³iW iV 

difficult to see mercy, the beauty of sacrifice or the promise of new life on this journey.  When I 

look aW Whe cUoVV WhiV \eaU«I Vee agon\ and VXffeUing, abXVe of poZeU and V\VWemic Vin.´35 It is 

essential then to lift up the UeVXUUecWion and ChUiVW¶V YicWoU\ oYeU deaWh, Wo Vee and Well Whe Zhole 

VWoU\, WhaW Whe ³ChUiVW Ze joXUne\ ZiWh«iV a ZiWneVV Wo boWh VXffeUing and UeVXUUecWion.´36 

 Likewise, Hannah Heinzeker, in her March 2016 editorial, reminds us that people today 

continue to be oppressed and killed, and too often we in the United States are complicit in these 

deaWhV. The cUoVV When ³iV a V\mbol of Whe poZeUV WhaW be in WhiV ZoUld; WhoVe oppUeVViYe V\VWemV 

that crucify and torture people who cry out for a new world order and a different way of 

liYing.´37 NeYeUWheleVV, Vhe cloVeV ZiWh Whe aVVXUance WhaW ³Whe VWoU\ of JeVXV doeV noW end on Whe 

                                                
 34. Ibid., 96-97. 

 35. Shannon W. D\cXV, ³WhaW VWoU\ aUe Ze Welling?´ The Mennonite, Vol. 18, No. 4 (April 2015), 12. 

 36. Ibid., 14. 

 37. Hannah Hein]ekeU, ³ThoVe WhaW Ze cUXcif\´ The Mennonite, Vol. 19, No. 3 (March 2016), 40. 
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cross. It ends with resurrection: a clear reminder that God is with those who suffer and that God 

is always working toward redemption. We¶Ue called Wo be aboXW WhiV ZoUk, Woo.´38 

Alternative atonement models  

   
 In addition to these articles and texts, a number of theologians in the Anabaptist tradition 

have published books or written dissertations over the past two decades seeking to articulate 

alternative understandings of atonement and salvation. They include Mark Baker, J. Denny 

Weaver, Darrin Snyder Belousek, Ted Grimsrud, Sharon Baker, Kate Eisenbise Crell, Malinda 

Elizabeth Berry, and Susanne Guenther Loewen.  I will address them roughly in chronological 

order.  

 In their book, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross: Atonement in New Testament and 

Contemporary Contexts, Baker and his co-author Joel Green, endeavor to explain the cross as it 

was understood in its time, as a scandalous, humiliating event, designed by Rome to deter crimes 

against the empire.39 They also seek to persuade their readers that the Bible uses many images 

for salvation, and the model of penal substitution is not the only, or even the most appropriate or 

Biblical way, to understand the atonement.   

 Shortly after this book, J. Denny Weaver published The Nonviolent Atonement, as his 

aWWempW Wo conVWUXcW a fUeVh XndeUVWanding of Whe aWonemenW, focXVed on Whe enWiUeW\ of JeVXV¶ life 

and ministry, as well as his death and resurrection.40 He firmly rejects both the penal substitution 

and satisfaction models, insisting that they lend themselves to viewing God as a violent and 

                                                
 38. Ibid. 

39. Joel B. Green and Mark D. Baker, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross: Atonement in New Testament 
and Contemporary Contexts (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001), 26. 

 40. J. Denny Weaver, The Nonviolent Atonement (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B Eerdmans Publishing Co., 
2011, 2nd edition), 85. 
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abusive judge, who demands unquestioning obedience. This image is dangerous as it tends to 

sanction violence not only by God but also in society at large.   

 Weaver inVWead conVWUXcWV a ³naUUaWiYe ChUiVWXV VicWoU´ WheoU\, Zhich emphaVi]eV JeVXV¶ 

life and resurrection.41 In facW, he WendV Wo minimi]e Whe cUoVV, inViVWing WhaW ³Jesus did not save 

by d\ing.´42 RaWheU God¶V Ueal VaYing acW ZaV in Whe UeVXUUecWion and ³ChUiVWianV VhaUe in iW 

WhUoXgh idenWificaWion ZiWh Whe liYing ChUiVW.´43  

 Throughout his writings, Weaver insists that nonviolence was paramount for Jesus, even 

in his confrontation with the deadly reign of empire. This is revealed compellingly in Revelation, 

ZheUe JeVXV aV Whe Vlain and UeVXUUecWed lamb iV Whe onl\ one Zho coXld open Whe VealV, ³Whe 

VecUeW meVVage of God.´44 The church who follows this Jesus can never accommodate itself to 

violence or to an unjust social order.45 Rather, he argues that this atonement motif, like the 

oUiginal ³ChUiVWXV VicWoU´ WheoU\, Zill alVo challenge an\ dominanW poliWical V\VWem and bXild a 

³chXUch WhaW ZiWneVVeV Wo Whe Vocial oUdeU.´46 In this way, he does stress the importance of ethics, 

and "liYing in Whe VWoU\ of JeVXV.´47 He also gives serious attention to Black, womanist, and 

feminist theology, and the concerns these theologians have raised about Christian understandings 

of sin, salvation, and suffering.48  

                                                
 41. Ibid., 85. 

 42. Weaver, The Nonviolent God, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 2013), 26. 

43. Ibid. 

44. Ibid., 38-39. 

 45. Weaver, The Nonviolent Atonement, 126-128. 

46. Ibid., 73. 

47. Weaver, The Nonviolent God, 3. 

 48. Weaver, The Nonviolent Atonement, Chapters 4-6. 



60 
 

 Belousek agrees with Weaver that Jesus was nonviolent, but goes even further to insist 

that Jesus was also non-UeWaliaWoU\. In facW, he claimV WhaW Whe moVW diVWincWiYe aVpecW of JeVXV¶ 

life and Weaching iV ³Whe UenXnciaWion of UeWUibXWion aV Whe foXnding principle of the justice-doing 

and peacemaking of God.´49 AlWhoXgh giYing Vome aWWenWion Wo JeVXV¶ life and miniVWU\ of 

healing, he focuses primarily on the crucifixion and the fact that God did not retaliate to this 

moVW pUofoXnd eYil done Wo God¶V oZn Velf. BeloXVek inViVWV WhaW Whe cUoVV ZaV noW God¶V Za\ of 

being compenVaWed foU hXmaniW\¶V VinV, bXW UaWheU iW poVed ³Whe question of how God-in-Christ 

ZoXld faiWhfXll\ UighW Whe XlWimaWe ZUong in coVmic hiVWoU\.´50 He then provides a very careful 

and detailed response to the theory of penal substitution, arguing that it fails to comprehend 

God¶V chaUacWeU and Za\ of ZoUking in hXman hiVWoU\, aV one Zho acWV UedempWiYel\ in 

solidarity with us.51 

 Similarly, Grimsud and Sharon Baker attempt to construct an understanding of atonement 

that is restorative rather than retributive. Grimsrud argues that the theology of penal substitution 

laid Whe gUoXnd ZoUk foU XndeUVWanding jXVWice aV UeWUibXWion, baVed on Whe belief WhaW ³UeWUibXWion 

iV God¶V Zill.´52 This has tended to legitimize violent punishment and a punitive criminal justice 

V\VWem.  In conWUaVW Wo WhiV V\VWem, ShaUon BakeU emphaVi]eV God¶V loYe and foUgiYeneVV, and 
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lifts up the parable of the prodigal son as an excellent example of how God wants to relate to 

us.53  

 While this attention to restoration and forgiveness sounds attractive, all of these writers 

fail to give enough attention to what this communicates to those who suffer violence and harm. 

For example, Grimsrud refers repeatedly to self-giving or suffering love, as in this sweeping 

VWaWemenW: ³JeVXV¶V UeVXUUecWion YeUifieV WhaW loYe WhaW VXffeUV and peUVeYeUeV conVWiWXWeV Whe heaUW 

of Whe XniYeUVe.´54 It can appear then that love must simply endure and forgive, with no need to 

seek liberation or hold accountable those who do evil.  

 Even more distressingly, in their discussions about sin, all of these writers tend to focus 

on willful disobedience or pride, with little room for experiences of defilement, desolation, and 

shame which often accompany the realities of being violated and exploited. For instance, Weaver 

inViVWV WhaW all of XV need Wo ³idenWif\ ZiWh Vin«In paUWicXlaU, Ze need Wo acknoZledge oXU 

enslavement to the powers that killed Jesus, to confess our place on the side of those who 

opposed the Ueign of God.´55 He makes no distinction, for example, between those who ordered 

and caUUied oXW JeVXV¶ deaWh, and Whe Zomen Zho folloZed JeVXV and ZaWched him die.  

 Later, in his conversation with womanist writers, Weaver does acknowledge some 

differences between those who experience oppression, and those who oppress them. While the 

sins of the latter are more obvious, he argues that oppressed persons are also complicit in sin 

Zhen Whe\ ³acqXieVce in WheiU oppUeVVion oU accepW Whe infeUioU idenWiW\ foiVted on them by 

dominaWoUV.´56 They need to acknowledge this sin, stop submitting to their oppression, change 
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VideV, and \ield Wo God¶V Ueign.57 While his intention is to encourage victims to move from 

passivity to become active agents in the story of salvation, his words sound all too much like 

blaming victims for what they experience, with little empathy for the defilement and violence 

that has been perpetrated on their bodies and psyches.   

 SimilaUl\, ShaUon BakeU ZUiWeV WhaW Ze aUe all ³childUen of ZUaWh who resort to violence 

whenever the opportunity or whim strikes us. We aimed our violence at Jesus. And we sinned by 

killing him. OXU Vin pXW him WheUe. OXU Vin cXUVed him Wo VXffeU an XnjXVW, hoUUific deaWh.´58 She 

doeV menWion laWeU WhaW JeVXV alVo ³WUanVforms those who suffer by standing with them in 

VolidaUiW\ aV a felloZ VXffeUeU.´59 Nevertheless, the primary weight is on those who commit sin, 

with little space given to those who are violated and what they might need for salvation.  

 Grimsrud likewise fails to distinguish clearly between various types of sin and alienation.  

In facW, in VXmmaUi]ing PaXl¶V Wheolog\, he claimV WhaW Vin iV XniYeUVall\ and ³moVW baVicall\ 

expressed in the dynamics of idolatry, where human beings do not give God gratitude for what is 

but rather put their trust in created things and set off a dynamic where they exchange wholeness 

foU bUokenneVV.´60 Sadly, there is no recognition that many do not choose brokenness, but are 

themselves broken by the violence of others, and the systems which oppress and exploit them.  

  By contrast with all of the above, Church of the Brethren scholar Kate Eisenbise Crell 

pUopoVeV a definiWion of Vin WhaW iV moUe inclXViYe and fle[ible. FoU heU, Vin iV ³an\ acWion oU 

inclination that prevents us from being in right and full relationship with others²and therefore 
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ZiWh God´61 ThiV inclXdeV all people, bXW Zill e[pUeVV iWVelf in YaUied Za\V, baVed on a peUVon¶V 

experiences and how they have been socialized.  

 Especially salient for Crell are gender differences which affect relationships. As she 

elaboUaWeV, ³if Zomen folloZ VocieW\¶V noUmV b\ alZa\V«VXbmiWWing WheiU deViUeV Wo Whe Zill of 

others, they cannot be in full and right relationship with others because they have not brought 

their full selves to the UelaWionVhip. ConYeUVel\, if men folloZ VocieW\¶V noUmV b\ alZa\V 

aVVeUWing WhemVelYeV oYeU oWheUV, Whe\ Woo cannoW be in fXll and UighW UelaWionVhip.´62 This is a 

critical insight and could be applied to other areas such as race, class, ethnicity, nationality, 

sexual identity, and sexual orientation.  

 Although it would have been helpful to have more examples, this recognition of 

unhealthy gender dynamics does illustrate one way in which the reality of sin is built into our 

social systems and grows beyond any particular act or individual.63 These structures affect all of 

us and distort our relationships without our awareness or intent. In fact, these forces become the 

³oUiginal Vin´ inWo Zhich Ze aUe boUn and fUom Zhich Ze need ValYaWion.64 For Crell then, the 

ValYaWion Ze need iV noW foUgiYeneVV foU indiYidXal Vin, bXW UaWheU ³Whe WUanVfoUmaWion of Whe 

ZoUld.´65 

 What Jesus did was to offer a model of how to live in right relationships, including a 

willingness to challenge the system of domination in order to lift up its most vulnerable 
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members.66 She UejecWV an\ noWion WhaW VXffeUing iV ValYific oU WhaW JeVXV¶ deaWh was willed by 

God. RaWheU, iW ZaV caXVed b\ WhoVe Zho oppoVed hiV ³Za\ of liYing.´67 What is paramount then 

iV JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ and teachings, as these address what people need to live and flourish on earth, 

in the here and now. In this way, Jesus gives us Whe ³Whe Veed of ValYaWion, and iW iV Xp Wo all of XV 

Wo noXUiVh WhaW Veedling XnWil fXll Vocial ValYaWion iV achieYed.´68 

 Clearly, Crell believes strongly in human response and participation in the salvation 

story. In some ways, this echoes the moral influence theory of atonement, although she focuses 

mXch moUe on JeVXV¶ life and WeachingV Whan on hiV deaWh. She alVo inViVWV WhaW ValYaWion iV noW 

primarily an individual matter, but entails a life of nonviolent discipleship, lived out in 

community, and addressed to the social order.69   

 Nevertheless, God does play an essential, ongoing role. Using process theology, Crell 

highlighWV God¶V poZeU Wo peUVXade and lXUe eYeU\Whing in cUeaWion Wo Ueach iWV gUeaWeVW 

potential.70 In essence, this is how she understands the resurrection. Seeking to explain this in a 

Za\ WhaW doeV noW conflicW ZiWh modeUn Vcience, Vhe affiUmV God¶V capaciW\ Wo acW in Xne[pecWed 

and creative ways. 

 Malinda Elizabeth Berry has also written extensively about our need for salvation from 

sin and oppression. In contrast to Crell, Berry is much less optimistic about our human capacity 

Wo folloZ JeVXV and cUeaWe a WUanVfoUmed ZoUld. AV Vhe Va\V, ³HoZeYeU cleaU an acW of injXVWice 
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may be, it cannot simply be overcome by human willpower to defy sin, eYil, and oppUeVVion.´71 

Or as noted in Chapter One, Berry recognizes that we as human beings need help beyond 

ourselves.72 We need to be realistic about the weight of sin, and the nature of power in our lives 

and communities.73  

 In her 2013 dissertation, ³µThiV MaUk of a SWanding HXman FigXUe PoiVed Wo EmbUace¶: A 

ConVWUXcWiYe Theolog\ of Social ReVponVibiliW\, NonYiolence, and NonconfoUmiW\,´ BeUU\ goeV 

on to thoroughly examine the work of Reinhold Niebuhr and his understanding of human nature 

and sin. For him, there is a deep paradox in human beings, rooted in the fact that we are finite, 

and \eW alVo caUU\ God¶V image, ZiWh Whe capaciW\ Wo Vee be\ond oXUVelYeV and UelaWe Wo God.74 

Tragically, the result of our finitude is often sin, due both to our anxiety about these limits, and 

our repeated acts of rebellion against God.75 

 AlWhoXgh MennoniWe peace WheologianV haYe Wended Wo UejecW NiebXhU¶V emphaViV on VXch 

realism, Berry affirms his attention to power dynamics in the church and society, and his call for 

hXmiliW\ aboXW oXU capaciW\ Wo folloZ JeVXV¶ e[ample of nonYiolenW loYe.76 She insists that 

Christians must concern themselves with social justice, and calls us to nonviolent resistance to 

eYil, noW jXVW a pacifiVm Zhich mainWainV one¶V peUVonal and moUal purity.77  
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 In fact, Berry claims that justice is closely related to the Hebrew word for shalom. Using 

the work of Perry Yoder, she explains that it is much more all-encompassing than the word 

peace, as it includes material well-being, just social relationships, truth and integrity, and a 

communal sense of living in right relationship with God.78 Clearly, this includes much more than 

the absence of violence, and calls on those who follow Jesus to relate to the world in a more 

dynamic, committed way.79   

 Berry turns then to the work and teaching of Martin Luther King, Jr. She notes that 

King¶V nonYiolence gUeZ oXW of hiV belief in Whe VacUedneVV of all people, cenWeUed in God and hiV 

vision of a beloved community.80 ThiV commXniW\ iV ³cUeaWed coopeUaWiYel\ by God and human 

beingV,´ gUoXnded in life heUe on eaUWh, in pUopheWic ZoUdV of jXdgmenW, in deciVionV noW Wo 

UeWaliaWe, and in VpiUiWXal pUacWiceV Zhich alloZ one Wo ³noWice hoZ God iV aW ZoUk in Whe 

ZoUld.´81 In these ways, King was more realistic and engaged than much of traditional 

MennoniWe pacifiVm, Zhich haV Wended Wo emphaVi]e JeVXV¶ VXffeUing and obedience, bXW did noW 

project a positive vision for the social order.82 Even more damning, such pacifism can indicate a 

kind of power and privilege which allows one to stand detached from the suffering and 

e[ploiWaWion of Vo man\ of Whe ZoUld¶V people.83   

  For Berry, the cross shows God to be fully engaged with the world and life on earth. She 

dUaZV fUom Toni MoUUiVon¶V claim WhaW Whe cUoVV iV an eaUl\ and universal human symbol, 
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indicaWing a ³VWanding hXman figXUe poiVed Wo embUace.´84 As such, the cross is a sign and act of 

solidarity that is both personal and political, and involves both justice and love.85 The goal is not 

purity or nonviolence, but always a world community built on a vision of just and loving 

relationships.  

 One practical and tangible example of this vision is found in the work of Doris Janzen 

Longacre who reconstructs the practice of nonconformity and Christian discipleship in the 

Mennonite community and beyond. In urging a less consumptive lifestyle, Longacre articulates a 

vision of living justly, learning from others, cherishing the earth, nurturing people, and freeing 

oneself from the prevailing norms and expectations of American empire. It is a vision of a 

community in right relationship with God and one another, and fully engaged with the world.  It 

iV a ZoUld in Zhich Ze ³VeUYe aV God¶V midZiYeV«Wo help HeU giYe biUWh Wo Whe WhingV WhaW Zill 

turn the cosmos toward love, justice, and shalom.´86 Of course, God remains the mother and the 

one who will bring forth shalom, but we as humans have a role to play in assisting in this birth.87  

 Although Berry focuses less on the pathos and horror of suffering, she nevertheless 

reveals a passion for a world in which all are embraced and all can flourish. She calls us to a life 

of deep and meaningful engagement and solidarity with others, especially those who experience 

moVW diUecWl\ oXU ZoUld¶V Yiolence and injXVWice. She alVo callV on WhoVe ZiWh power and privilege 

in society to be more honest and humble about our efforts to follow Jesus. And by emphasizing 

the work and legacies of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Doris Janzen Longacre, she offers practical 

steps toward building the beloved community.   
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 Finally, Susanne Guenther Loewen also tackles these questions surrounding our 

XndeUVWanding of Whe cUoVV in heU 2016 diVVeUWaWion, ³Making Peace ZiWh Whe CUoVV: A 

Mennonite-Feminist Exploration of Dorothee Sölle and J. Denny Weaver on Nonviolence, 

AtonemenW, and RedempWion.´ 88 Like Penner did many years earlier, she focuses especially on 

Zomen¶V e[peUienceV of abXVe and Yiolence, as well as suffering more generally. Seeking to be 

both Mennonite and feminist, she explores these questions through careful attention to the 

writings of two representative figures: J. Denny Weaver, for a Mennonite perspective, and 

Dorothee Soelle, representing a feminist one.  

 On one hand, Vhe e[pUeVVeV gUeaW appUeciaWion foU WeaYeU¶V ZoUk.  YeW, Vhe alVo noWiceV 

that he fails to mention sexual violence or give sufficient attention to the sins of patriarchy and 

sexism.89 Further, it is clear that his first priority iV Wo peace Wheolog\ and pUoYing God¶V 

nonviolence, rather than to the experiences of victims and their suffering.90 Desperately trying to 

aYoid haYing God VXppoUW eiWheU ³UedempWiYe Yiolence´ oU ³UedempWiYe VXffeUing,´ he sets up 

distinctions between God as Father and Jesus as Son. 91 ThiV meanV WhaW God ³alloZV´ JeVXV Wo 

die but is not fully present in his suffering and dying.92 In effect, God becomes a ³b\-VWandeU´ Wo 
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suffering, especially that which is not chosen or a result of conscious resistance to evil.93 

UlWimaWel\, WhiV depicWV an ³apaWheWic God Zho aYoidV UaWheU Whan addUeVVeV hXman VXffeUing.´94 

 Weaver argues instead for the primacy of the resurrection. Much more than the cross, this 

foU him UepUeVenWV ³God¶V WUiXmph oYeU Whe poZeUV of eYil, inclXding Yiolence and deaWh´ and 

thereby empowers and makes possible a life of nonviolence here on earth.95 Weaver emphasizes 

that this way of resurrection is made real in the context of a church body which opposes all 

manifestations of violence.96  Loewen admits that this emphasis on resurrection might be too 

idealistic and even triumphalist.97 NeYeUWheleVV, Vhe affiUmV WeaYeU¶V langXage of ³neZ 

cUeaWion,´ and Whe poVVibiliWieV foU neZ life and compaVVionaWe, nonYiolenW Za\V of liYing Zhich 

the resurrection offers.98  

 By contrast, Soelle focuses carefully and deeply on the reality of suffering. Again and 

again, Vhe emphaVi]eV hoZ Whe cUoVV demonVWUaWeV God¶V XlWimaWe VolidaUiW\ ZiWh WhoVe Zho aUe 

poor and oppressed. For those in such desperate situations, Soelle belieYed WhaW ³onl\ a VXffeUing 

God can help.´99 Onl\ WhiV kind of VolidaUiW\ demonVWUaWeV God¶V fXll and compleWe loYe, Zhich 

will stop at nothing to respond to human pain and oppression.   

 Nevertheless, this is not the end of the process, as God also seeks healing and life. As 

LoeZen VXmmaUi]eV, ³In XncondiWionall\ embUacing WhoVe Zho VXffeU, God¶V pUeVence ZiWh Whem 
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WUanVfoUmV WheiU VXffeUing, empoZeUing Whem Wo UeViVW injXVWice and chooVe life.´100 This allows 

the cross then to also represent something positiYe, a ³WUee of life,´ oU life-giving event in which 

liberation from suffering begins to be a possibility through love and shared suffering.101 The 

cross thus represents not only the pain of death but also the pain that comes from birthing new 

life.102  

  In the end, LoeZen WUieV Wo blend WheVe WZo emphaVeV, boWh Soelle¶V ³redefinition of love 

aV VhaUed poZeU and VolidaUiW\´ aV foXnd in Whe cUoVV, and ³WeaYeU¶V UedefiniWion of YicWoU\ aV 

nonYiolenW UeVXUUecWion.´103 AV Vhe Va\V, Vhe ZanWV Wo ³UeWain a UedempWiYe place for the cross in 

salvation while naming the subversive victory of nonviolence in the entire Incarnation: the life, 

deaWh, and UeVXUUecWion of JeVXV ChUiVW.´104 She concludes then by describing the cross of 

UeVXUUecWion, oU Whe ³empWied cUoVV,´ Zhich VpeakV Wo boWh JeVXV¶ life and deaWh, as well as the 

neZ life made poVVible b\ God¶V ongoing pUeVence among XV.105  

Observations 

 In summary, contemporary Mennonites have engaged in much discussion about the cross 

and aWonemenW. Man\ do emphaVi]e JeVXV¶ miniVWUy and resurrection as also necessary to our 

understanding of salvation, so that the gospel of Christ can truly be good news for those 

VXffeUing Yiolence and oppUeVVion. The\ VWUeVV God¶V VolidaUiW\ ZiWh XV and God¶V poZeU Wo bUing 

life and joy out of pain and loss. 
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 Nevertheless, the themes about sacrificial suffering and death which were observed in the 

1995 Confession of Faith are still present. Especially in the published books, there continues to 

be a majoU focXV on JeVXV¶ loYe foU and ZillingneVV Wo forgive his enemies, especially those who 

tortured and killed him. Even in the texts which argue for restorative justice, the accent is on 

offenders, rather than on the needs of those who have suffered harm. Further, discussions about 

sin tend to assume willful disobedience or pride rather than experiences of defilement, 

desolation, and shame which often accompany the realities of being violated and exploited.   

 Thus, while there is much truth and value to be found in these sources, it will be helpful 

to explore some additional stories and themes that can speak more clearly to those in our 

communities who are most vulnerable to being used and abused by others. It will be especially 

impoUWanW Wo look again aW JeVXV¶ life and miniVWU\, and Whe Za\V in Zhich Ze ZoUked ZiWh and 

for the women in his life. It is essential to understand more clearly how he brought salvation and 

healing to the people in his time.  

 



72 
 

Chapter Four: Remembering Jesus Rightly 
  

 Having surveyed many attempts to understand Jesus and the salvation he offers, it is time 

Wo UeWXUn again Wo Whe goVpel VWoUieV, focXVing eVpeciall\ on JeVXV¶ UelaWionVhipV ZiWh Zomen. So 

much has been spiritualized and interpreted through a white, male, European, theoretical lens 

that it is almost impossible to hear the story as it was experienced and understood originally. So 

much has been overlooked and ignored that we need other eyes and voices to help us see and 

interpret what is there.  

 As I will argue in more detail later, I believe we need to pay close attention to those on 

the margins of society who have been silenced, oppressed, and violated. Because Jesus also lived 

and died in such a context, those who live in similar circumstances today are the ones who can 

perceive most clearly what Jesus taught and did and what this means for us today. This is 

especially important for Anabaptists, as we center so much of our theology and practice on 

JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ and Weaching. NoW onl\ iV JeVXV oXU SaYioU, bXW he iV oXU model foU hoZ Wo liYe 

and how to relate to one another and to God.   

  I will begin with my own struggle to find myself in the Jesus story. Because women in 

my faith community have had so little voice, it is important to take their experiences seriously, 

along with the narratives of women in the Biblical story. This will help uncover pieces of what 

has gone unnoticed and what truths have been distorted as a result. I will then sketch out an 

XndeUVWanding of JeVXV¶ life and miniVWU\ Zhich pa\V Vpecial aWWenWion Wo Whe Vocial and poliWical 

context in which he lived and died. This will provide a strong foundation, I believe, for 

articulating a gospel that is truly good news for all.   
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Martha, Martha… 
 

 In my own faith journey, I have often been drawn to Martha, as a woman from the 

gospels who seems to represent my struggle to understand and follow Jesus. Sadly, as I was 

growing up, I mostly heard about Martha in negative terms, an example of someone so 

preoccupied with mundane, practical matters that she failed to do the most important work of 

listening to the gospel. She was a nagging housewife, who dared to complain about her sister.1 

Or as another woman shared, Martha waV an e[ample of Vomeone ³Zho folloZed all Whe UXleV 

bXW VWill didn¶W geW iW UighW.´2 

 Mary, on the other hand, was the true disciple, the one who could leave behind worldly 

cares and focus only on Jesus. She was the truly spiritual woman whom we should emulate. 

What was not acknowledged was that women like Mary were not really welcome in my church.  

Men had monopolized those roles, as they believed God had given them the right to all spiritual 

learning and leadership. And if women dared to join them in any public way, like Mary did, they 

would be stepping out of their divinely-ordained roles.  

 It was a no-win situation. Mary was held up as the ideal, yet women in my community 

were actually expected to play the Martha role, and express their discipleship through caring for 

the needs of others, including serving food and cleaning up afterwards. Nevertheless, even as 

they spent their energies and time doing this, they were disparaged as too superficial and earthly 

minded. 

 I was astonished then to discover the stories about Martha in the gospel of John. In that 

gospel, Martha clearly has a warm and devoted relationship with Jesus. She is part of a family 

                                                
 1. Luke 10:38-42. 

 2. Focus group participant. 



74 
 

whom Jesus loved and knew well.3 No doubt, he and his followers had often found rest and 

hospitality in their home.4  

 In that time, such hospitality was crucial. With few hotels or restaurants along the road, 

WUaYeleUV had Wo depend on hoVWV along Whe Za\ foU food and lodging. So MaUWha¶V geneUoViW\ 

provided vital support to this growing movement, giving Jesus and his disciples a safe space in 

which to relax, eat, talk and organize.  

 This would have been especially important as tensions increased between Jesus and the 

religious authorities in Jerusalem. Already in John 5, these leaders were seeking to kill Jesus and 

in fact, just before Lazarus became sick, they picked up stones and tried to arrest him.5 Jesus then 

withdrew across the Jordan River to a more secluded place, roughly twenty miles from 

Jerusalem. So this friendship between Jesus and Martha was forged in a difficult context. Danger 

followed this movement, and fear filled the air. 

 Perhaps this is why there is so much emotion in this story. Martha and Mary were upset 

about the threats Jesus was facing, which had forced him into hiding and out of reach when they 

needed him. Perhaps they wondered if they should even dare to contact him. Yet how could they 

not let him know how sick Lazarus was? And so they did send word, hoping against hope that 

Jesus would be able to come in time and heal him.   

 No wonder then that both Martha and Mary lamented so bitterly when Jesus finally 

showed up. If only he could have been with them, Lazarus would not have died.6 Clearly, these 

women were not intimidated by Jesus but quite comfortable in his presence, able to voice their 

                                                
 3. John 11:1-5. 

 4. Luke 10:38 and John 12:1-2. 

 5. See John 5:16-18, 8:59, 10:31-40. Also see John 11:7-8, 47-57. 

 6. John 11:21 and 32. 
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deepest thoughts and feelings without pretense or fear. And Jesus does not rebuke them, but 

responds to their concerns.    

 Remarkably, in this account, Martha is the one who goes to Jesus first and expresses 

genXine faiWh in him. DeVpiWe heU bUoWheU¶V deaWh, Vhe pUoclaimV WhaW ³eYen noZ I knoZ WhaW God 

Zill giYe \oX ZhaWeYeU \oX aVk.´7 She belieYeV in JeVXV¶ poZeU oYeU deaWh and declaUeV him Wo be 

³Whe MeVViah, Whe Son of God, Whe one coming inWo Whe ZoUld.´8 Here, Martha is the one²and 

not Mary²who engages in this important, revealing conversation with Jesus. Here, she is the 

one²and not Peter²who publicly names Jesus for who he is.9    

 Why had I not heard these stories about Martha? Why only the negative one which pitted 

her against Mary?   

 Perhaps it is not surprising. In a context in which women were clearly considered to have 

limited roles and abilities, it would no doubt be discomfiting to acknowledge how freely and 

honestly these women interacted with Jesus. And it would be disconcerting to admit that a 

woman²especially Martha (!)²was the one who made the messianic declaration for which 

Peter is so renowned. So the brief story in Luke was preferable.10 It did not raise so many 

uncomfortable questions. And women could keep competing with one another, rather than 

question the restrictions placed on them by the church.    

                                                
 7. John 11:22. 

 8. John 11:27.  

 9. Portions of the preceding paragraphs were first published in the booklet I wrote, Courageous Women of 
the Bible, (Harrisonburg, VA: MennoMedia, 2013), 60-62. 

 10. Of course, one could ask why Luke included this story and nothing further about these sisters. One 
could also ask why church leaders did not notice the implications of JeVXV¶ affiUmaWion of MaU\. FoU, deVpiWe noUmal 
expectations, he was making space for women to able to sit and learn from Jesus, as full disciples, just like the men. 
See KenneWh Baile\, Zho e[plainV WhaW Wo ³µViW aW Whe feeW¶ of a Uabbi meanW Wo become a diVciple.´ ³Women in Whe 
NeZ TeVWamenW: A Middle EaVWeUn CXlWXUal VieZ,´ Theology Matters, Vol.6, No. 1, (Jan/Feb 2000), 2, accessed 
January, 30, 2018, http://www.theologymatters.com/JanFeb001.PDF. 
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 Interestingly, Mennonite women have found ways to combine these stereotypical 

³MaUWha´ and ³MaU\´ UoleV. AV AniWa Hoole\ YodeU aUgXeV in Circles of Sisterhood, Mennonite 

Zomen¶V gUoXpV XVXall\ fXlfilled dXal pXUpoVeV. The\ faciliWaWed a Za\ Wo VeUYe oWheUV and alVo 

functioned as a venue for fellowship and spiritual growth.11 In fact, one group of Russian 

Mennonite immigrants to Canada acWXall\ called WhemVelYeV a ³Maria Martha Verein´ (Mary 

MaUWha AVVociaWion), Zhich meW foU ³VpiUiWXal encoXUagemenW and Wo VeUYe.´12  

 Like many others, Mennonite women have recognized the connections between an 

inward and an outward focus, and the deep relationship between action and spirituality. Dorothee 

Soelle makes this clear in The Silent Cry, where she highlights the work of Meister Eckhart, who 

argued that, in fact, Martha was ahead of Mary, because she had moved beyond contemplation to 

the needed actions which should result.13 EckhaUW WhXV ³doeV aZa\ ZiWh Whe falVe VXpeUoUdinaWion 

as well as the compulsive choice between two forms of life, Whe VpiUiWXal and Whe ZoUldl\«Real 

conWemplaWion giYeV UiVe Wo jXVW acWionV; WheoU\ and pUa[iV aUe in an indiVVolXble connecWion.´14 

As Soelle argues later, we must engage in orthopraxis, refusing to prioritize spiritual life over 

everyday action but instead uniting them.15  

 In this way, these sisters offer the church important insights and wisdom. Together with 

their brother Lazarus, they remind us of the importance of befriending Jesus and demonstrate 

how to be at ease with him, able to freely ask questions and share discomfort, faith, and love. 

                                                
 11. Anita Hooley Yoder, Circles of Sisterhood, A History of Mission, Service, and Fellowship in Mennonite 
WRPeQ¶V OUJaQL]aWLRQV (Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2017), 28. 

 12. Ibid.  

 13. Dorothee Soelle, The Silent Cry, Mysticism and Resistance (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 200.  

 14. Ibid., 201. 

 15. Ibid., 284. Italics in original. 



77 
 

 This household also stood by Jesus as tensions with the authorities escalated. The raising 

of Lazarus only intensified the danger, as the chief priests then ordered that anyone with 

infoUmaWion aboXW JeVXV¶ whereabouts should report to them so they could arrest him.16 

Nevertheless, just a week before Passover, this family once again opened their home to Jesus and 

his disciples.17 This time it was Mary who confirmed Jesus as the Messiah, the anointed one, as 

she literally anointed him with oil while Martha served them all with food and fellowship.   

 Truly, Martha, Mary, and Lazarus all participated actively in this salvation movement. 

AlWhoXgh Ze knoZ leVV aboXW La]aUXV, John¶V goVpel poUWUa\V a hoXVehold in Zhich each sibling 

demonstrated love and care, not only for one another, but also for Jesus and the people gathered 

around him. I would like to propose, in fact, that this household is a model for what salvation 

looks like on earth: people gathered together, in mutual care and love, around a table of 

fellowship that is built on solidarity with those mired in poverty, illness, and violence.  I will 

explore this image and its implications in the next chapter.   

A liberation and renewal movement 
 

 But first, it is important to understand more deeply the social and political context in 

which Jesus and his followers lived.18 Onl\ When can Ze XndeUVWand ZhaW JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ meanW 

Wo WhoVe Zho folloZed and VXppoUWed him. Onl\ When can Ze VWaUW Wo appUeciaWe ZhaW JeVXV¶ life, 

death, and resurrection might mean for us today.  

 Here again, it is important to pay attention to the voices on the margins of our own time, 

as they can offer insights into aspects of oppression and liberation which can help us see and 

                                                
 16. John 11:57. 

 17. John 12:1-2. 

 18. See foU e[ample, HoZaUd ThXUman¶V aUgXmenWV in hiV book, Jesus and the Disinherited, reprint ed. 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1996), 15-35. 
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remember Jesus more clearly. In this regard, it is helpful to consider more recent social 

movements that have empowered people to seek justice, and release from oppression: 

movements like the Southern Freedom movement,19 the efforts of the United Farm Workers to 

gain better pay and working conditions,20 Latin American liberation theology,21 the Polish 

Solidarity movement,22 or the struggle of women for the right to vote and participate in public 

life.23 All of these movements built on the traditions and aspirations of their communities to 

imagine a more life-giving future for themselves and their children. Looking for respect and 

fairness, they insisted that the status quo was not God¶V Zill and must be changed.  

 In a comparable way, I believe that Jesus and the movement surrounding him led a 

renewal movement among the common people of his time, in opposition to the religious, 

economic, and political establishment that had betrayed them.24 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 

                                                
 19. This has often been called the Civil Rights Movement, but more recently, movement leaders have 
preferred calling it the Southern Freedom Movement, because it was a liberation movement, seeking more than 
certain social rights. For example, see Terry Messman, ³VincenW HaUding and Whe Legac\ of Whe SoXWheUn FUeedom 
MoYemenW.´ Street Spirit, accessed January 9, 2017, http://www.thestreetspirit.org/vincent-harding-and-the-legacy-
of-the-southern-freedom-movement/. 

 20. See ³UniWed FaUm WoUkeUV, CalifoUnia, 1960V,´ acceVVed Jan. 9, 2017, 
http://facingfreedom.org/workers-rights/united-farm-workers. 

 21. See ³LibeUaWion Theolog\, Roman CaWholiciVm,´ Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed May 1, 2017, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/liberation-theology. 

 22. See ³SolidaUiW\, PoliVh OUgani]aWion,´ Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed May 1, 2017, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Solidarity. 

 23. See ³The Woman SXffUage MoYemenW: The MoVW SignificanW AchieYemenW of Women in Whe 
PUogUeVViYe EUa,´ NaWLRQaO WRPeQ¶V HLVWRU\ MXVeXP, accessed February 15, 2108, 
https://www.nwhm.org/resources/general/woman-suffrage-movement. FoU a moUe global hiVWoU\, Vee ³Woman 
SXffUage,´ Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed May 1, 2017, https://www.britannica.com/topic/woman-suffrage. 

 24. For this chapter, I draw especially on the work of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, who argues that Jesus 
stood firmly in the prophetic tradition, acting to renew and restore those who had been marginalized and outcast by 
their rulers, both Jewish and Roman. She also pays particular attention to the important roles women played in the 
oUiginal WUadiWionV aboXW JeVXV. See ³The JeVXV MoYemenW aV ReneZal MoYemenW ZiWhin JXdaiVm,´ In Memory of 
Her, A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins, 10th ed. (New York: Crossroad Publishing 
Company, 1994), 105-159, especially 135-136. Also see JeVXV, MLULaP¶V CKLOd, SRSKLa¶V PURSKeW, CULWLcaO IVVXeV LQ 
Feminist Christology (New York: Continuum Publishing Company, 1994), 140-142.   
 In addition, I use the work of Richard Horsley, who emphasizes the political and economic role of the 
Wemple inVWiWXWion in occXpied PaleVWine, aV Zell aV JeVXV¶ effoUWV Wo UecoYeU and UeinVWaWe Whe life-giving practices and 
traditions of Jewish faith.  
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explores this in detail, asserting that Jesus and his movement stood in the prophetic tradition of 

Wisdom/Sophia, sent especially to those who were most marginalized in that society, in order to 

offeU ³God¶V gUacioXV goodneVV Wo all childUen of IVUael ZiWhoXW e[cepWion.´25  

 Similarly, Richard Horsley describes Jesus as a community organizer, who traveled 

WhUoXghoXW Galilee and JXdea, Vpeaking in Yillage V\nagogXeV oU gaWheUingV, ³on da\V WhaW Whe 

people would be assembled for community discussion, business, and pUa\eUV.´26 In those 

settings, Jesus urged the people to affirm and reclaim their faith traditions, particularly those of 

Moses and the prophets, which had fostered and sustained village life. He also healed the people, 

aVVXUed Whem of God¶V loYe and foUgiYeneVV, and caVW oXW Whe demonV WhaW VoXghW Wo deVWUo\ 

them.   

 Further, Jesus sent out his disciples to extend this movement to additional communities. 

Like the community activists in the Southern Freedom Movement, these messengers were to live 

with the people and assist them in addressing urgent village concerns and renewal of their life 

together.27  

                                                
 Others who have done important work in these areas include Marcus Borg, Raymond Brown, Warren 
Carter, John Dominic Crossan, James Douglas, Elizabeth Johnson, Donald Kraybill, and Ched Myers. 

 25. Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 135. For examples of this prophetic wisdom tradition, see Proverbs 8 -9 
and Wisdom of Solomon 7:22-30 and 11-12. 

 26. Richard A. Horsley, Jesus and Empire, the Kingdom of God and the New World Disorder 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 111.  As Horsley points out in his later book, Jesus in Context, Power, People, 
and Performance, ³The GUeek WeUmV ekklesia and synagogue both referred to a village or town assembly that dealt 
with all manner of community self-goYeUnance aV Zell aV UeligioXV ceUemonieV. MeeWingV of VXch aVVemblieV« 
would thuV haYe been moUe like meeWingV in Whe ciYil UighWV oU laboU moYemenW Whan Whe modeUn chXUch VeUYice.´ 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 100. 
 Similarly, Fiorenza argues that ekklesia iV ³noW Vo mXch a UeligioXV aV a ciYil-political concept. It means the 
actual assembly of free citizens gathering for deciding their own spiritual-poliWical affaiUV.´ (In Memory of Her, 344). 

 27. Horsley, Jesus and Empire, 113. For information on the initiatives of these civil rights volunteers, such 
as teaching in Freedom SchoolV and leading YoWeU UegiVWUaWion dUiYeV, Vee ³FUeedom SXmmeU,´ CongUeVV of Racial 
Equality (CORE), accessed January 11, 2017, http://www.core-online.org/History/freedom_summer.htm. 
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Context of oppression and violence 

 JeVXV¶ miVVion ZaV WhXV a poViWiYe one of hope and UeVWoUaWion among people 

experiencing tremendous violence and exploitation. In Jesus and Empire, Horsley outlines how 

Roman UXle impacWed peaVanW life befoUe and dXUing Whe Wime of JeVXV¶ miniVWU\.28 For example, 

in 40 BCE, Herod used Roman troops to conquer Judea and Galilee, despite local resistance 

which continued for three years before being pacified. Then at the end of Herod¶V UXle, in 4 BCE, 

there were more widespread protests and revolt. This resulted in massive retaliation, including 

the destruction of Sepphoris, a town just four miles from Nazareth. According to Josephus, 

Roman troops crucified 2000 people there, enslaved many others, and burned down surrounding 

villages like Emmaus.29   

 Indeed, we see glimpses of such violence in Matthew 2:16 when a paranoid King Herod 

ordered all the male children of Bethlehem to be murdered. And in Luke 19:12-27, Jesus may 

have been refeUUing Wo WhiV Vame king, Zho ZenW Wo a diVWanW land Wo obWain ³Uo\al poZeU´ and 

When oUdeUed WhoVe Zho ³did noW ZanW me Wo be king oYeU Whem´ Wo be VlaXghWeUed in fUonW of him.  

SimilaUl\, in LXke 13:1, Whe people Wold JeVXV ³aboXW Whe GalileanV ZhoVe blood Pilate had 

mingled ZiWh WheiU VacUificeV.´30  

 While difficult enough, the violence people experienced was not only political and 

military, but also profoundly economic. In addition to collecting the tribute owed to Rome, 

Herod embarked on massive building projects, including fortresses and a palace for himself, the 

                                                
 28. Also see Donald B. Kraybill, The Upside Down Kingdom, updated ed. (Harrisonburg, VA: Herald 
Press, 2011), 71-83. 

 29. Horsley, Jesus and Empire, 36, and James W. Douglas, The Nonviolent Coming of God, (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 70-72. Also see Horsley, Jesus in Context, 37-40. 

30. Luke 13:1. 
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new cities of Caesarea and Sebaste, and a newly rebuilt temple in Jerusalem.31 Later, when 

HeUod¶V Von, HeUod AnWipaV, Wook oYeU and VeWWled in Galilee, he rebuilt Sepphoris and 

established the completely new city of Tiberius.32  

 All of this had to be paid for with taxes and labor, extracted from peasant farmers and 

laborers. Fiorenza observes that the tax system was deeply oppressive, as Roman agents gathered 

produce and poll taxes, and the high-priestly aristocracy collected harvest tithes.33 There were 

alVo ³indiUecW Wa[eV, impoUW and e[poUW Wa[eV, and Wa[eV on all pUodXce and leaVeV in JeUXValem.´34 

Farmers could thus owe one-fourth to a third of their harvest in taxes, and tenant farmers up to 

half of their harvest in rent, in addition to these numerous poll taxes and tariffs.35 The result was 

that with the cost of seeds, rent and taxes, many peasantV ended Xp ³ZiWh aV liWWle aV one-tenth of 

WheiU pUodXce foU food and VXbViVWence.´36 This is one reason why the census reported in Luke 2:1 

was so significant. As Justo Gonzalez explains, this was much more than counting people, but a 

³WoWal inYenWoU\«of WheiU landV, WheiU flockV, and an\ oWheU poVVeVVionV Whe\ had«Wo deWeUmine 

ZhaW Wa[eV Whe\ ZeUe able Wo pa\.´37  

 Unfortunately, the religious establishment, and especially the temple priesthood, did little 

to address the needs of the people, but instead gave cover to and bolstered a wealthy elite class. 

                                                
 31. Stewart Henry PeroZne, ³HeUod, King of JXdaea,´ Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed February 7, 
2017, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Herod-king-of-Judaea.  Also see Horsley, Jesus and Empire, 32. 

 32. Horsley, Jesus and Empire, 61. 

33. Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 127. 

34. Ibid. 

 35. Ched Myers, BLQdLQJ WKe SWURQJ MaQ, A PROLWLcaO ReadLQJ RI MaUN¶V SWRU\ RI JeVXV (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 2003), 51-52.  Also Esther de Boer quotes the Roman Christian Lactantius to illustrate the 
thoroughness and forcefulness of Roman tax collection, in Mary Magdalene, Beyond the Myth (Harrisburg, PA: 
Trinity Press International, 1997), 26.   

 36. Kraybill, 77. 

 37. Justo L. Gonzalez, TKe SWRU\ LXNe TeOOV, LXNe¶V UQLTXe WLWQeVV WR the Gospel (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. 
B. Eerdmans, 2015), 64-65. 
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In fact, Horsley and Thatcher argue that ever since the Persian Empire encouraged the first 

rebuilding of the temple, they and succeeding empires used the resulting temple-state as a 

mechanism for collecting taxes and exercising imperial control.38 The temple was therefore not 

only a place for sacrifices and festivals, but it also centralized the mechanisms for finding 

forgiveness and healing, served as a bank, and was the primary economic engine for Jerusalem 

and the surrounding area. Even more significantly, after the death of Herod the Great, the high 

priests were appointed by Rome and responsible for collecting the Roman tribute.39 These priests 

were thus beholden not to their own people, but to their Roman overlords and the demands of 

Caesar.    

  FioUen]a concXUV ZiWh WhiV aVVeVVmenW, noWing WhaW JeVXV liYed in a conWe[W of ³colonial 

oppUeVVion e[iVWing beWZeen Whe HeUodian and Roman eliWe and Whe bXlk of Whe people.´40 She 

emphasizes further that the holiness code, as well as scribal regulations, limiWed Whe people¶V 

³acceVV Wo God¶V pUeVence in Temple and ToUah.´ 41 This was especially true for women, but also 

for many others who because of illness, disability, or poverty could not keep all the purity rules 

or offer the required sacrifices.   

 Tragically, many religious leaders blamed the people themselves for their misfortune.42 

Indeed, they insisted that people suffered poverty and illness due to their own personal sins and 

failures. And because the temple system also controlled the means for atoning for those sins, 

                                                
 38. Richard Horsley and Tom Thatcher, John, Jesus and the Renewal of Israel (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 2013), 18.  See also Richard A. Horsley, Jesus in Context, Power, People, and Performance 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 25.  

 39. Horsley and Thatcher, 18. 

 40. Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, xxxiii. 

 41. Ibid., 141. 

 42. Richard A. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence, Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 183-184. 
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through sacrifices, tithes, and offerings, these religious answers simply reinforced the status quo 

and increased the wealth of the ruling class.43 

Israel’s prophetic tradition  

 In effect, these leadeUV UepUeVenWed all WhoVe coUUXpW and XnjXVW kingV in IVUael¶V hiVWoU\ 

who had consolidated power and wealth for themselves.44 As Samuel had warned from the very 

beginning, the move to kingship meant much exploitation, hard labor, and loss for ordinary 

people, similar to what they had experienced under Pharaoh.45 Solomon¶V Ueign, foU e[ample, 

was very oppressive, despite all its positive accolades. This shows up clearly when after his 

death, the people appealed to his son Rehoboam to reduce their taxes and forced labor.  

UnfoUWXnaWel\, Rehoboam¶V ill-considered refusal to grant any kind of reprieve, led to the 

division of the kingdom, as the northern tribes rebelled and separated from Judah.46   

 Again and again, prophets like Elijah, Jeremiah, Amos, and Micah denounced such 

inequitable systems and urged a return to the justice and righteousness God had intended. In 

short, they implored the nation to reclaim the Mosaic covenant they had received after leaving 

Egypt. This included caring for those who are poor and vulnerable, lending freely to one another 

ZiWhoXW inWeUeVW, UegXlaU UeleaVe of debWV, UeVW foU Whe land, VhaUing fUom Whe land¶V abXndance 

                                                
 43. Ibid., 45. 

 44. Horsley, Jesus in Context, 166. 

 45. See 1 Samuel 8:11-18, as well as developments under Solomon, Rehoboam, and Ahab and Jezebel, as 
recounted in 1 Kings 9:15-22; 10:14-22; 12:1-20; 21:1-29; 22:39.  Note especially the emphasis on the great wealth 
(e.g. ivory thrones overlaid in gold and an ivory house) accumulated by these kings by using forced labor and heavy 
taxation, as well as by taking land through fraud and violence. Interestingly, in Amos 3:15, 6:4, the prophet 
specifically mentions ivory furniture and ivory houses as signs of excess and injustice.    

 46. See 1 Kings 9:15-22 and 12:1-20. 
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through gleaning, and supporting relatives who fell into difficulty.47 Provisions like these helped 

to sustain village life and maintain the dignity and viability of each household.48  

 Horsley argues that Jesus and the gospels built on this Mosaic covenant tradition.49 

Further, using more recent research into the practices of subjugated people, he offers that these 

tradiWionV foUmed a ³hidden WUanVcUipW´ oU peUVpecWiYe on Whe ZoUld WhaW noXUiVhed hope and 

offered resistance to the official or public transcript dictated by the ruling authorities.50 In 

Israelite faith, the official transcript tended to emphasize worship in the temple and adherence to 

purity laws which served to justify their rule.51 By contrast, peasant traditions highlighted 

liberation and social justice, as exemplified by Moses and the prophets.52   

 Recognizing these dynamics helps to understand Jesus in the larger context of prophetic 

tradition. Although he certainly became a central leader, he did not act alone, but was embedded 

ZiWhin and VXppoUWed b\ a laUgeU commXniW\. AccoUding Wo LXke¶V goVpel, foU e[ample, JeVXV 

was surrounded from the very beginning by people who welcomed and nurtured him. Mary and 

Joseph, Elizabeth and Zechariah, Anna and Simeon, all offered him their love, wisdom, and 

                                                
 47. For example, see Leviticus 25 and Exodus 21:1 - 23:11. 

 48. Horsley, Jesus in Context, 215.    

 49. Ibid., 137-138. 

 50. See Horsley, Jesus and Empire, 53-54, and Jesus in Context, 17 and 178-183. 

 51. HoUVle\ noWeV WhaW Whe RomanV alloZed JeZiVh UeligioXV e[pUeVVion bXW Whe UeVXlW ZaV Wo ³UeinfoUce Whe 
focus on sin as the cause of individual and collective suffering. This in turn reinforced the importance of the 
sacrifices necessary to atone for sin²which, of course, were controlled by the priestly aristocracy. Given the actual 
structure of the imperial situation, therefore, the Roman toleration of the limited exercise of Jewish religious 
WUadiWionV became a UepUeVViYe UeinfoUcemenW of Whe baVic VWUXcWXUal Yiolence and oppUeVVion.´ HoUVle\, Jesus and the 
Spiral of Violence, 45. 

 52. Often such traditions are never revealed or recorded for others to hear. What is striking about the 
Scriptures is that these traditions were recorded and passed down, alongside and in spite of the royal and priestly 
traditions which they often contested. In Luke 11:49-51, for example, Jesus addressed the Pharisees and lawyers 
wiWh WheVe VWeUn ZoUdV: ³TheUefoUe alVo Whe WiVdom of God Vaid, µI Zill Vend Whem pUopheWV and apoVWleV, Vome of 
Zhom Whe\ Zill kill and peUVecXWe,¶ Vo WhaW WhiV geneUaWion ma\ be chaUged ZiWh Whe blood of all Whe pUopheWV Vhed 
since the foundation of the world, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who perished between the altar 
and Whe VancWXaU\.´ AlVo Vee LXke 16:29-31, where Jesus states very plainly that if those with wealth and status are 
not able to listen to Moses and the prophets, they would not listen to anyone, even someone raised from the dead. 
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courage.53 Surely, these people also told him the stories of his people: how God had led them and 

cared for them: even when they were wanderers like Abraham and Sarah, Hagar and Ishmael; 

even when they were slaves in Egypt; even when they were oppressed by their own kings and 

religious leaders; even when they were exiles in Babylon.   

 We can alVo imagine WhaW JeVXV¶ mother, as well as others, repeated the themes of the 

Magnificat over and over, emphasizing how God had acted to care for them in the past, and 

would continue working in the world to turn things upside down and set things right. Together, 

JeVXV¶ famil\ and neighbors kept these stories alive and cultivated their faith in the God of their 

ancestors, the God who loved and preserved them, even in the face of all the powerful forces 

which treated them as exploitable and insignificant.54  

 When Jesus began his ministry then, he drew on these traditions and the hopes for 

liberation and justice they nourished among the people. The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-

7), foU e[ample, echoeV elemenWV of Whe MoVaic coYenanW. IW pledgeV God¶V bleVVingV and caUe foU 

the people (5:1-16), gives instructions based on this covenant (5:17-7:12), and concludes with 

promises of reward or judgement based on whether people follow these directives (7:13-27).55   

 Not only does Jesus offer the possibility of renewing this covenant, but he also initiated a 

restored covenant meal, to remind them of the covenant ceremony at Sinai.56 As reported in 

Exodus 24:9-11, Moses and Aaron, along with seventy-two elders went up the mountain and ate 

                                                
 53. See Luke 1 ± 2 especially.  

 54. PoUWionV of Whe pUeceding paUagUaphV ZeUe fiUVW pXbliVhed in m\ blog poVW, ³JeVXV¶ coXnWeU-cultural 
commXniW\,´ originally posted on Menno Snapshots, October 7, 2016, accessed May 6, 2017,  
http://mennoniteusa.org/menno-snapshots/jesus-counter-cultural-community/. 

 55. Horsley, Jesus in Context, 83. 

 56. Ibid., 158, 160.  Also see Horsley and Thatcher, 70.   
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and drank in the presence of God, free of fear.57 In a similar way then, Jesus invited his followers 

to a renewal of this original covenant with God. And by reenacting this meal, he was promising 

that they themselves could participate and commune fully with God, just as their elders did so 

many years ago.  

 Of course, Jesus also offered food and sustenance throughout his ministry, again echoing 

the ways in which God had provided for the people after their liberation from Egypt. The 

feedings of the five thousand and the four thousand are two clear examples.58 Another is the 

miUacle aW Whe Zedding in Cana. In facW, WhiV laWWeU eYenW V\mboli]ed eYen moUe cleaUl\ God¶V 

promise of restoration and abundant food and wine for an oppressed people.59 And JeVXV¶ abiliW\ 

to provide plentiful (and delicious!) wine contrasted directly with the avarice and injustice he 

encountered immediately afterward in the temple.   

 Fiorenza argues in fact that the central image of this movement was not a cultic meal 

celebUaWed in Whe Wemple bXW ³Whe feVWiYe Wable of a Uo\al banqXeW oU Zedding feaVW.´60 Refusing to 

be bound by holiness rituals or social codes, Jesus and his disciples modeled their movement 

afWeU Sophia, Whe ZiVdom of God, Zho UepeaWedl\ VeekV people oXW and inYiWeV ³Whem Wo 

dinneU.´61 Having themselves known hunger and hopelessness, Whe\ noZ ³came WogeWheU in Whe 

diVcipleVhip of eqXalV, and VhaUed WheiU meageU bUead ZiWh WhoVe Zho came Wo heaU Whe goVpel.´62 

                                                
 57. See Exodus 18:10-12 and 24:3-11. 

 58. Matthew 14:12, 15:18; Mark 6:44, 8:9; Luke 9:14, and John 6:10. 

 59. See Psalm 36:5-10, 63:5, Proverbs 9:1-5, Isaiah 25: 6-9, 55:1-2, Jeremiah 31:10-12, Joel 3:18, and 
Amos 9:11-15. 

 60. Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 119. 

 61. Ibid., 133. 

 62. Ibid., 135-136. 
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Jesus’ liberating deeds of power 
 

 In addition to providing food, Jesus healed the people and cast out demons. Strikingly, 

these actions are frequently called ³deedV of poZeU´ oU poZeUV WhaW ZeUe aW ZoUk in him. TheVe 

words are used fifteen times in the gospels and Acts, and appear to be a specific phrase 

deVcUibing JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ of healing and e[oUciVm.63 For instance, in speaking of his visit to 

Na]aUeWh, MaUk 6:5 VXmmaUi]eV WhaW ³JeVXV coXld do no deed of power there, except that he laid 

hiV handV on a feZ Vick people and cXUed Whem.´ LXke 5:17 e[plainV WhaW ³One da\, Zhile JeVXV 

ZaV Weaching«Whe power of God ZaV ZiWh him Wo heal.´ And in MaWWheZ 11:20, ³he began Wo 

reproach the cities in which most of his deeds of power had been done, because they did not 

UepenW.´64   

 Further, in Acts 2:22 on Whe da\ of PenWecoVW, PeWeU UecoXnWed hoZ JeVXV ZaV ³aWWeVWed Wo 

you by God with deeds of power, ZondeUV, and VignV WhaW God did WhUoXgh him among \oX.´ 

Again, WheVe aUe acWV of healing and UeleaVe, aV PeWeU deVcUibeV moUe fXll\ in CoUneliXV¶ hoXVe: 

³YoX knoZ Whe meVVage God VenW Wo Whe people of IVUael«hoZ God anoinWed JeVXV of Na]aUeWh 

with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing all who were 

oppUeVVed b\ Whe deYil, foU God ZaV ZiWh him.´65 

 These references forthrighWl\ UefeU back Wo hoZ Whe people of IVUael e[peUienced God¶V 

power in their history, especially in their liberation from slavery in Egypt. At the end of 

DeXWeUonom\, foU e[ample, Whe ZUiWeU declaUeV hoZ MoVeV ³ZaV XneqXaled foU all Whe VignV and 

                                                
 63. Matthew 7:22; 11:20,21,23; 13:54, 58; 14: 2; Mark 6:2, 5, 14; 9:39; Luke 5:17; 10:13, 19:37; Acts 2:11, 
22; 10-36-38, and 1 Corinthians 12:28.  

 64. Italics are mine.  

 65. Acts 10:36-38. Italics are mine. 
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wonders that the Lord VenW him Wo peUfoUm in Whe land of Eg\pW«and foU all Whe mighty deeds and 

all the terrifying displays of power WhaW MoVeV peUfoUmed in Whe VighW of all IVUael.´66  

 SimilaUl\, man\ of Whe PValmV focXV on God¶V poZeU Wo save, to redeem and to perform 

mighty deeds. In Psalm 77:11-15, foU inVWance, Whe PValmiVW declaUeV: ³I Zill UemembeU \oXU 

wonders of old. I will meditate on all your work, and muse on your mighty deeds«WiWh \oXU 

strong arm you redeemed your people.´ OU again, Whe PValmiVW XUgeV, ³O Israel, hope in the Lord! 

For with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with God is great power to redeem.´67  

 CleaUl\, Whe goVpel ZUiWeUV dUeZ on WheVe WhemeV aV Whe\ deVcUibed JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ among 

the people. Just as God had been active and powerful in their history, God was acting in and 

through Jesus to bring hope, liberation, and salvation. God still understood their needs and cared 

for those who were most at risk of danger and exploitation, just as God had always promised.  

 While it can appear that Jesus only addressed individual needs for physical and spiritual 

healing, these actions did have social and political consequences. As mentioned earlier, people 

were taught to blame themselves for their sickness and suffering. The only way to find 

forgiYeneVV and UeleaVe ZaV Wo accepW ³an inVWiWXWionali]ed V\VWem of aWonemenW (VacUificeV and 

offeUingV) in Zhich God¶V foUgiYeneVV iV condiWional and iV channeled WhUoXgh official mediaWoUV 

and UegXlaWoUV.´68 This of course diverted attention away from the economic and political 

systems that were actually responsible for traumatizing the people, taking their land, exploiting 

their labor, and keeping them hungry and vulnerable to disease, disability, and demon 

possession.  

                                                
 66. Deuteronomy 34:11-12. Italics are mine. See also Exodus 4:21, 9:16, 15:6, 32:11, Deuteronomy 4:34, 
37; 9:29, 2 Kings 17:36, Nehemiah 1:10, Psalms 67:1-2, 106:8, and 111:6.   

 67. Psalm 130:7. Italics are mine. 

 68. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence, 183. 
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 Indeed, Horsley surmises that people found their distress so palpable and threatening that 

the only way they could explain it was to belieYe WhaW ³demonic agenWV ZeUe UeVponVible.´69 Such 

an understanding at least made it possible for them to express the extremity of their situation and 

not beaU all Whe blame WhemVelYeV. OU aV BUock e[pUeVVeV iW, ³In Whe biblical image of demonV, 

blame for self-destructive behavior is removed from the sufferer to a source outside the 

afflicWed.´70  

 When Jesus healed the people, therefore, he was addressing not only their physical 

symptoms, but also their internalization of this oppression and the overwhelming feelings of 

guilt, shame, and feaU Whe\ felW befoUe God and Whe commXniW\. JeVXV ZaV demonVWUaWing God¶V 

caUe foU Whem and God¶V deViUe Wo fUee Whem fUom all that oppressed them. Just as Moses had 

challenged Whe poZeU of PhaUaoh ZiWh Whe ³fingeU of God,´ JeVXV Wapped inWo WhiV poZeU Wo 

release people from their bondage to all these evil forces.71 Like his provision of food and 

community, these healings and exorcisms were additional ways by which Jesus and his followers 

enacWed ³poinWed alWeUnaWiYeV Wo Whe pUacWiceV of Whe JeUXValem Wemple-VWaWe.´72 They were 

specific and concrete efforts by which to make ³people Zhole, healWh\, cleanVed, and VWUong.´73  

Released from such oppression, people found new self-respect and the courage to resist their 

degradation.   

 IW iV noW VXUpUiVing When WhaW JeVXV¶ moVW pUoYocaWiYe poliWical acW ZaV diUecWed aW Whe 

temple, and the burdens it imposed on the people. In reality, this was not a cleansing but a 

                                                
 69. Ibid, 33. 

 70. Brock, Journeys by Heart, 77. 

 71. See Exodus 8:19 and Luke 11:20. Interestingly, this language is also used to describe how the Ten 
CommandmenWV ZeUe ZUiWWen ZiWh God¶V fingeU. See Exodus 31:18 and Deuteronomy 9:10. 

 72. Horsley and Thatcher, 108-111.   

 73. Fiorenza, 123. 
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diVUXpWion of Whe Wemple¶V abiliW\ Wo fXncWion, mXch like Whe OccXp\ Wall SWUeeW moYemenW 

attempted to draw attention to and interrupt the unjust economic activity represented by Wall 

Street.74 Drawing on the prophetic traditions of Jeremiah and others, Jesus insisted throughout 

his ministry that the temple institution and its leaders did not speak for God. 75 Rather, God 

desired justice and a social order which could provide basic care for everyone, including the 

most vulnerable.  

 In addition, Jesus encouraged the people to forgive and release one another. As Horsley 

noWeV, Whe YeUb in Whe LoUd¶V PUa\eU WhaW iV ofWen WUanVlaWed ³foUgiYe´ Ueall\ meanV ³UeleaVe.´ IW iV 

the Vame WeUm ³XVed foU Whe µUeleaVe¶ of capWiYeV and Whe µVeWWing aW libeUW\¶ of Whe oppUeVVed in 

LXke 4:18 (IV. 61:1; 58:6).´76 TheUefoUe, a beWWeU WUanVlaWion of Whe ³LoUd¶V PUa\eU´ ZoXld be 

VomeWhing like: ³µUeleaVe foU XV (foUgiYe XV) oXU debWV, aV Ze have released (forgiven) our 

debWoUV.¶´77  

 In all these ways, Jesus and this freedom movement directly challenged the standard 

argument that God required costly sacrifices and pilgrimages to the temple in order to grant 

healing and forgiveness. Instead, they reclaimed and re-established their own reconciling and 

restorative practices, free from the rulers in Jerusalem who used the temple system for their own 

economic and political gain. In truth, Jesus and his followers redefined holiness as wholeness for 

eveU\one. AV FioUen]a e[plainV, Whe\ inViVWed WhaW one¶V life ³mXVW noW be meaVXUed b\ Whe VacUed 

holiness of the Temple and Torah, but Temple and Torah praxis must be measured and evaluated 

                                                
 74. For more information on the 2011 Occupy Wall Street action, see Jonathan Matthew Smucker, 
Hegemony How-To, A Roadmap for Radicals (Chico, CA: AK Press, 2017), 51-70. 

 75. See Jeremiah 7:1-15, Amos 5:21-24, and Habakkuk 2:9-11. 

 76. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence, 254. 

 77. Ibid. 
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by whether or not they are inclusive of every person in Israel and whether they engender the 

ZholeneVV of eYeU\ hXman being.´78  

 ThiV iV ZhaW iW meanW Wo liYe in God¶V basilea, the kingdom or empire of God, as a 

concUeWe e[pUeVVion of God¶V Zill foU life on eaUWh.79 Not only is there a new heaven, but there is 

a new earth, a communal way of life that by its very nature challenges and critiques the imperial 

and oppressive regimes of this world.  

 Toda\ Ze mighW call WhiV God¶V ³Vhalom jXVWice.´ 80 Such a term avoids the inherent 

hieUaUch\ and paWUiaUch\ implied in Whe ZoUd ³kingdom,´ \eW VWill iV a poZeUfXl and fiWWing 

deVcUipWion of God¶V Zill and Za\ of acWing in an XnjXVW and YiolenW VocieW\. Ama]ingl\, JeVXV 

pUomiVed WhaW WhiV UealiW\ ZaV Uead\ foU Whem, aW hand, and in facW, coXld be foXnd ³among 

\oX.´81 As an assembly of ³fXll ciWi]enV,´ Whe\ coXld cUeaWe WogeWheU an ³alWeUnaWiYe UealiW\ of 

justice and well-being foU all, ZiWhoXW e[cepWion.´82    

Women in the movement  
 

 What this meant for women was profound. One can only imagine the distress and 

violence that many of them experienced in that time. In addition to the humiliation, hunger, and 

hard work suffered by men, women also faced the possibility of death during childbirth, as well 

as the ever-present threat of rape and harassment by Herodian and Roman soldiers.83 Further, if 

                                                
 78. Fiorenza, 120. 

 79. Fiorenza, xxxiii, 111. 

 80. See Perry Yoder, SKaORP: TKe BLbOe¶V WRUd IRU SaOYaWLRQ, JXVWLce, aQd Peace (Newton, KS: Faith and 
Life Press, 1987).  I will explore this term more fully in Chapter Five. 

 81. Luke 17:21.  

 82. Fiorenza, Jesus, 27. 

 83. Although I found few direct reports of rape from that time, we know rape is a common practice in times 
of war, and by occupying armies. This was certainly true of the Roman Empire, as Davina Lopez explains in her 
book, Apostle to the Conquered, ReLPaJLQLQJ PaXO¶V MLVVLRQ. Examining the public art and narratives of the Roman 
EmpiUe, Vhe deWailV hoZ WheVe VeUYed Wo jXVWif\ Whe ³Vei]XUe and Uape of Zomen´ aV Zell aV Whe Za\V in Zhich all 
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they lost their male providers due to illness, slaughter, or divorce, they could be forced into 

prostitution in order to survive.    

 Fiorenza spells out this latter reality in detail, explaining that prostitutes were often 

³VlaYeV, daXghWeUV Zho had been sold or rented out by their parents, wives who were rented out 

by their husbands, poor women, exposed girls, the divorced or widowed, single mothers, captives 

of ZaU oU piUac\, Zomen boXghW foU VoldieUV.´84 While western theology has usually portrayed 

prostitutes as immoral temptresses, it is clear from this description that these women had little 

control over what happened to them. They were forced into prostitution by others and/or by 

extreme need.   

 The bent-over woman mentioned in Luke 13 could, in fact, represent one of these 

women. Interestingly, the passage explains that this woman suffered from a spirit which had 

crippled her for nearly two decades. Clearly, she herself was not at fault, but something had 

bound her and bent her over. Was it a traumatic experience, or something ongoing in her life that 

kept her constrained and stooped over, unable to stand up straight and face people, or go about 

her daily life in a normal way?  

 Given that she was living in occupied territory, it is not hard to imagine that she may 

have been raped, or that her husband had been killed or even crucified. Or perhaps she had 

                                                
conqXeUed naWionV ZeUe ³YiolaWed and femini]ed.´ (MinneapoliV: FoUWUeVV PUeVV, 2008, 70)  MoVW poinWedl\, Vhe 
qXoWeV TaciWXV, Zho ciWeV Whe BUiWiVh leadeU CalgacXV aV deVcUibing WheiU RomanV oYeUloUdV aV ³RapiVWV of Whe 
ZoUld.´ Rome doeV WhiV noW only in its plunder of the wealth and peoples of the world, but also literally, for even 
Zhen ³oXU ZiYeV and ViVWeUV«eVcape a VoldieU¶V lXVW, (Whe\) aUe defiled b\ Whem pUeWending Wo be gXeVWV and fUiendV.´ 
(Ibid., 109). 
 Tal Ilan also provides a telling detail in her book Integrating Women into Second Temple History (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2001), 248. She reports that sometime between the reign of Antiochus Epiphanes IV 
(168 BCE) and the aftermath of the Bar Kokhba revolt (115 CE), there was a decree that Roman soldiers or the 
governor had the right to penetrate all prospective brides, before the husband did. In order to avert this disaster, the 
rabbis encouraged sexual intercourse by the couple before the formal marriage ceremony took place.  

 84. Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 128. 
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watched this happen to her parents during the brutal crackdown which followed the Galilean 

uprising in 4 BCE. Is this how Satan²or sin²had bound her? 

 Mercifully, Jesus was able to restore her not only physically, but also socially and 

spiritually, and uphold her dignity, as a daughter of Abraham. This is significant, as it appears 

that the synagogue leader placed more value on Sabbath observance than on the wellbeing of this 

unfortunate woman. But Jesus calls his bluff, by insisting that she was at least as valuable as an 

ox or a donkey, which could be fed and watered even on the Sabbath. Fortunately, the people 

responded positively and gratefully, and the shame which had rested on the woman now settled 

on JeVXV¶ opponenWV. 

 Mary Magdalene is another who found release from the demons which had haunted her.  

Like the bent-over woman, one can imagine she may also have experienced much trauma, 

causing nXmeUoXV ³eYil VpiUiWV´ Wo bind and WUoXble heU. We knoZ, foU e[ample, WhaW MaU\¶V 

home town of Magdala suffered dearly for its early resistance to the Roman occupation of 

Palestine. An uprising in 53 BCE caused a devastating reprisal, and as many as thirty thousand 

inhabitants were taken prisoner and sold into slavery.85 A dozen years later, during the revolts 

against the installation of Herod as king, his soldiers sought out and destroyed those who hid in 

the caves surrounding the town.86  

 No doubt, some of MaU\¶V famil\ membeUV ZeUe affecWed b\ WheVe eYenWV. WeUe Vome of 

them still enslaved? Did some have injuries, nightmares, and flashbacks as a result of these 

slaughters? And then, of course, there was the much more recent devastation of Galilee, around 

                                                
 85. EVWheU de BoeU UefeUenceV JoVephXV¶ UepoUW aboXW WhiV incidenW, and Zhile iW iV difficXlW Wo knoZ if WheVe 
figures are accurate, it is clear that a large number of people were affected. Mary Magdalene, Beyond the Myth 
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1997), 27. 

 86. Ibid. 
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Whe Wime of JeVXV¶ biUWh, and one ZondeUV if MaU\ heUVelf mighW haYe ZiWneVVed Vome of Whe fiUeV 

and crucifixions that accompanied that military campaign.   

 No maWWeU ZhaW la\ behind MaU\ Magdalene¶V WUaYailV, Ze knoZ WhaW JeVXV ZaV able Wo 

heal her and she became one of his most devoted disciples. Joining several other women, she 

traveled with Jesus and other disciples in their mission to the towns and villages throughout 

Galilee.87 She is also described in all four of the gospels as going to the tomb and one of the first 

ZiWneVVeV Wo JeVXV¶ UeVXUUecWion. Indeed, IVaac VillegaV e[plainV WhaW ³Whe leadeUV of Whe eaUl\ 

church revered Mary...As early as the year 200, there are people writing about her as the apostle 

Wo Whe apoVWleV.´88 

 In moUe UecenW \eaUV, VcholaUV haYe diVcoYeUed fUagmenWV of a ³GoVpel of MaU\´ which 

VcholaUV WUace back Wo MaU\ Magdalene¶V inflXence.89 According to de Boer, there are three 

e[WanW manXVcUipWV: ³WZo in GUeek from the third century and one in Coptic from the fifth 

cenWXU\.´90 Clearly, Mary Magdalene had a significant reputation and a community of followers 

who valued her understanding of Jesus so much that they translated this gospel into the local 

language.91  

 Unfortunately, our traditions tend to minimize the roles played by these women who 

accompanied and assisted Jesus. Yet, women were with him at the beginning and they stayed 

with him until the very end. Even in Mark and Matthew, where these female disciples are almost 

                                                
 87. Luke 8:1-3, Matthew 27:55-56, and Mark 15:40-41. These women included Joanna, Susanna, Mary, 
Salome, the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of James and John. 

 88. Isaac VillegaV, ³Mary Magdalene, mother of our Easter faith,´ VeUmon on ApUil 16, 2017, Chapel Hill 
Mennonite Fellowship, accessed July 25, 2017, http://mennonit.es/chmf/2017/04/mary-magdalene-mother-of-our-
easter-faith/.  

 89. De Boer, 81. 

 90. Ibid., 79. 

 91. Ibid, 81. 
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inYiVible, WheiU conWUibXWionV aW Whe end of JeVXV¶ life coXld no longeU be ignoUed. The goVpel 

writers had to acknowledge the women who faithfully and courageously stood by Jesus and 

watched him die.   

 I have often wondered why women were the ones who remained at the crucifixion.  

Perhaps they were perceived as less dangerous than the male disciples and could therefore risk 

associating with Jesus more easily.92 Still, it was a brave thing to do, for as Soelle emphasizes, 

crucifixion was meant to terrorize the people. Anyone who dared acknowledge being connected 

to the one crucified would risk similar treatment.93   

 Perhaps these grieving women were also audacious, and outraged. Like the mother of 

Emmet Till, perhaps they wanted to bear public witness to what was being done to Jesus.94 Just 

as Mamie Till Mobley insisted that the world should see what people had done to her son, 

perhaps these women wanted their leaders to know they had witnessed it all: all the horror, all 

the pain, and all the anguish. They saw it all, they would remember, and they would tell.95 

 Nevertheless, it must have been hard for these women not to sink into despair. What did 

they do, and what did they say to one another after watching Jesus die and his body carried 

                                                
 92. See Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 139, ZheUe Vhe noWeV WhaW ³iW mighW haYe been eaVieU foU Whe Zomen Wo 
go µXndeUgUoXnd¶ Whan Whe men.´  

 93. DoUoWhee Soelle, ³Woman, Zh\ aUe \oX Zeeping?´ in Great Women of the Bible in Art and Literature 
(Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 1994), 278. 

 94. Emmett Till was fourteen years old when he was murdered in Mississippi in 1955 while visiting his 
extended family. His mother, Mamie Till Mobley, decided he should have an open casket funeral, so that everyone 
would be able to see what had happened to him. This event and the images of his broken, battered body shocked the 
naWion, and helped fXUWheU galYani]e Whe ciYil UighWV moYemenW. See ³The MXUdeU of EmmeWW Till,´ AmeUican 
Experience, accessed February 20, 2018, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/till/. 

 95. Brock and Parker highlight the power of courageous witnesses who are willing to stay with victims and 
bUing aWWenWion Wo Whe ³hidden life of Yiolence.´ The\ aUe WhXV able Wo ³help UeVWoUe VoXlV fUagmenWed b\ Yiolence. 
They accompany the journey to healing.´ RiWa NakaVhima BUock and Rebecca Ann PaUkeU, Proverbs of Ashes, 
Violence, Redemptive Suffering, and the Search for What Saves Us (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001), 250. 



96 
 

away? Surely, they must have had so many questions and so many doubts as they faced the cruel 

fate of the one who had brought them so much healing and hope.  

 Truthfully, we do not know what these women did or felt during those long hours after 

JeVXV¶ deaWh. BXW Whe goVpelV do UecoUd WhaW Whe\ ZeUe Whe fiUVW oneV Wo ZiWneVV JeVXV¶ 

UeVXUUecWion. AV FioUen]a emphaVi]eV, WheVe Galilean Zomen ZeUe Whe fiUVW Wo VhaUe ³WheiU 

experience of the powerful goodness of God who did not leave the crucified Jesus in the grave 

bXW UaiVed him fUom Whe dead.´96 Their attentive, courageous love enabled them to see him first. 

 They were the ones who dared to go to the tomb, dared to encounter the guards, dared to 

again face the brutal reality of death. And somehow in that going, they found resurrection, new 

life, and new hope. Jesus was still with them, enlivening and calling them to continue on the 

Za\, WoZaUd all WhaW God had cUeaWed Whem Wo be. NoWhing coXld VepaUaWe Whem fUom God¶V loYe, 

and the movement born of this love and justice would go on. It did not end at the cross. It did not 

end.97   

 

 

                                                
 96. Fiorenza, 139. 

 97. Portions of these concluding paragraphs were first published in my blog poVW, ³SXUel\, iW can¶W end WhiV 
Za\,´ originally posted on Menno Snapshots, April 29, 2016, accessed March 10, 2017, 
http://mennoniteusa.org/menno-snapshots/surely-it-cant-end-this-way/. 
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Chapter Five: Salvation and Shalom Justice Households 
 

 We return now to considering how Jesus continues to offer life and salvation to people 

today. Again, it is important to remember that the biblical concept of salvation is holistic and 

UooWed in God¶V Zill foU life on eaUWh. IW embodieV boWh Vhalom and jXVWice, oU a YiVion of life in 

which everyone has what they need for health and well-being. Everyone is able to live in just and 

wholesome relationships with themselves and everyone else.1  

 Jesus called this the kingdom of God. In contrast to the empire and its allies, those who 

liYe XndeU God¶V Ueign ZoXld caUU\ oXW God¶V Zill and pUoYide foU eYeU\one. Unlike the 

hoXVehold of CaeVaU, WhoVe in God¶V hoXVehold ZoXld UeVpecW and caUe foU each peUVon. HonoU 

would flow in a circle, rather than upwards to a ruling patriarch.2 God¶V loYe ZoXld embUace 

each one, and eYeU\one ZoXld be able Wo ³ViW XndeU Wheir own vines and under their own fig 

WUeeV,´ in peace and XnafUaid.3  

  Kelly Brown Douglas helpfully calls this all-inclXViYe YiVion, ³Whe jXVWice of God.´4 As 

Vhe e[plainV, ³God¶V jXVWice meanV a UeVWoUaWion of Whe VacUed digniW\ of all people.´5 IW ³beginV 

ZiWh Whe cUXcified claVV of people´ and iV noW compleWe ³XnWil Whe leaVW of WheVe aUe fUeed Wo 

achieYe Whe fXllneVV of life WhaW iV God¶V jXVWice.´6 Elsa Tamez also embraces this emphasis in her 

                                                
 1. Perry B. Yoder, SKaORP: TKe BLbOe¶V WRUd IRU SaOYaWLRQ, Justice, and Peace (Newton, KS: Faith and 
Life Press, 1987), 10-18.  

 2. Brian J. Walsh and Sylvia C. Keesmaat, Colossians Remixed, Subverting the Empire (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 58. Also Nijay K. Gupta, Colossians (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 
2013), 162. 

 3. Micah 4:4.  

 4. Kelly Brown Douglas, Stand your Ground, Black Bodies and the Justice of God (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2015), 197.  

 5. Ibid. 

 6. Ibid. 



98 
 

VWXd\ of RomanV, aVVeUWing WhaW ³Whe jXVWice of God dignifies human beings and enables them to 

be makeUV of WUXe jXVWice.´7  

 In fact, as Perry YodeU VWUeVVeV, jXVWice iV baVic Wo Zho God iV and in facW ³expresses the 

SULPaU\ cKaUacWeULVWLc RI GRd¶V acWLRQ LQ WKe ZRUOd aQd LWV KLVWRU\.´8 Justice describeV God¶V 

effoUWV Wo cUeaWe Vhalom. And Whe compUehenViYe WeUm, ³Vhalom jXVWice´ emphaVi]eV God¶V 

acWionV Wo addUeVV hXman need, and WUanVfoUm hXman VWUXcWXUeV Vo WhaW ³WhingV mighW be oka\.´9 

ThiV indeed iV ZhaW God¶V ValYaWion lookV like.10 Where sin, greed, and violence have destroyed 

people¶V liYeV, God acWV Wo bUing healing, libeUaWion, UeVWoUaWion, and VafeW\.11 

 I would like to elaborate now on my proposal that the household of Martha, Mary, and 

Lazarus provides an image of what salvation might look like in our world. As loving siblings, 

they cared for one another and also for people in their community. They were active participants 

in the liberation struggle which Jesus led, and which continued after his death and resurrection. 

Even though not mentioned in PaXl¶V ZUiWingV oU Whe book of AcWV, iW iV likel\ WhiV famil\ 

continued to be active in the early church. In fact, as Reinhart summarizes, scholars believe that 

Martha and Mary likely represented female leaders in the Johannine community, who functioned 

on a par with Peter and the Beloved Disciple.12  

                                                
 7. ElVa Tame], ³JXVWificaWion aV Good NeZV foU Women: A Re-reading of Romans 1-8,´ in Celebrating 
Romans: Template for Roman Theology, trans. and ed. Sheila McGinn. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 181. 

8. Yoder, 27. Italics in original. 

9. Ibid., 38. 

 10. Ibid. See eVpeciall\ YodeU¶V ChapWeU FoXU: ³SalYaWion: Vhalom jXVWice in acWion,´ 39-52. 

 11. JXVWo Gon]ale] defineV ValYaWion aV WhaW Zhich UefeUV ³Wo UeVWoUaWion of healWh, Wo libeUaWion fUom an 
enem\ oU WhUeaW, and Wo Whe Ueclaiming of ZhaW pUopeUl\ belongV Wo God.´ JXVWo L. Gon]ale], The Story Luke Tells, 
LXNe¶V UQique Witness to the Gospel, (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2015), 64. 

 12. Adele ReinhaUW], ³FUom NaUUaWiYe Wo HiVWoU\: The ReVXUUecWion of MaU\ and MaUWha,´ in A Feminist 
Companion to the Hebrew Bible in the New Testament, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield, England: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1996), 213-216. Reinhartz especially references the work of Raymond Brown and Schussler 
FioUen]a in heU diVcXVVion of MaUWha and MaU\¶V Uole in Whe Johannine commXniW\. 
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 Indeed, it is not hard to imagine a group of disciples meeting in their home and 

continuing the ministry Jesus began among them. No doubt, they and many people in their 

community continued to struggle with poverty, illness, and violence. Yet, gathered around the 

table, these followers of Jesus remembered his life, and continued to extend food, hope, healing, 

and forgiveness to one another. The\ conWinXed Wo embUace hiV meVVage of God¶V loYe and hiV 

call to transformation and right relationships. They continued to resist all those forces which lead 

to death, even when it was risky and difficult to do so. And they called on those who benefitted 

from these oppressive systems to repent and turn toward God and their neighbors. Together, they 

Uecogni]ed and celebUaWed God¶V VWUong, abXndanW loYe which leads to resurrection. Together, 

Whe\ foUmed and hoVWed ZhaW Ze mighW call a ³Vhalom jXVWice hoXVehold.´ 

 We might therefore picture the early church as a movement of JeVXV¶ folloZeUV Zho 

continued to seek justice and shalom for themselves and their communities. Meeting together in 

small groups across the Roman Empire, these households continued to offer people a place of 

shelter, healing, and restored relationships. Together, they offered a strong, brave space from 

which to continue the struggle for dignity and wholeness.  

 Visualizing salvation in the context of human communities also emphasizes the reality 

that God does not act alone. God invites us to join in this woUk. We Vee WhiV Vo cleaUl\ in JeVXV¶ 

ministry, where he taught and worked alongside his disciples and the many followers who 

supported and extended his efforts. After Jesus was no longer physically present, these disciples 

continued his ministry, offering healing and the possibility of new life to those around them.  

 As we also seek to follow Jesus, what might these shalom justice households say to us 

today? Specifically, what can we learn from the household of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus? What 
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features of their life together can assist us in embracing the good news of salvation? How might 

we embody a similar shalom justice household in our world?   

Solidarity with victims 
 

 First and foremost, I believe Martha, Mary, and Lazarus would urge us to recognize and 

honoU JeVXV¶ VolidaUiW\ ZiWh Whe YicWimV of Yiolence and oppUeVVion. UnfoUWXnaWel\, Vo mXch of 

western Christianity has instead given support and succor to those who use oppressive power. 

Too ofWen iW haV focXVed on JeVXV¶ deaWh, bXW failed Wo acknoZledge why the authorities crucified 

him. It made his cross into a doctrine, but failed to honor his life and ministry. It overlooked and 

downplayed how much he resisted those who participate in structures of aggression and 

domination which harm the people. 

 By contrast, Martha, Mary, and Lazarus choVe Wo link WhemVelYeV Wo JeVXV¶ libeUaWion 

movement, even when it was dangerous to do so. They could have continued to align themselves 

with the temple authorities who emphasized purity and sacrifice as the way to salvation. Instead, 

Whe\ Zelcomed JeVXV¶ emphasis on justice and shalom for all, even those considered to be impure 

and VinfXl, and XnZoUWh\ of God¶V aWWenWion and caUe.  

 If we are to build a theology of good news and healing today, we need to have this kind 

of solidarity with victims as our foundation. While this can sound like God has chosen sides, 

giving partiality to some at the expense of others, this is actually good news for everyone. All of 

us face vulnerability and suffering at some time in our lives. We never know when we might lose 

health or physical ability, or when we too might face financial loss, violence, and dislocation. 

ThXV, iW iV eVVenWial Wo bXild oXU XndeUVWanding of ValYaWion on Whe Volid gUoXnd of God¶V pUeVence 

in and with the weakesW membeUV of VocieW\. If God¶V gUace and VWUengWh iV pUeVenW WheUe, When iW 

can be available everywhere, and for everyone.  
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 Nevertheless, this is still a radical claim. As James Cone summarizes so well, to see God 

acting in and with these oppressed ones iV Wo Va\ WhaW ³God iV knoZn ZheUe hXman beingV 

e[peUience hXmiliaWion and VXffeUing.´13 But this is what Jesus and the early church insisted was 

true. God was at work in and through those which our worldly systems treat as exploitable and of 

little value.  

 Indeed, this is the surprising reality which Paul had to recognize. As Davina Lopez 

aUgXeV Vo conYincingl\, PaXl¶V conYeUVion ZaV noW pUimaUil\ fUom JXdaiVm Wo a neZ Ueligion, bXW 

from an orientation that blessed power over others to an understanding that God is in and with 

those who had been conquered, those considered weak and helpless.14   

 Again, WhiV iV noW Wo diVcoXnW God¶V loYe foU WhoVe Zho haYe ZealWh and pUiYilege. BXW Ze 

have to acknowledge that in an unjust world, justice can happen only if power and resources are 

UeaUUanged. OU aV YodeU e[plainV, Vince ³GRd¶V MXVWLce VeWV WKLQJV ULJKW,´ God¶V jXVWice Zill bUeak 

the systems and structures which enable oppression.15 Those who are content with the way things 

are, will not readily perceive or approve these changes. So again, it is precisely where people feel 

moVW alone and YXlneUable WhaW Whe\ can Vee Whe need foU change and look Wo God foU help. JeVXV¶ 

moWheU MaU\ demonVWUaWed WhiV beaXWifXll\ in Whe MagnificaW ZheUe Vhe embUaced God¶V 

rejection of injXVWice and commiWWed heUVelf Wo ³VolidaUiW\ ZiWh diYine oXWUage oYeU Whe 

degUadaWion of life and ZiWh Whe diYine pUomiVe Wo UepaiU Whe ZoUld.´16  

                                                
 13. JameV Cone, ³God iV Black" in Lift Every Voice, Constructing Christian Theologies from the 
Underside, ed. Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite and Mary Potter Engel, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998), 
105. 

 14. Davina Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered, ReLPaJLQLQJ PaXO¶V MLVVLRQ (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2008), xiv, 141. 

 15. Yoder, Shalom, 33. 

 16. Elizabeth A. Johnson, Truly Our Sister: A Theology of Mary in the Communion of Saints (New York: 
Continuum, 2005), 272. 
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 Such solidarity is not just a romantic notion. Nor, as Yoder says, is it love at a distance or 

love in the abstract.17 RaWheU WhiV kind of loYe iV an engaged, ³miliWanW loYe VWUXggling foU hXman 

libeUaWion, jXVWice, and Vhalom Zhich iV God¶V Zill foU Whe ZoUld.´18 It resides with and 

understands the world from the point of view of those who have been silenced, violated, and 

oppressed. It supports their efforts toward change and addresses what they need for healing and 

abundant life.  

 Such a commitment to justice for victims and survivors of oppression would have 

profound implications for our church life.19 It would mean struggling to better understand what 

God¶V jXVWice lookV like. IW ZoXld Uecogni]e WhaW UighWeoXVneVV and jXVWice aUe deepl\ inWeUWZined, 

and refuse to pit justice against love and mercy.20 IW ZoXld accepW and honoU CoUnel WeVW¶V 

assertion thaW ³jXVWice iV ZhaW loYe lookV like in pXblic.´21   

 It would also mean paying close attention to our worship life just as Jesus and the 

prophets evaluated worship practices in their communities.22 It would mean searching for and 

practicing more egalitarian and participatory communal processes, to make sure all voices are 

heard and taken seriously. It would require leadership like Jesus demonstrated, which serves, 

empowers, and heals broken bodies and communities.  

                                                
17. Yoder, 146. 

18. Ibid. 

 19. More detailed implications of this commitment will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 20. There is a close connection between justice and righteousness in the Hebrew Bible, as they are paired 
together roughly one hundred times. Sometimes they are used together in a phrase (as in Leviticus 19:15, 2 Samuel 
8:15, and Isaiah 9:7), and sometimes in parallel phrases (as in Psalm 72:1-2, Isaiah 32:1, 5:7 and Amos 5:24). 

 21. See qXoWeV foXnd on ³Good ReadV,´ aW https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/6176.Cornel_West, 
accessed September 19, 2017. 

 22. See the prophetic critiques of temple worship found in Jeremiah 7:1-15, Amos 5:21-24, Habakkuk 2:9-
11, Matthew 21:12-14, Mark 11:15-17, Luke 19:41-46 and John 2:13-17.  Again, more specific implications will be 
spelled out in the next chapter. 
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Wrestling with power 

  This orientation WoZaUd YicWimV and God¶V jXVWice ZoXld alVo help XV diVceUn and idenWif\ 

more clearly what is wrong, what is sinful. For victims understand most clearly what needs to be 

changed and mended in ourselves and in society. They have a clear-eyed and deeper 

understanding of our reality, and can help us address not only personal acts of harm, but also the 

systems that enable and perpetuate injustice and violence. 

  Unfortunately, so much of western theology has focused attention in the wrong places. 

This shows up clearly in how the church has responded to survivors of rape and childhood abuse.  

For example, Mary Pellauer explains that Augustine claimed that those who survived rape during 

Whe fall of Rome had commiWWed Whe ³Vin of adXlWeU\.´23 Further, he reasoned that God allowed 

WhiV Wo happen Wo good ChUiVWian Zomen becaXVe Whe\ ³ma\ haYe had XnconVcioXV pUide and WhaW 

WheUefoUe God hXmbled Whem Vo WhaW Whe\ ZoXld noW in Whe fXWXUe commiW Whe Vin of pUide.´24 

Rather than deal with how the rapist sinned and what the victim might need for healing, 

Augustine focused instead on the potential sins of the woman and how she may have been 

responsible for her trauma.  

 Similarly, Mary Potter Engel argues the need to reframe our questions and answers about 

evil, especially in the context of violence against those who are vulnerable. We need to see that 

moral callousness and lack of outrage is more sinful than anger and resistance. Betrayal of trust  

                                                
 23. MaU\ D. PellaXeU ZiWh SXVan BUookV ThiVWleWhZaiWe, ³ConYeUVaWionV on GUace and Healing: 
PeUVpecWiYeV fUom Whe MoYemenW Wo End Violence AgainVW Women´ in Lift Every Voice, Constructing Christian 
Theologies from the Underside, ed. Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite and Mary Potter Engel, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, Revised and Expanded Edition, 1998), 183. 

 24. Ibid., 184. 
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by parents and spouses is more harmful than disobedience. Distorted boundaries on the part of 

caregivers can be more damaging than pride or self-love on the part of weaker ones.25  

 In each of these examples, traditional understandings of sin have placed the victim at risk. 

Survivors have been told they must not be angry, resist, or disobey. They must not love 

themselves too much, or acknowledge their own needs. Meanwhile, little has been done to 

discourage those with institutional authority from misusing the power of their positions in the 

family, church, or government. Too often, leaders are free to betray, exploit, or manipulate others 

for their own benefit, without serious consequences. Too often, these leaders have defined sin to 

their own advantage.  

 Tragically, such actions end up reproducing themselves. They become principalities and 

powers, embedded in the institutions, customs, and practices of our society and our lives. These 

systems then give preference and benefit to some at the expense of others. They shape the way 

we think and experience the world.26 OU aV Tame] pXWV iW, ³injustice gains autonomy and 

generates structures of social relations that are sinful, uncontrollable, and enslaving of all human 

beingV.´27 We all become ³accompliceV´ eYen Zhen Ze do noW ZanW Wo be.28 

 Sin then is not just an individual offense against God or other individuals, but is built into 

our social, political, and religious systems. It is not just individual acts of violence against 

women, but social and religious structures which treat women as objects or resources to be used 

by men. It is not just personal prejudice against people of color, but political decisions and 

                                                
 25. MaU\ PoWWeU Engel, ³EYil, Sin, and Whe ViolaWion of Whe VXlneUable´ in Lift Every Voice, Constructing 
Christian Theologies from the Underside, revised ed., ed. Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite and Mary Potter Engel 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998), 163-169. 

 26. See Monica A. Coleman, Making a Way Out of No Way, A Womanist Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2008), 55. 

27. Tamez, 179. 

 28. Ibid., 178. 
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policies which benefit white people at the expense of others. It is not just individual chauvinistic 

behaviors, but national strategies and practices which destroy other peoples and nations.  

Margins versus the center 

 Anabaptists have often discussed this in terms of the world versus the church, the 

coercive powers of the state contrasted with the freedom and life found in the body of Christ.  

Of course, the first Anabaptists experienced hostile state power used directly against themselves, 

so it was natural for them to assume a deep and abiding discrepancy between the church as 

God¶V ³hol\ naWion,´ and Whe naWionV of Whe ZoUld.29 Although called to act justly, governments 

Wend Wo ³become idolaWUoXV and UebellioXV againVW Whe Zill of God.´30 

 What is often not acknowledged is the extent to which Christian churches, including 

Mennonite congregations and institutions, can become corrupted as well, using power in harmful 

ways. They too can become idolatrous and fail to live up to their mandate and responsibility. The 

concept of the church against the world is thus no longer adequate. Not only does it fail to admit 

that the church is also a flawed power, but in the United States especially, the church and state 

have become totally enmeshed. Many American Christians support the most militaristic and 

naWionaliVWic poliWical leadeUV, Zhile WhoVe Zho acWXall\ liYe moUe in line ZiWh JeVXV¶ life and 

witness might be from other faith traditions or claim no faith at all.   

 It is more useful then to see a divide between those in the center of national and cultural 

life, and those on the margins of society who are seeking liberation and justice. Rather than 

focusing only on church/state questions, we must attend to issues of power and privilege.31 In 

any given situation, we must ask who is speaking and whose voice is missing? Whose interests 

                                                
 29. Confession of Faith, 85. 

 30. Ibid.  

 31. Additional implications will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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are being served and whose are being neglected?  Will these policies and procedures safeguard 

and assist those who are most vulnerable, or cause more harm? Only such honest attention to the 

dynamics of power, and how it is used, can help us clearly name what is sinful and how evil 

operates. Only such a focus on the most vulnerable can lead to wholeness and life for all.  

Bodies matter 
 

 Given this solidarity first with victims and survivors, a second key feature of a shalom 

justice household is the affirmation that bodies matter. God loves our bodies and cares deeply 

about what happens to them. Martha especially understood this truth, and used her skills and 

energy to help care for others, and address their needs for food and fellowship. Unfortunately, 

western Christianity has often denigrated our bodies and life on earth, just as many theologians 

have belittled Martha. This is truly a terrible irony since one of the central claims of Christian 

faith is that God entered into our world as a human person, with a body. Jesus also cared deeply 

about bodies: touching them, healing them, feeding them, restoring them. Further, he taught his 

folloZeUV Wo pUa\ WhaW God¶V Zill ZoXld be done on eaUWh aV in heaYen, and Wo aVk foU bUead and 

deliverance from evil. Clearly, Jesus demonstrated that God cares about our physical earth and 

our physical bodies.  

 Anabaptist believers have also affirmed this truth, emphasizing that faith is not just about 

getting to heaven, but it also changes life here on earth. Salvation is for us in the here and now, 

and shapes how we live and relate to one another every day. What we do is more important than 

what we say or claim to believe. 

Wrestling with dualism 

 Nevertheless, our Anabaptist heritage of martyrdom has often served to minimize our 

bodily needs, and the value we place on life here on earth. Stephanie Krehbiel explores this 
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reality in her challenging aUWicle, ³SWa\ing AliYe: HoZ MaUW\Udom Made Me a WaUUioU.´32 In her 

experience, Anabaptist martyr stories have stressed a Uead\ ZillingneVV Wo die foU one¶V beliefV. 

AV Vhe Va\V, ³eYeU\ accoXnW I¶d eYeU Uead in Whe MaUW\U¶V MLUURU emphasizes the courage, even 

ecVWaV\, ZiWh Zhich Whe\ faced WheiU gUXeVome faWeV.´33 Unfortunately, contemporary Mennonites 

have understood Anabaptism primarily as a spiritualized religious movement, without fully 

articulating the ways in which their practices of adult baptism and voluntary church membership 

challenged an unjust social order. Thus, it is difficult for these stories to provide helpful guidance 

for how to create positive change in the world today.34 Indeed, Krehbiel argues that she has had 

to look elsewhere for such wisdom.   

 Regrettably, this focus on martyrdom has also made us more susceptible to the broader 

heritage of western Christianity that was shaped by Greek philosophical dualism. This tradition 

pits the body against the spirit, earth against heaven, passion against the mind and reason, and 

female againVW male. AV DoXglaV e[plainV Vo cleaUl\, ChUiVWianiW\¶V accepWance of WhiV dXaliVm 

UeVXlWed in minimi]ing Whe YalXe of life on eaUWh, and beWUa\ed iWV ³incaUnaWional idenWiW\.´35 

 In fact, as Christianity became platonized, God and all things spiritual were linked to 

heaven, the mind, and a certain kind of masculinity. Meanwhile, women and oppressed peoples 

were sexualized, and viewed as earthly, emotional and full of creaturely temptations. This helps 

explain why images of God are so overwhelmingly male, and why there is so much resistance to 

                                                
 32. Stephanie Krehbiel, ³SWa\ing AliYe: HoZ MaUW\Udom Made Me a WaUUioU,´ in Mennonite Life, 61 
(December 2006), https://ml.bethelks.edu/issue/vol-61-no-4/article/staying-alive-how-martyrdom-made-me-a-
warrior/, accessed July 20, 2017. 

 33. Ibid. 

 34. Ibid. 

 35. Kelly Brown Douglas, WKaW¶V FaLWK GRW WR DR ZLWK IW? BOacN BRdLeV/CKULVWLaQ SRXOV, (Maryknoll, NY: 
OUbiV BookV, 2005), 73.  On page 76, Vhe ZUiWeV fXUWheU WhaW Whe incaUnaWion made cleaU ³WhaW Whe bod\, faU fUom 
being inWUinVicall\ eYil, iV ZhaW poWenWiall\ paUWicipaWeV in making Whe Za\V of God knoZn in hXman hiVWoU\.´  
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using feminine images, even those used in the Bible. For in this understanding of reality, divinity 

could be represented only by masculine traits of authority, rationality, and transcendent distance. 

 At the same time, such dualistic hierarchies make it much easier to denigrate and exploit 

certain bodies and the earth, as these are viewed as inferior and even demonic. Augustine 

especially deplored the way our bodies sometimes act impulsively and passionately. Bodily parts 

and emotions do not always obey the mind. Since reason found it especially difficult to control 

Ve[XaliW\, AXgXVWine aVVeUWed WhaW WhiV ZaV God¶V Za\ of pXniVhing Adam and EYe¶V 

disobedience.36 In his YieZ, Ve[XaliW\ ZaV no longeU paUW of God¶V good gifW of cUeaWion, bXW 

rather proved the need for external control over all unruly members. And as Elaine Pagels 

e[plainV, WhiV feaU of bodil\ chaoV VeUYed Wo jXVWif\ ³male dominaWion of Zomen, coeUciYe 

governmenW, and VlaYeU\.´37 Such oppressions were considered necessary evils in order to 

maintain stability in the world. Needless to say, such logic has resulted in ongoing and 

devastating consequences, especially for those on the underside of these tyrannies. 

Wrestling with shame and entitlement  

 Another result of platonized Christianity has been a debilitating sense of shame for 

women and others whose bodies have been demeaned and exploited. Many grow up fearing that 

there is something so ontologically wrong with them that nothing can save them. They feel 

totally unworthy of love and care, simply for who they are. Stephanie Crumpton describes this as 

Whe ³global, oYeUZhelming sense that who she is²not what she has done (as is the case in 

feelings of guilt)²is bad and wrong, and it occurs when there is failure to meet an important rule 

                                                
 36. Elaine PagelV, ³Adam and EYe and Whe SeUpenW in GeneViV 1-3,´ in Images of the Feminine in 
Gnosticism, edited by Karen L. King, (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), 418-419. 

 37. Ibid., 420. 
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oU VWandaUd.´38 EVpeciall\ Zhen one¶V faiWh commXniW\ enfoUceV VXch noUmV and aVVXmpWionV, iW 

can be e[WUemel\ difficXlW foU Zomen Wo Vee WhemVelYeV aV beaUing God¶V image.39  

 One woman describes, for example, how she was forced to confess sexual sin to her 

congUegaWion afWeU Vhe became pUegnanW oXWVide of maUUiage: ³I ZenW home Wo haWe m\Velf, Wo feel 

the emptiness of ritual forgiving, to understand, once and for all, that love did not conqXeU all.´40 

There was no redemption or safety for her, as the only option available was to marry this brutally 

abusive man who raped her and repeatedly threatened to harm her and her family.  

 Ironically, there is a double message here. On the one hand, western theology minimized 

the value of life on earth for some people, while on the other, it gave license to certain bodies 

and certain races to exploit and destroy others. By insisting on strict binaries, it nurtured a 

hierarchy of creatures and values which gave privileged bodies the belief they were entitled to 

the bodies of others. This in turn encouraged the development of a materialistic, selfish, and 

violent culture which grants ultimate comfort and honor to a small elite at the expense of others.  

 As Davina Lopez explains so well, such hierarchies are necessary for creating and 

sustaining the ways of empire. For example, from her study of Roman imperial art, she found 

that it repeatedly portrayed the Roman conqueror as male, vigorous, invulnerable, and much 

superior to the nations they conquered. Not surprisingly, the bodies of subject nations were 

shown as weak, defeated, penetrated, and female.41 In the end, such a culture sacrifices its own 

                                                
 38. Stephanie M. Crumpton, A Womanist Pastoral Theology against Intimate and Cultural Violence (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 159.   

 39. Ibid., 93. A female friend who works as a spiritual director stated that this is one of the most difficult 
problems many women face in their spiritual journeys, continuing to plague their relationship with God over many, 
many years. 

 40. Leona Stucky, The Fog of Faith, Surviving My Impotent God (Santa Fe, NM: Prairie World Press, 
2017), 98. Italics in original. Here she is referring to a placard that had hung on her bedroom wall, which read, 
³LOVE CONQUERS ALL.´ 74. 

 41. See Davina Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered, ReLPaJLQLQJ PaXO¶V MLVVLRQ (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2008), 17-25.  She alVo ZUiWeV: ³In YiVXal UepUeVenWaWion, Whe peUVonificaWion of naWionV aV Zomen¶V bodieV and 
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values of justice, fairness, and even reason itself, as it works to protect the wealth and comfort of 

³e[cepWional´ bodieV aW all coVW. 

 No doubt, this is why Jesus is such a loving presence in the lives of those who struggle to 

believe they are worthy. For he reached out to and welcomed everyone, especially those scorned 

b\ Whe empiUe. One Zoman pXW iW WhiV Za\: ³JeVXV gaYe XV Whe meVVage WhaW Ze aUe oka\. I am 

oka\, I am enoXgh. We can be loYed foU Zho Ze aUe, ZiWh no pUeWenVe.´42AnoWheU Vaid: ³I 

resonaWe ZiWh RichaUd RohU¶V ideaV of Whe WUXe and Whe falVe Velf, and WhiV iV Wied Wo ValYaWion, WhaW 

WheUe iV a paUW of me WhaW ZaV oka\ fUom Whe beginning and I don¶W haYe Wo UejecW WhaW 

compleWel\.´43 

Suffering is not God’s will  

 Still another effect of platonized Christianity has been the temptation to glorify suffering, 

or even require this of some people for the sake of others. Since this kind of theology can be 

truly dangerous, it is essential that discussions about suffering always stay grounded in the 

UealiW\ of people¶V liYeV, eVpeciall\ WhoVe Zho haYe e[peUienced degUadaWion and WUaXma. AV I 

haYe liVWened Wo Zomen, foU e[ample, one Whing I haYe heaUd iV WhaW ³IW¶V YeU\ cUXel Wo Well 

Vomeone WhaW \oXU pain haV Vome laUgeU pXUpoVe.´44 OU again, ³IW¶V Vo horrible to do that to 

people, Wo make VXffeUing inWo a maWh pUoblem, a foUmXla: \oXU pain plXV WhiV eqXalV meaning.´45  

                                                
conqXeUoUV aV men¶V bodieV commXnicaWeV hieUaUchical poZeU UelaWionV beWZeen RomanV and naWionV, aV Zell aV 
reinforcing those existing between male and female, masculinity and femininity, free and slave, colonizer and 
coloni]ed, and coVmoV and chaoV.´ 51 

 42. Focus group participant. 

 43. Ibid.  

 44. Ibid. 
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 InVWead, Ze need Wo be able Wo confeVV WhaW ³WhingV haYe happened WhaW VhoXld noW haYe 

happened; \oXU pain VhoXld noW haYe happened.´46 We need to be able to say that some things are 

wrong. Like Martha and Mary, we can protest when family members die before they should.  

People should not die because they cannot afford medical care. People should not be violated. 

They should not be hungry, dishonored, and shamed. They should not be tortured or raped. We 

must be able to say this about Jesus too. He should not have been crucified. No one should be 

crucified. No one deserves to suffer such a cruel and humiliating death.  

 But of course, these things do happen. People do hurt each other in terrible ways. And 

there are real and devastating consequences. For instance, one woman described how she died 

Zhen Vhe ZaV Uaped b\ heU bo\fUiend: ³The loVV ZaV WoWal, bXW I dealW ZiWh iW piecemeal«I ZaV 

so bXV\ WU\ing Wo VWa\ aliYe WhaW I didn¶W knoZ WhaW I had died. ThaW¶V Zh\ iW Wook me \eaUV. BXW 

everything was gone. My sense of safety. My sense of trust. My faith. The woman I was for 

twenty-one \eaUV ceaVed Wo e[iVW.´47   

 It is natural then to search for some meaning in this suffering, for ways to redeem and 

transform the pain and agony. But we must be very careful not to be glib about this or insist on 

certain answers. We need to admit that too often our answers do not help, but are a way to get us 

³off Whe hook; Whe\ aUe a Za\ Wo conWUol, Wo make XV feel WhaW iW Zon¶W happen Wo me.´48  

 What we need to do instead is to remain in that uncomfortable place of silence and 

lament, giving people the space and time they need in which to grieve and find their own 

answers. We need to accept that sometimes there is no answer that will ever be enough. And 
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VomeWimeV, eYen Zhen God¶V pUeVence iV helpfXl, WhaW alone doeV noW neceVVaUil\ giYe meaning oU 

purpose to the experience.49  

 We need to say that suffering is not whaW UedeemV XV. ThiV iV noW God¶V Zill. Like MaUWha 

and Mary, we can seek healing for our loved ones. We can protest and mourn when they die. 

Still, we hope and pray that God will provide a way through the pain. Just as we believe that God 

raised Jesus from Whe dead, Ze can haYe faiWh in God¶V abiliW\ Wo noXUiVh life eYen in Whe deepeVW 

valleys and bleakest places of our lives.   

The meaning of the cross 
 

 Still the reality of the cross haunts us, and it is natural to search for what it meant that 

Jesus was killed this way. Certainly, all those who followed him and found so much hope in him 

had to make some sense of what had happened. How could it be that Jesus would be destroyed, 

the very one in whom God had been so present with them?  

 No doubt some concluded WhaW JeVXV coXld noW be God¶V anoinWed one. FoU if God ZeUe 

truly present with him, he would have escaped death and his movement would have succeeded in 

establishing justice in the land.   

 His followers dared to insist, however, that God was truly present in him and still present 

with them. In fact, they proclaimed that the cross revealed just how deeply God loved them and 

all WhoVe Zho aUe cUXcified. The cUoVV Vignified God¶V XlWimaWe and compleWe VolidaUiW\ ZiWh Whe 

most vulnerable and most despised, those which our worldly systems treat as exploitable and of 

little value.  
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 So it was not Jesus who failed but the empire. The crucifixion demonstrated clearly that 

the ruling authorities did not care for its people and their bodies. In reality, they will use and 

destroy the bodies of those it considers dangerous and disposable. Jesus suggests this 

contradiction himself. In his farewell address to his followers, he promises that the advocate to 

come ³Zill pUoYe Whe ZoUld ZUong aboXW Vin and UighWeoXVneVV and jXdgmenW.´50 God¶V poZeUfXl 

love would reveal just how mistaken the earthly authorities were about comprehending and 

implemenWing God¶V Zill.  

 Wonhee Anne Joh, a Korean theologian, wrestles deeply with this truth and what it 

means for the church to affirm that God was not on the side of imperial power, but rather with 

Whe abjecW, all ³WhoVe Zho haYe been UepUeVVed, e[pelled, peUVecXWed, e[ecXWed, oppUeVVed.´51 For 

her, the cross points in two directions. On the one hand, it acknowledges the power of 

domination to oppress and kill while at the same time revealing God¶V Uadical and all-inclusive 

love.52 AV Vhe Va\V, iW ³pays homage to the power of horror/abjection while at the same time 

using mimicry to make present the transgressive and transforming power of loYe.´53  

 Joh addresses not only the political and social implications of such love, but also some of 

the deeply rooted psychological realities which undergird and result from oppression. Using the 

work of Julia Kristeva and Melanie Klein, she explores the contrast between maternal love and 

Whe ³LaZ of Whe FaWheUV´ Zhich ofWen WUieV Wo UepXdiaWe oXU connecWionV Wo oWheUV.54 Too often, 

                                                
 50. John 16:8.  
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she argues, the maternal or semiotic (pre-thought) aspects of life are considered dangerous and 

without any validity or agency.55 

 Such rejection of maternal love is harmful as it leads to a denial of the fundamental 

connections between human beings. In a patriarchal and imperial society, love then becomes 

subversive, as it insists on the importance of our relationships with one another, rather than on 

Whe ³conVWUXcWion of a Velf in oppoViWion Wo Whe oWheU.´56 It consents to vulnerability and the need 

to include all people, aV Zell aV ³Whe ofWen negaWiYi]ed and VhadoZed paUWV of oXUVelYeV.´57  

 As a symbol of ultimate solidarity, the cross thus incorporates these rejected parts of 

ourselves and our society. It represents the return of those elements that have been forced into 

hiding, but which are needed for a healthy self and a healthy community. When we can 

recognize that God was on the cross, we can see the possibility of reconnecting, reintegrating, 

and even resurrecting, parts of ourselves and our society that are needed for our redemption.58 

Indeed, WhiV concepW of dangeUoXV UelaWionaliW\ ³alloZV XV Wo Ueimagine loYe on Whe cUoVV not as 

self-abnegation or sacrifice but as a radical inclusive love that is both transgressive and 

emancipaWoU\.´59  

 Of course, this understanding of love and connection can be misused and exploited to 

maintain the status quo, and demand that women especially sacrifice themselves for others. Joh 

aUgXeV hoZeYeU, WhaW Zomen mXVW be able Wo mainWain WheiU oZn idenWiW\ and WheiU ³embodimenW 
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of jeong is dynamic, empowering, subversive, disruptive, sly, insurgent, and most often oriented 

WoZaUd VXVWaining life.´60  

 Thus, Joh agrees with Elizabeth Johnson, that love and power should not be divided, but 

WhaW ³µZe Veek Wo inWegUaWe WheVe WZo, Veeing loYe aV Whe Vhape in Zhich diYine poZeU appeaUV.¶´61  

In WhiV Za\ When, Whe collaboUaWion beWZeen oneVelf and anoWheU ³is not one that seeks to maintain 

the status quo or to perpetuate oppression. Rather, such collaboration, born out of connectedness, 

VeekV Wo ZoUk WoZaUdV emancipaWoU\ pUa[iV foU all.´62  

 Dorothee Soelle also claims that love is a strong, dynamic power. It does not avoid 

conflicW bXW ³mXVW neceVVaUil\ Veek confUonWaWion, Vince iWV moVW impoUWanW conceUn iV noW Whe 

aYoidance of VXffeUing bXW Whe libeUaWion of people.´63 FXUWheU, ³Whe more we love, the more 

people in whom we take an interest, the more closely we are bound to them, the more likely it is 

WhaW Ze geW inWo difficXlWieV and e[peUience pain.´64  

 What Soelle is describing is again solidarity and an unflinching choice to embrace all of 

UealiW\. AV Vhe e[plainV, WhiV kind of VXffeUing ³aUiVeV fUom a UelaWionVhip Wo Whe ZoUld WhaW iV noW 

immeUVed in Whe I alone«bXW Whe UiVk conWained in eYeU\ paUWiality for the victims of history and 

eYeU\ commiWmenW Wo Whe caXVe of Whe loVeUV.´65 While such a decision is costly, the price for 

aYoiding VXch commiWmenW iV eYen higheU. IW meanV WhaW ³When Ze foUVake oWheUV and oXUVelYeV; 

                                                
 60. Ibid., 127. Joh XVeV Whe KoUean ZoUd ³jeong´ Wo encapVXlaWe WhaW Zhich ³foVWeUV life-giving relationality 
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 61. Ibid., 128, quoting from Elizabeth Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological 
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we have sold our souls. Then we affirm only a little slice of reality, not the whole of reality in 

ZhoVe midVW VWandV Whe cUoVV.´66  

 In this sense then, the cross was necessary, in order for God to enter completely into the 

realities of life and death on earth. It was not payment to an angry or offended God for our sins, 

bXW UaWheU God¶V ZillingneVV Wo enWeU fully into the sins of our world and reveal them for what 

they are. 

Resistance and repentance  
 

 The cross is also the cost of resistance. It is the inevitable result of seeking life and 

ZholeneVV foU all God¶V people, eVpeciall\ Zhen WhiV WhUeaWenV Whe VWaWXV qXo. Too ofWen iW iV Whe 

price that is paid for challenging the systems of exploitation and refusing to back down. It is the 

cost of standing with those who have felt in their bones the reality of being disparaged and 

viewed as dangerous or of no consequence.  

 This then is the third characteristic of a shalom justice household: resistance to the forces 

of oppression and death. In Chapter Four, we saw how Martha, Mary, and Lazarus continued to 

host Jesus in their home, even though the authorities were searching for him, and were now also 

threatening to kill Lazarus as well.67 Clearly, they understood that love is not neutral but stands 

with the vulnerable, tends to their needs, and follows their wisdom. Along with others in the 

movement, they turned away from the false gods of empire and domination, toward the true God 

who loves and cares for all. They embraced an understanding of God as one who grants justice as 
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a gracious gift to all, rather than reserving this just for those with enough wealth and status in the 

empire.68  

Wrestling with idols  

 No doubt, this is why the scriptures struggle so hard against idolatry. For idolatry is really 

Whe ³ciYic ZoUVhip of Whe one maVWeU of Whe ZoUld.´69 It means submitting to the principalities and 

powers who claim ultimate allegiance, submission, and sacrifice from the people. It makes sense 

then that the early church urged people to turn away from all idols and misplaced worship. For as 

Lopez explains, in order to birth a new creation, a new community, people had to turn away from 

honoUing Whe Za\V of empiUe and WXUn inVWead WoZaUd Whe WUXe God, ³Whe God of IVUael, Whe cUeaWoU 

of the world, who will reconcile them with one another and end war foreYeU.´70 This included all 

those, both Jews and Gentiles, who had acquiesced to the dominant culture which reverenced the 

emperor and credited his rule with their wellbeing.    

 AV elaboUaWed in ChapWeU FoXU, in JeVXV¶ da\, eYen Whe Wemple and iWV leadeUV had bowed 

to the god of Roman conquest. Although they claimed to speak and act for the one true God, in 

reality their first loyalty was to Caesar and his demands. And they used their interpretation of the 

law and temple worship to oppress and exploit the people for their own benefit.   

 This is why Jesus resisted these rulers so persistently and strenuously. To be sure, he was 

nonviolent, yet his teaching and ministry clearly threatened the power and authority of the ruling 

powers, much like the southern freedom movement threatened the legitimacy and rule of white 

supremacy. By freely offering healing and deliverance, Jesus subverted the ability of the temple 

authorities to use God for their own purposes. By freely offering forgiveness and community, he 
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undercut their ability to use shame and guilt to stigmatize or blame the people for their suffering. 

B\ fUeel\ offeUing food and a libeUaWing YiVion of God¶V jXVWice, he offeUed hope and coXUage, 

UooWed noW in dominaWing poZeU, bXW in God¶V loYe and geneUoViW\.   

 Such resistance is still so very necessary. Again, this is not resistance for its own sake but 

rooted in the need to reject the logic and seeming inevitability of violence and domination. Over 

many generations, Mennonites have emphasized nonresistance as opposed to violence. While 

this has been positive in that it encouraged Mennonite men to refuse participation in war and 

military institutions, it nevertheless cultivated too much passivity toward other kinds of 

oppression. Too often it encouraged a withdrawal from the larger society and a deep reluctance 

to engage in social justice movements, such as struggles for racial justice, labor rights, or safety 

for women. Too often it cultivated submission to violence rather than creative and courageous 

resistance. Too often it urged suffering as an end in itself rather than as a cost to be borne in the 

movement toward life and wholeness.71 

Turning toward God’s shalom justice 

 Ironically, such an emphasis on nonresistance not only fails to resist evil, but it also often 

fails to urge repentance on the part of those who hurt and destroy others. Mennonites have 

focXVed Vo VWUongl\ on peace, UeconciliaWion, and loYing one¶V enemieV WhaW Ze haYe ofWen 

overlooked the call to justice. We have urged peace at all costs without charting the way to right 

and equitable relationships. We have failed to invite change and transformation, responsibility 

and accountability.   

 For example, after the violent and racist demonstrations in Charlottesville, Virginia, 

Mennonite pastor Jon Carlson wrote a blog urging that Christians not only denounce such hate, 
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but also reach out in self-giving love to the perpetrators.72 While it is important to offer grace and 

love to all, nowhere in the blog did he mention repentance or the need for the white supremacist 

demonstrators to change their ways. Perhaps he considered this self-evident, yet when insisting 

that victims offer themselves in sacrificial ways, it is important to also urge repentance and 

change for those who cause harm.  

 Truly, this ZaV a cenWUal aVpecW of JeVXV¶ meVVage: ³UepenW, and belieYe in Whe good 

neZV.´73 He invited all to turn away from trying to satisfy an unjust order and to live instead into 

Whe UealiW\ of God¶V Zill, God¶V jXVWice. He inYiWed Wa[ collecWoUV like ZacchaeXV to join with their 

neighbors rather than continue to use the system for their own benefit.74 He urged Pharisees like 

Nicodemus to be born again, to let God transform their worldview and assumptions, so they 

could see and experience what God intended for the world. Of course, Jesus urged his followers 

to love their enemies, but he also encouraged and admonished those with wealth and privilege to 

join this justice movement as allies and repentant partners.  

 In a very real sense, Jesus offered salvation from all those forces which twist and deform 

who we are and how we relate to God, ourselves and one another. As one woman explained, 

³We aUe VaYed fUom being diVWoUWed and paUWicipaWing in Whe ongoing diVWoUWion.´75 This of course 

manifests itself in different wa\V, depending on one¶V VWaWion in life. FoU Vome, WhiV meanV 
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learning to overcome deep shame, while for others, it means resisting privilege and the 

assumptions of entitlement.  

 But this is never simple or clear-cut, and all of us will need to do the careful, 

intersectional work of sifting through where we have been wronged, and also where we have 

benefited from oppressive systems.76 We will need to discern when to be assertive in caring for 

ourselves and when to step back, learn, and take leadership from those who are more vulnerable. 

We Zill need Wo be hXmble and aleUW, Zilling Wo challenge and be challenged aV Ze all Veek God¶V 

will. 

Baptism into resistance and new life 

 This is why baptism is such an important Christian practice. On the one hand, it 

represents a washing away of sin that is both personal and political. As Brock and Parker 

e[plain, bapWiVm in JeVXV¶ Wime ³offeUed a paWh b\ Zhich people VepaUaWed and pXUified 

themselves from the corruptions of the Roman occupation and its client-king.´77 But baptism 

also promised new life. Rising out of the baptismal waters and being clothed in new garments 

Vignified being UeboUn inWo God¶V ZoUldZide commXniW\ and UeWXUned Wo Whe pUomiVe of 

paradise.78    

 Of course, we do not know if the household of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus actually 

practiced baptism. Yet, having joined themselves to Jesus, their actions of welcome and 

hoVpiWaliW\ Vignaled WheVe commiWmenWV. The\ choVe Wo embUace God¶V YiVion of jXVWice and 

                                                
 76. The term intersectionality was first coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, and refers to the 
complicated way in which different types of discrimination overlap, combine, and accumulate for marginalized 
gUoXpV of people. FUom ³WoUd We¶Ue WaWching: InWeUVecWionaliW\,´ MeUUiam-Webster, accessed September 22, 
2017, https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/intersectionality-meaning. 

 77. Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker, Saving Paradise, How Christianity Traded Love of 
This World for Crucifixion and Empire (Boston: Beacon Press, 2008), 41.  

 78. Ibid., 133. 



121 
 

shalom. They also demonstrated their willingness to separate from the violence and oppression 

of the ruling powers in Jerusalem and Rome, despite the costs.    

 Traces of this understanding still show up in the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite 

Perspective: ³BapWiVm b\ ZaWeU iV a Vign WhaW a peUVon haV Uepented, received forgiveness, 

UenoXnced eYil, and died Wo Vin, WhUoXgh Whe gUace of God in ChUiVW JeVXV.´79 Unfortunately, we 

have come to understand sin and forgiveness primarily in personal moral terms, and thereby lost 

the sense of renouncing the destructive ways of empire, and being released from its control. We 

have failed to demonstrate how to resist violence and degradation, and to walk together in a 

journey of rebirth and transformation to just and loving ways. This is what we must recover in 

order to truly become a shalom justice household.  

The power of love  
 

 In Whe end, Ze ZanW Wo focXV noW onl\ on Whe cUoVV and UeViVWance Wo eYil, bXW on God¶V 

power to redeem, to take on suffering, and bring forth life even in the midst of death. This was 

Martha¶V UemaUkable WeVWimon\: WhaW deVpiWe heU bUoWheU¶V death, she still believed in Jesus and in 

God¶V poZeU Wo bUing foUWh life.80 And of course, Lazarus himself was living proof of this 

power.81   

 A fourth dimension then of a shalom justice household iV iWV faiWh in Whe poZeU of God¶V 

love. Here I use the word power deliberately. Power often has a negative connotation because it 

has been identified with coercion and domination, expressed in having power over others. 

However, I believe there is also enoUmoXV poZeU and aXWhoUiW\ Wo be foXnd in loYe¶V capaciW\ Wo 
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do great things with and for others. Thus, I seek to reinforce the strength and dignity of the love 

that is found in relationships and in the regard we give ourselves and others.  

 We have already e[ploUed hoZ JeVXV¶ healing miniVWU\ ZaV a poZeUfXl e[pUeVVion of WhiV 

loYe and connecWed people back Wo hoZ WheiU anceVWoUV had e[peUienced God¶V libeUaWing poZeU 

in their history.82 Just as God had led them out of slavery in Egypt and helped them survive 

during and after exile, God was acting in Jesus to bring restoration and liberation. God was 

restoring their health and their communities, and providing nourishment that was both physical 

and spiritual.  

 These deeds of power also meant that God was not the one punishing them. God was not 

the one demanding sacrifice and suffering. Instead, God was forgiving their sins and affirming 

that they were worthy of love and care. This God, the one their ancestors had always relied on, 

was full of compassion and grace. And this God, as Jesus said, longed to care for them as a 

mother hen cares for her chicks.83    

 Again, it is important to emphasize that the biblical concept of salvation is not primarily 

about life after death. Rather it means restoration of health and wellbeing, as well as safety and 

liberation or rescue from danger and cruelty.84 Today, this continues to be a meaningful way to 

Whink of ValYaWion. One Zoman commenWed WhaW ³I haYe leaUned Wo Ueall\ appUeciaWe Whe facW WhaW 

in Greek, salvation equals healing: healing me, the world and the cosmos. Liberation is still 

impoUWanW, bXW WheUe iV WhiV VenVe of going deepeU, dZelling in God, dZelling in loYe.´85 
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Communion as generous solidarity 

 Such generous love finds expression in the Eucharist or thanksgiving service often known 

aV commXnion oU Whe LoUd¶V SXppeU. 86 ThiV VeUYice noZ ofWen focXVeV eVpeciall\ on JeVXV¶ 

death.87 BXW in Whe eaUl\ chXUch, WhiV obVeUYance alVo linked Wo JeVXV¶ miUacleV of pUoYiding food 

for the people and pointed them to the paradise which God originally created.88 As Brock and 

PaUkeU aUgXe, ³The ancienW EXchaUiVW ZaV deVigned Wo capWXUe Whe ZholeneVV of beaXW\ and Wo 

impUinW UighW UelaWionVhip Wo Whe ZoUld«The UiWXal feaVW iniWiaWed people inWo this world unveiled 

aV paUadiVe.´89   

 Again, we do not know details about how those who met in the household of Martha, 

Mary, and Lazarus practiced communion. Yet, we can imagine people continuing to meet 

together around a table, just as they did when Jesus was among them. We can imagine them 

sharing food aV Whe\ UemembeUed and celebUaWed JeVXV¶ ZoUdV and miniVWU\ among Whem. We can 

imagine them recommitting themselves to his invitation to continue this work in their own homes 

and communities.  

 As Brock and Parker note further, such practices of sharing food and fellowship directly 

challenged the Roman emperors who curried favor by giving food to the poor. The ability of 

JeVXV and hiV folloZeUV Wo feed people Vignaled WhaW God, and noW Rome, ZaV Whe ³WUXe VoXUce of 

life.´90 These practices, therefore, along with ministries of healing, liberation, and forgiveness 
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continued to demonstrate that people could find release and restoration, not through the temple 

oU VXbmiVVion Wo Rome, bXW UaWheU WhUoXgh God¶V loYe foU all people and WheiU VolidaUiW\ and care 

for one another. These ordinary believers²and not the ruling elite²were the ones capable of 

offering life and healing to others. They were the ones who could show the way.   

 Again, Lopez highlights the contrast between this message and that of the Roman 

EmpiUe. Rome pUomiVed feUWiliW\ and ZealWh WhUoXgh ³conqXeUing and plXndeUing Whe naWionV,´ 

whereas Jesus and the early church demonstrated that health and wellbeing would come through 

their struggle together and mutual care for one another.91 As Lopez sa\V, ³The neZ cUeaWion, 

once boUn, iV maUked b\ VolidaUiW\ and mXWXal UelaWionVhip among defeaWed naWionV.´92 This is life 

born from the underside of history, rather than manufactured by those who claim to manage and 

control the world.  

 In this context then, JeVXV¶ ZillingneVV Wo go all Whe Za\ Wo Whe cUoVV iV noW pUimaUil\ 

about sacrifice, but the power of love to release people from bondage to sin and oppression, and 

restore them to a sense of well-being and ZoUWh. TogeWheU ZiWh JeVXV¶ miniVWU\ and hiV 

resXUUecWion, iW Vignaled God¶V poZeU Wo bUing ValYaWion noW WhUoXgh Roman aUmieV, bXW WhUoXgh 

those who appear weak and disposable, who dare to propose another way, a way not of 

domination and conquest, but of love and solidarity.   

Love holds us  

 Amazingly, such love often has the capacity to hold us, even during our most difficult 

hours. This of course, is not a panacea. There are times when it appears that all is lost, God is 

                                                
 91. Lopez, 145. 

 92. Ibid., 147. 
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nowhere to be found, and love does not conquer all.93 Surely, Martha and Mary felt this keenly 

when Jesus was too far away and failed to show up in time to heal Lazarus. 

 Nevertheless, this image of being held by God is one that comes up repeatedly in 

Zomen¶V VWoUieV. One Zoman deVcUibed hoZ Vhe had alZa\V heaUd aboXW Whe need Wo hold onto 

God. YeW, Vhe foXnd heUVelf UeVponding deepl\ Wo Whe idea WhaW God ZaV holding heU. ³JXVW be 

held. ThaW¶V beaXWifXl! ThaW¶V ZhaW Ze need Wo heaU Zhen Ze aUe in pain, inVWead of WhoVe VWXpid 

Va\ingV, like µGod needed a floZeU in hiV gaUden.¶´94   

 Another talked about a time when she was struggling with post-partum depression and 

noW Vleeping aW nighW. ³IW ZaV hoUUible, bXW When one nighW, I had WhiV YeU\ VWUong impUeVVion WhaW 

JeVXV ZaV holding me aV a bab\.´ 95 That feeling is still very meaningful to her and brought tears 

to her eyes when describing it many years later. 

 SWill anoWheU Zoman VhaUed an e[peUience WhaW helped heU VXUYiYe, deVpiWe heU faWheU¶V 

Ve[Xal abXVe. AlWhoXgh feeling WhaW God coXld neYeU ³foUgiYe a giUl Zho µfXcked heU dadd\,¶´ 

Vhe ³talked about going down into the abyss, further and further down until she touched bottom, 

and the bottom held her up. That there was something coming up from underneath her that held 

heU Xp and ZiWhoXW WhaW Vhe ZoXld noW haYe been aliYe.´96   

 Rebecca Parker also recalls a time when she was being orally raped as a child and 

WhoXghW Vhe ZaV going Wo die. YeW, in WhaW momenW ³I kneZ WhaW WheUe ZaV a PUeVence ZiWh me WhaW 

                                                
 93. Stucky, 98, referring to her experience of brutal intimate partner violence. 

 94. Focus group participant. In some communities, people use sayings like this when trying to offer 
comfort to someone who has lost a loved one.   

 95. Focus group participant. 

 96. Pellauer, 189. Italics in original. 
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ZaV µVWUongeU¶ Whan Whe UapiVW and WhaW coXld encompaVV m\ WeUUoU.´97 She felt this presence had 

the power to save her and in fact believes this Presence did stop this man and saved her life.   

 Parker concedes, however, that her rapist could have denied this Presence and he could 

have killed her: ³MoleVWeUV do kill. The Na]iV did kill. BaWWeUeUV do kill VpoXVeV and childUen.´98 

Thus, as noted earlier, we should never ever minimize the reality of evil or its consequences. 

There are times when it really does appear that God is absent and love is not enough. No doubt, 

this is what Jesus felt when he cried out, asking why had God forsaken him.99 Here the gospel of 

MaUk iV eVpeciall\ UealiVWic. In WhaW goVpel, WheVe aUe JeVXV¶ final ZoUdV and Whe VWoU\ endV ZiWh 

very little hope the movement would survive. 

Wrestling with doubt and fear 

 Where do we find hope then? How do we perceive resurrection and affirm that God does 

offer a way through? Here process theology offers some helpful perspectives. It understands God 

not as a being who can force things to go according to some predetermined plan. Rather, God is a 

peUVXaViYe poZeU, Zho ³inflXenceV, peUVXadeV, lXUeV oU µcallV¶ XV Wo embUace Whe pUincipleV of 

God¶V YiVion in eYeU\ conWe[W.´100 When terrible, terrible things happen, God does not give up, 

but constantly works to find the best possible outcome in each situation. God continues to offer 

new possibilities, and call each of us to choose the path to life and wholeness. As Coleman says 

                                                
 97. Rebecca PaUkeU, ³The UnbleVVed Child,´ in Proverbs of Ashes, Violence, Redemptive Suffering, and the 
Search for What Saves Us (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001), 211.  

 98. Ibid., 212. 

 99. Matthew 27:46, Mark 15:34.  Also see Stucky, 303. 

 100. Monica A. Coleman, ³InWUodXcWion Wo PUoceVV Theolog\,´ in  CUeaWLQJ WRPeQ¶V TKeRORJ\, A 
Movement Engaging Process Thought, ed. Monica A. Coleman, Nancy R. Howell, and Helene Tallon Russell 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2011), 17. 
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Vo eloqXenWl\, ³We aUe noW boXnd b\ oXU paVW«We can do VomeWhing neZ.´101 Life is constantly 

changing and while some aspects of oXUVelYeV mighW peUiVh, Ze aUe alVo ³conVWanWl\ UeboUn.´102  

 It is also helpful to recognize that God operates this way, not because God is aloof or 

unloving. Rather, God covets and relishes relationships with genuine, creative persons, people 

who are able to interact with and contribute both to God and the larger world. Just as we would 

find it quite wearisome to live in a world full of dolls or robots, so too God did not settle for a 

world full of beings who did not have the freedom and ability to think and act on their own. In 

other words, as early church leader Irenaeus articulated, free will is the positive capacity to live 

and love out of an ability to freely choose what is good.103  

  God also delights in difference and diversity. This inevitably means that there will be 

various levels of strength and ability, with some needing care from those who are stronger or 

more experienced. Tragically, where there is vulnerability and freedom, there will likely be 

abuse, injustice, and violence. But can one really imagine a world without choice and 

possibility? A world without the intrigue of potential growth and the joy which comes from 

authentic relationships? Thus, even though the current state of our world often leads to deep 

despair and grief, it is also difficult to imagine a world in which there are no children and no 

elders, no vulnerability, and no freedom to create and respond as a unique individual. 

  This process understanding recognizes further, that we cannot survive and thrive alone. 

We need relationships. We cannot enjoy creativity and diversity individually. And because there 

are varieties of gifts and abilities, we depend upon each other for our very lives. This means that 

                                                
 101. Monica A. Coleman, Making a Way Out of No Way, A Womanist Theology, (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2008), 51. 

 102. Coleman, Bipolar Faith, 239. 

 103. John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (New York: HarperCollins, revised edition, 1977), 213. 
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our free will, our choices, will affect others in profound ways. As Coleman e[plainV, ³Sin iV 

easily perpetuated and systematized because we are so influential. We shape our futures and 

those around us. They have to live with what we have done. We have to live with what others 

haYe done.´104 

 Truly, these are the profound consequences of living in a world in which relationships are 

absolutely vital and built into the very nature of things. Where we depend on others and they 

depend on us. Where we cannot ultimately control others, even as we do not want to be 

compelled. Where we all have freedom to choose and the best we can do is to love, encourage, 

and persuade.   

 Of course, in a world where so much is so wrong and so much needs to change, it is 

tempting to long for God to somehow step in dramatically and decisively to make things right.  

But this too easily succumbs to seeking some coercive power that could turn everyone into 

compliant dolls who would smile and sit up straight. And the truth is this is the very type of 

power which causes so much destruction and death in our world. 

Continuing to make a way  

 So we must learn to rely on a God who exercises a different kind of vulnerable and 

relational power. God is present with us. God know us and feels with us even in the midst of 

death and crucifixion. Even when it appears WhaW all iV loVW, God¶V SpiUiW iV UeVilienW and offeUV life 

and healing.105 Even when God is crucified, there is resurrection.  

 M\VWeUioXVl\, gUief and hope inWeUmingle. AV JoneV e[plainV, ³In oXU gUief and in oXU 

hope, we embody the glory of God, for our grief bears witness to what should not be and 

                                                
 104. Coleman, Making a Way Out of No Way, 55. 

 105. James Newton Poling, Rethinking Faith, A Constructive Practical Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2011), 69. 
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therefore to what actually is and should be, accoUding Wo God¶V cUeaWiYe and UedempWiYe 

inWenWionV.´106 In WhiV Za\ When, ³God VaYeV Whe ZoUld WhUoXgh Whe YiVion WhaW comeV Wo each of XV 

in God¶V calling. God VaYeV Whe ZoUld b\ offeUing GodVelf Wo Whe ZoUld.´107 

 God also chooses to do all this in relationship with us. God needs us to be part of the 

work of redemption and salvation. We are part of the process. But we cannot do it alone; we 

need to work together with oWheUV. AV Coleman emphaVi]eV, ³CombaWing eYil, fighWing injXVWice, 

resisting violence, questing for wholeness and health ± these things are never about the actions of 

a Vingle indiYidXal. SalYaWion iV aboXW Whe acWiYiW\ of commXniWieV.´108  

 So it is essential to join with others, to create shalom justice households. Households that 

are located in the midst of suffering communities and bXilW on God¶V VolidaUiW\ ZiWh Whe moVW 

YXlneUable among XV. HoXVeholdV Zho demonVWUaWe God¶V loYe foU oXU bodieV and oXU physical 

world. Households committed to resisting the forces of oppression, violence, and death. 

Households inviting all to repentance and transformation. Households willing to believe that, 

despite so much evidence to the contrary, love is the ultimate power, offering healing, hope, and 

restoration to those whose lives have been disregarded and destroyed.  

 JXVW aV Ze UeceiYe God¶V geneUoXV loYe and poZeU in commXnion ZiWh God, Vo Woo Ze 

can act in solidarity with others to promote renewal and transformation. We can trust that love 

will hold us and lead us to resurrection.  

                                                
 106. Serene Jones, Trauma and Grace, Theology in a Ruptured World (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2009), 121-122. Italics in original. 

 107. Coleman, 61. 

 108. Ibid., 100. 
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Chapter Six: Practices of a Shalom Justice Household 
 

 I would now like to sketch out some implications of what it would mean for the church to 

embrace being a shalom justice household. I will identify some pastoral concerns as well as 

practical steps to take. These will follow the four principal markers of shalom justice discussed 

in the previous chapter: solidarity with victims, affirming our bodies, strategies of resistance and 

repentance, and strengthening the power of love.   

 Certainly, these suggestions are not exhaustive or complete. I offer them as proposals 

Zhich can be XVefXl in bXilding Whe capaciW\ of eYeU\one Wo heaU and UeVpond Wo God¶V gUacioXV 

offer of salvation, life and wholeness.  

Solidarity with victims 
 

 Choosing solidarity with victims of sin and evil would, of course, mean working with 

them to attend to their needs and priorities. This would affect where we put our energies and how 

we spend our resources. It would determine where we live and worship, and who we partner 

with. IW ZoXld noW alloZ XV Wo pUofeVV neXWUaliW\, oU inViVW on UeconciliaWion aV God¶V XlWimaWe 

pUioUiW\. RaWheU, Ze ZoXld Veek God¶V Zill, God¶V jXVWice, aV a Za\ of life in Zhich all coXld liYe 

and thrive as God intended.   

 In our congregations and church institutions, this would mean closely examining how 

policies and decisions affect those who are most vulnerable. It would mean working to create 

environments of safety, and dismantling systems which allow perpetrators to act in secret and 

with no accountability. It would mean first seeking repentance and responsibility from offenders 

before demanding forgiveness and reconciliation from those who have been injured. It would 
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mean insisting on justice for survivors, encouraging them to grow, explore their options, and use 

their power.1   

Worship  

  Another important task would be to evaluate our worship services, as these shape our 

horizons and perceptions of what is most essential and ultimate. It is vital then to examine what 

these words and practices communicate to those who are most vulnerable, and whether they 

provide assurance and strength to become who God meant them to be. 

 This calls for creativity and constant vigilance concerning all aspects of Christian 

worship. Sheila Redmond urgeV miniVWeUV Wo: ³Think aboXW eYeU\ pUa\eU, VeUmon, VcUipWXUe. PXW 

yourself in the shoes of a battered woman and try to understand her experience. Remember what 

iW ZaV like Wo be a child, and e[peUience WhUoXgh a child¶V e\eV and eaUV ZhaW \oX aUe going Wo 

Va\.´2 What messages do these vulnerable ones hear about suffering and the kind of salvation 

Jesus offers? Do these words, uttered in sacred space, lead to hope and life, or to more death?  

Communion 

 One of the central practices of Christian worship is communion or the Eucharist. 

UnfoUWXnaWel\, WhiV VeUYice noZ focXVeV almoVW e[clXViYel\ on JeVXV¶ deaWh aV a VacUifice. ThXV, 

as Marjorie Proctor-SmiWh aUgXeV in heU eVVa\, ³The Whole Loaf: Hol\ CommXnion and 

SXUYiYal,´ WhiV offeUing of ValYaWion haV become ³noW a VoXUce of noXUiVhmenW and pleaVXUe, bXW 

an eating and drinking of suffering and death. The eating of broken bodies and the drinking of 

                                                
 1. See Mary D. Pellauer with Susan BUookV ThiVWleWhZaiWe,³ConYeUVaWionV on GUace and Healing: 
PeUVpecWiYeV fUom Whe MoYemenW Wo End Violence AgainVW Women,´ in Lift Every Voice, Constructing Christian 
Theologies from the Underside, ed. Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite and Mary Potter Engel, (Revised and Expanded 
Edition, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998), 186-187. 

 2. Sheila Redmond, ³¶RemembeU Whe Good, FoUgeW Whe Bad¶: Denial and Famil\ Violence in a ChUiVWian 
WoUVhip SeUYice,´ in Women at Worship, ed. Marjorie Proctor-Smith and Janet R. Walton (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 79.  
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spilled blood appears to spiritualize and justify the real life broken bodies and spilled blood of 

women and childUen.´3  

 She WheUefoUe XUgeV WhaW chXUcheV UecoYeU a moUe ³libeUaWiYe and jo\fXl emphaViV in Whe 

commXnion VeUYice in place of a peniWenWial oU VoUUoZfXl appUoach.´4 This can include more 

emphaViV on Whe VWoUieV of JeVXV¶ miUacXloXV feedingV, and oXU anWicipation of the great messianic 

feast in order to shift the primary focus from suffering and death to life and community. Further, 

we can use the language of struggle and liberation, rather than of sacrifice. We can stress that 

God does not require suffering for our salvation, but rather suffering is always in the service of 

life and ZholeneVV. God doeV noW need deaWh bXW bUingV foUWh life and WUanVfoUmaWion ³in spite of 

VXffeUing and deaWh.´5  

 Hilary Scarsella has also done much work on ways to make the communion service more 

life-giving, especially for survivors of trauma and sexualized violence. A group working with her 

has proposed some alternative language for the words of institution. One option focuses 

especially on remembering Jesus, using these words: 

Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread and when he had given 
thanks, he broke it (break the bread) and Vaid, ³When \oX VhaUe bUead WogeWheU, 
UemembeU me.´ 
 JeVXV Wook Whe cXp afWeU VXppeU, Va\ing, ³ThiV cXp iV Whe neZ coYenanW. When you 
dUink iW WogeWheU, UemembeU me.´ 6 

 

 The Vecond alWeUnaWiYe fUom ScaUVella¶V ZoUk pUoYideV moUe conWe[W, Vo WhaW JeVXV¶ ZoUdV 

are clearly connected to his life and ministry on earth:    

                                                
 3. Marjorie Proctor-SmiWh, ³The Whole Loaf: Hol\ CommXnion and SXUYiYal,´ in Violence Against Women 
and Children. ed. Carol J. Adams and Marie M. Fortune (New York: Continuum Publishing Company, 1995), 474. 

 4. Ibid., 475-476. 

 5. Ibid., 476. Italics are in the original. 

 6. Janie Beck Kreider, “A new Mennonite communion liturgy addresses concerns of sexual abuse 
VXUYiYoUV,´ posted on August 26, 2015, accessed September 23, 2017, http://mennoniteusa.org/news/wearemenno-a-
new-mennonite-communion-liturgy-addresses-concerns-of-sexual-abuse-survivors/. 
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Anticipating that he would be killed for offering life and liberation; anticipating that his 
crucifixion would be an attempt to silence and discourage his followers, to erase his name 
from their lips; anticipating that those who had him crucified expected to demonstrate 
their strength by taking control of his body and the divine energy pulsing in the blood of 
hiV YeinV«anWicipaWing WhiV, on Whe nighW Zhen he ZaV beWUa\ed JeVXV Wook a loaf of bUead 
and when he had given thanks, he broke it (break the bread in two parts) and Vaid, ³ThiV 
is my body for you. When you shaUe bUead WogeWheU, UemembeU me.´ (bring the two parts 
of the bread back together) 
 In Whe Vame Za\, he Wook Whe cXp alVo afWeU VXppeU, Va\ing, ³ThiV cXp iV Whe neZ 
coYenanW in m\ blood; Zhen \oX dUink iW WogeWheU, UemembeU me.´ 
 In choosing to entrust his body to those who loved him, Jesus denied crucifixion 
the ability to destroy him fully. In giving the energy of his veins to many Jesus denied 
crucifixion the ability to drain that energy from the world. The presence of his body and 
the energy in his veins lives on in the relationships of those who share bread and cup 
together. The one who was crucified lives, and the life he offers abounds. The powers of 
deVWUXcWion failed Wo eUaVe ChUiVW¶V meVVage of loYe, foU aV ofWen aV \oX VhaUe WhiV bUead 
and cup you proclaim that message until he comes.7 
  

 These words clearly grow out of the wisdom of survivors. By paying attention to their 

YoiceV, Ze all benefiW. HeUe JeVXV¶ meVVage iV noW co-opted or turned upside down to reinforce 

oppressive power. And by continually reminding ourselves of the real world in which Jesus lived 

and died, we also better remember our pledge to join in the work Jesus undertook and continues 

in us today.  

Confession 

 Another key Christian practice is our confession of sin. However, as Proctor-Smith 

aUgXeV, moVW ChUiVWian pUa\eUV of confeVVion fail Wo make a diVWincWion ³beWZeen one Zho 

commiWV Vin and one Zho iV Whe YicWim of Vin.´8 Instead, they focus almost exclusively on our 

sins against God. Even when they do mention offenses against others, they rarely suggest that we 

need to confess these sins or make amends to anyone but God.9 She argues therefore that we 

need to make our rituals of confession more appropriate and meaningful. This should include 

                                                
 7. Ibid. Italics in original.  

 8. Proctor-Smith, 469.  

 9. Ibid., 467- 468. 
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rituals which include holding accounWable WhoVe Zho YiolaWe and abXVe oWheUV, aV Zell aV ³UiWXal 

oppoUWXniWieV foU healing of Whe injXU\ done Wo Whe YicWimV.´10  

Lament  

 Finally, it is essential to create space for lament and mourning, as Phillis Sheppard argues 

so convincingly. In her work as a therapist, she observed that those who are unable to mourn the 

paVW foXnd iW impoVVible Wo imagine an alWeUnaWiYe fXWXUe bXW Uemained VWXck in liYing ³a 

UeenacWmenW of Whe paVW.´11 But mourning cannot be done alone. To do its transformative work, 

mourning requires honest engagement with and care from others. In such a context, mourning 

³cUeaWeV a pV\chic and UelaWional Vpace WhaW alloZV foU a neZ Za\ of Veeing one¶V Velf and cXlWXUe 

aV beaXWifXl, comple[ and loYable.´12 

 Serene Jones also emphasizes the need Wo moXUn, aV a Za\ Wo WXUn pUiYaWe gUief ³inWo 

pXblic, VhaUed loVV.´13 BXW WhiV iV difficXlW, e[cUXciaWing ZoUk Zhich ³UeqXiUeV a ZillingneVV Wo 

beaU Whe XnbeaUable.´14 Nevertheless, Jones argues that this is also its gift, for in the ability to 

acknowledge Whe depWh of loVV, one iV able Wo leaUn ³peUhapV foU Whe fiUVW Wime, WhaW \oX can hold 

Whe loVV: \oX can beaU WeUUoUV of heaUW and bod\ and VWill Vee \oXU Za\ foUZaUd ZiWh e\eV open.´15   

 One example of such mourning was held in 2004, when many were urging Lancaster 

Mennonite Conference to permit the ordination of women. In the midst of that struggle, a group 

of conceUned membeUV oUgani]ed a VeUYice enWiWled ³Song of MaU\, ViVion of Joel: A VeUYice of 

                                                
 10. Ibid., 474-475. 

 11. Phillis Isabella Sheppard, Self, Culture and Others in Womanist Practical Theology (New York: 
Palgrave-Macmillan, 2011), 141. 

 12. Ibid. 

 13. Serene Jones, Trauma and Grace, Theology in a Ruptured World (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2009), 163.  

14. Ibid.  

 15. Ibid.  
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lament, witness, and yearning for mutual leadership in Whe chXUch.´16 While this effort did not 

change conference practices, it was a powerful service which allowed many to express their 

VoUUoZ and VhaUe WheiU hopeV foU a chXUch WhaW ZoXld Zelcome and acknoZledge Zomen¶V 

leadership gifts.  

 Regrettably, such laments are still needed. We still need to mourn the fact that in many 

chXUcheV, Zomen haYe noW been fXll\ Uecogni]ed aV cUeaWed in God¶V image, and their needs for 

nurture and leadership have not been met. The church has too often not been a safe place in 

which women can speak and be heard, and their perspectives taken seriously. Women still need 

to alter the words and do convoluted maneuvers in order to find themselves in images and 

language about the divine. 

 Such honesty and acknowledgement of loss could provide the basis for hope. Indeed, for 

the church to clearly say that women are not a problem would be a wonderful relief! And for the 

church to confess that they have taught and acted wrongly toward women would be a profound 

and blessed admission. As Donald ShUiYeU haV obVeUYed in Whe conWe[W of coUpoUaWe ZUongV, ³one 

way to convince others that you are making a clean break with the past is to recall it clearly and 

pXblicl\.´17 Such a mourning process could indeed acknowledge that we were going down the 

wrong road and are now truly turning around, changing course and consciously moving in a 

different direction.  

                                                
 16. From bulletin in personal files.  

 17. Donald Shriver, An Ethic for Enemies: Forgiveness in Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 116. 
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Affirming our bodies  
 

 Another essential set of practices for a shalom justice hoXVehold Zill aWWend Wo God¶V 

presence in and love for creation and our bodies. This is especially important for those who have 

suffered oppression, and need healing and restoration. Stephanie Crumpton emphasizes this 

clearly, based on her work with women who had experienced intimate violence. What was 

critical Wo WheiU healing joXUne\, Vhe foXnd, ZaV ³Vome foUm of embodied pUacWice and UiWXal.´18  

 FoU inVWance, CUXmpWon lifWV Xp Whe e[ample of ³Bab\ SXggV, hol\´ fUom Toni MoUUiVon¶V 

book Beloved. AV CUXmpWon deVcUibeV Whe Vcene, WhiV deaU Zoman ³callV Zomen, men and 

children who had been beaten, raped, and assaulted to come worship in secret, out in the 

ZoodV.´19 Bab\ SXggV, hol\ When WellV Whem Wo loYe WheiU fleVh: ³LoYe iW. LoYe iW haUd. YondeU, 

Whe\ do noW loYe \oXU fleVh. The\ deVpiVe iW«You got to love it. ThiV iV fleVh I¶m Walking aboXW. 

Flesh that needs to be loved. Feet that need to rest and to dance; backs that need support; 

VhoXldeUV WhaW need aUmV, VWUong aUmV I¶m Welling \oX.´20 

 Similarly, Monica Coleman stresses that after her rape, spiritual healing came through 

leaUning WUadiWional AfUican danceV. AV Vhe e[plainV, ³ThiV ZaV ZheUe I began Wo feel God again. 

AfWeU Whe cU\ing. OXWVide of Whe Bible and chXUch«The dance did foU me ZhaW \eaUV of miniVWU\, 

church, and Bible reading did not. It returned me to God. It returned me to God the same way I 

lost God²WhUoXgh m\ bod\.´21  

                                                
 18. Stephanie M. Crumpton, A Womanist Pastoral Theology against Intimate and Cultural Violence (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 136. 

 19. Ibid., 131. 

 20. Ibid., 131-132. Quoted from Toni Morrison, Beloved (New York: Alfred A. Knopf), 104-105. 

 21. Monica A. Coleman, Bipolar Faith, A BOacN WRPaQ¶V JRXUQe\ LQ DeSUeVVLRQ aQd FaLWK (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2016), 214-215. 
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 Jones also highlights the need for faith practices which take the body seriously. In her 

own journey, she found that working with her body through acupuncture and yoga led to much 

healing. In both cases, they represented surprising grace. While on the one hand, the needle prick 

and the yoga positions threw her off-balance, Vhe diVcoYeUed WhaW Vhe ZaV alVo ³VXppoUWed and 

held steady by something unexpected. It is a strange, unprecedented form of embrace.´22 It did 

noW end WheUe, hoZeYeU, bXW led Wo ZhaW Vhe deVcUibeV an abiliW\ Wo ³UeconnecW´ ZiWh heUVelf and 

heU VXUUoXndingV. AV Vhe Va\V, ³AW Whe Vame inVWanW WhaW \oX aUe Xndone and held, \oX aUe thrown 

wide open. With each breath and needle prick, the world around you and within you becomes 

moUe VpacioXV and boXndleVVl\ pUeVenW Wo \oX.´23 

 In more routine ways, women have talked about the importance of learning to appreciate 

the strength and resilience of their bodies²through walking, biking, working hard, and giving 

birth.24 One eYen menWioned WhaW Vhe can feel eVpeciall\ connecWed Wo God ³dXUing a Ueall\ gUeaW 

dance paUW\: leWWing looVe, being happ\, moYing m\ bod\.´25  

Singing  

 For ethnic European Mennonites, one of the most acceptable bodily expressions of 

worship happens through music. Indeed, when discussing with women when they experience the 

greatest sense of consolation or closeness to God, one of the most common answers is that this 

happens during congregational singing. As one said, ³GooVebXmpV and WeaUV happen foU me 

dXUing Vinging.´26 AnoWheU commenWed WhaW ³Vinging iV alZa\V a YeU\ Ueal paUW of ZoUVhip; iW 

                                                
 22. Jones, 160. Italics in original.  

 23. Ibid. Italics in original. 

 24. From personal conversations with the author.  

25. Focus group participant. 

 26. Focus group participant.  
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inspires and nourishes me to faithfulness. Sometimes I sing during my personal devotions, 

praising and lifting up my soul to God.´27 SWill anoWheU obVeUYed WhaW ³mXVic iV eneUg\ and 

connects us to the Holy Spirit, which I think of as the energetic form of God. I can feel the 

eneUg\ in m\ bod\, an aliYeneVV.´28   

  Singing hymns together also creates and sustains a sense of community with others. As 

one woman noted, ³Acapella Vinging iV Vo impoUWanW; iW¶V like a cloXd of ZiWneVVeV VXUUoXnding 

XV. HeaUing Whe oWheU people aUoXnd me iV YeU\ poZeUfXl.´29 At times, this connection can be 

almoVW Wangible: ³I am caUUied b\ Whe people, and need to stop and just listen and be carried by 

Whe bod\.´30 Another deVcUibed iW WhiV Za\: ³When Ze Ving WogeWheU, iW caUUieV me inWo Whe Uealm 

of µaZe¶ ZiWh boWh Whe mXVic and Whe ZoUdV, and pUoYideV a ZondeUfXl VeWWing foU ZoUVhip. IW alVo 

gives me a glimpVe of ZhaW heaYenl\ mXVic mighW be like.´31   

 FXUWheU, mXVic can pUoYide comfoUW and healing. AV one noWed, ³IW can come Wo me and 

Vpeak, WU\ing Wo Well me VomeWhing.´32 AnoWheU commenWed, ³DXUing m\ UecenW hoVpiWal VWa\ and 

subsequent uncertainties, I often sang songs in my mind. The words of many of our songs are 

peaceful and healing and help to reduce anxiety. I find it easier to repeat lyrics than scripture 

paVVageV.´33  

 Given how important this aspect of worship is in Mennonite congregations, it is critical to 

pay attention to the theology of our songs. The combination of music and words means that 

                                                
 27. Female interviewee.  

 28. Ibid. 

 29. Focus group participant. 

 30. Ibid.  

 31. Female interviewee. 

 32. Ibid.  

 33. Ibid.  
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hymns can be remembered more easily than simple text or speech. In this way, they have a 

profound and lasting impact on people. As a dear friend once said, ³H\mnV aUe a poZeUfXl 

teacher of theology, good and bad, because the words and concepts, sung repeatedly over many 

\eaUV, VWick.´34 AnoWheU agUeed, Va\ing ³I haYe WUoXble Vinging ZoUdV I don¶W belieYe. EYen moUe 

Whan ZiWh UegXlaU Vpeech, iW¶V impoUWanW Wo belieYe ZhaW \oX Ving.´35 

 It is essential then to sing hymns which are compatible with and confirm our theological 

commitments. InWeUeVWingl\, deVpiWe Whe AnabapWiVW emphaViV on folloZing JeVXV¶ life and 

Weaching, Whe ³Table of ConWenWV´ of Whe cXUUenW Anabaptist Hymnal: A Worship Book, includes 

onl\ foXUWeen h\mnV in Whe VecWion ³JeVXV¶ Life/MiniVWU\.´ ThiV iV Wen feZeU Whan Whe WZenW\-four 

h\mnV liVWed XndeU ³JeVXV¶ PaVVion/DeaWh.´36 Fortunately, the more recent supplement Sing the 

Story contains an additional twenty-WhUee h\mnV in Whe VecWion, ³MiniVWU\ of JeVXV: FolloZ Whe 

Wa\.´37   

 There is also some movement to more active peacemaking and engagement with the 

world in Hymnal: A Worship Book. FoU e[ample, Whe inde[ inclXdeV caWegoUieV foU ³CoXUage´ 

(twenty-WZo h\mnV), ³JXVWice´ (WZenW\ h\mnV), ³LibeUaWion´ (VeYenWeen h\mnV), ³Peace´ 

(twenty-fiYe h\mnV), ³SeUYice´ (WZenW\-nine h\mnV) and ³Social ConceUn´ (foXU h\mnV).38   

 Still, it is instructive to realize how comparatively few hymns actually focus on JesuV¶ 

life and ministry of healing and teaching, and how few connect faith to a life of resisting 

oppression and struggling for social justice. Also, very few hymns use female or non-male 

                                                
 34. Male interviewee. 

 35. Female interviewee. 

 36. Hymnal: A Worship Book (Scottdale, PA: Mennonite Publishing House, 1992), v. 

 37. Sing the Story (Scottdale, Pa: Faith & Life Resources, 2007), iv. 

 38. Hymnal: A Worship Book, 870-874. In Whe inde[, Whe VecWion on ³Peace´ iV diVWingXiVhed fUom ³Peace, 
inneU.´ 
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images of God, and some are difficult to sing because of the male images and the mental 

gymnastics necessary to include oneself in the song.   

  We would do well therefore to pay close attention to the role of congregational music in 

our lives, especially in the words we sing. We could also do more intentional training in various 

styles of music and learn how to use our bodies more easily in songs that call for rhythm and 

dance. Indeed, this could be an excellent avenue for learning to appreciate and use our bodies 

more fully in individual and corporate worship.   

Female role models and images of the Divine 

 Another helpful step on this journey is to encounter positive and powerful female role 

modelV in chXUch. AV one Zomen e[plained Wo CUXmpWon, ³AV I goW oldeU, I Whink WhaW Whe aUW WhaW 

really saved me, that really helped me pUogUeVV ZaV Ueall\ Whe aUW of ZaWching Zomen pUeach.´39 

In addiWion Wo pUoYiding poViWiYe Uole modelV, Zomen paVWoUV demonVWUaWe God¶V affiUmaWion of 

Zomen and ³Whe DiYine¶V Zill Wo VhoZ HeUVelf fUom diVWincWl\ female bodieV.´40 

  There is also much work to be done in recovering and reclaiming stories of women in the 

Bible and the Christian tradition who have embodied a robust faith. For example, we might stress 

the positive ways that so many women over the generations interacted with God and participated 

in God¶V ZoUk in Whe ZoUld: Zomen like ShiphUah and PXah, MiUiam, HXldah, JeVXV¶ moWheU 

Mary, Martha and Mary, the Samaritan woman, Priscilla, Phoebe and Lydia, to name a few.  

 We can also retrieve all the diverse images of God used in the Bible and by Christian 

mystics throughout the centuries, to give a more complete and inclusive understanding of God. 

These include images of God as a mother giving birth, a comforting mother, a nursing mother, a 

                                                
 39. Crumpton, 97. 

 40. Ibid.  
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woman in labor, a midwife, a mother hen, and a wise homeowner urging people to learn Wisdom 

at her table.41 Mystics such as Julian of Norwich also used the image of Jesus as a mother who 

gives birth to and nourishes us.42   

  Indeed, perhaps one of the most important pastoral tasks of the church is to reimagine 

our undeUVWanding of God and God¶V poZeU. We need Wo WXUn aZa\ fUom an image of god ZhoVe 

power is divorced from love, who can do whatever it wants regardless of how it affects others. 

Rather, we need to cultivate an image of God who is intimately connected to the world, 

influencing and enlivening creation, but also capable of being influenced, capable of engaging in 

authentic relationship. We need an image of God who models what it is to love and care for 

ourselves and others, a God who nurtures and calls us to be our best selves, a God who is truly 

worthy of our love and worship. We need an image of God as mother, as much as God is father; 

a God who is energizing spirit as much as stalwart defender; a mother bear as much as faithful 

shepherd.   

Healing touch 

 Another practice we may want to recover is that of anointing and healing touch. While 

little attention has focused on this in western theology, scholars such as Bruce Chilton argue that 

Jesus and his followers anointed people as part of their healing and exorcism practices.43 Women 

especially were skilled in XVing oliYe oil Wo cleanVe Whe Vkin and caUe foU ZoXndV. In Whe JeVXV¶ 

moYemenW, anoinWing Wook on addiWional meaning aV a Za\ of ³conYe\ing SpiUiW and UemoYing 

                                                
 41. See Isaiah 42:14, John 3:3-5, Job 38:29, Deuteronomy 32:18; Psalm 131:1-2, Isaiah 66:13, Hosea 11:3-
4; Isaiah 49:15; Isaiah 42:14; Psalm 22:9-10; Matthew 23:37, Luke 13:34; and Proverbs 8:1-9:7. 

 42. Jane McAvoy, The Satisfied Life, Medieval Women Mystics on Atonement (Cleveland: The Pilgrim 
Press, 2000), 22-23. 

 43. Bruce Chilton, Mary Magdalene, A Biography (New York: Doubleday, 2005), 49 and 54-55.   
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impXUiW\.´44 Obviously, we understand health and healing quite differently today, but we could 

still give more attention to rituals of anointing with oil and healing touch. These could emphasize 

the unity between our spiritual and physical selves, and the need for a spirituality which can 

touch our bodies as well as our minds.  

Strategies of resistance and repentance  
 

 As noted in chapter five, baptism is a sign and pledge of our entry into a counter-cultural 

moYemenW WhaW embUaceV God¶V Zill foU life on eaUWh, in conWUaVW Wo Whe Za\V of Yiolence and 

domination. For this to be meaningful, the church will need to provide significant preparation 

prior to baptism, as well as ongoing education and training. Some of the positive aspects of such 

training will be highlighted in the next section. But first it is important to mention the elements 

of resistance and repentance which are necessary for turning away from, and standing against, 

imperial systems and structures. These too must be integral practices of a shalom justice 

household.  

Anti-oppression work  

 One of the most basic tasks is to work against oppression. In a world which assumes 

domination and control as the norm, it is essential to resist those narratives, and demonstrate 

clearly that there is another way. We must learn to see, and expose the ways in which oppression 

is taken for granted, and masked with good intentions and claims to righteousness.45  

 We must also learn to analyze the way oppression works, and understand its history. This 

means examining the systems and institutions of our society, and how they determine who 

benefits and who is harmed. Of course, this is often complex and various types of oppression 

                                                
 44. Ibid., 69. 

 45. James Nelson Poling, Rethinking Faith (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2011), 34. 
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overlap and intersect.46 We will therefore need to carefully sort through the various types of 

privilege and power we have been given or denied. We will need to discern when to ask 

questions, and when to listen; when to challenge, and when to learn.  

  Always, this requires prioritizing solidarity with those who suffer discrimination, abuse 

and violence. It means making sure they always have a seat at the table and their voices are 

heard.  It means paying close attention to them, and following their lead in making decisions. As 

mentioned in my introductory chapter, it is helpful to ask these questions47:   

y Who is missing from this discussion?48 

y Who is most vulnerable in this situation, and how would they hear this message? 

y Does this path lead to life and wholeness? This does not mean avoiding all risk, but 
asking ourselves if following this path is life-giving, or whether it enables and 
supports the forces of domination and death. 
 

y Who am I accountable to and how? This question is especially important when one is 
in any position of privilege or authority. 

 
 In addition, we will need to act together to interrupt oppressive policies and assumptions, 

and implement practices that are more just and equitable. This might include affirmative action 

policies, safe church policies and procedures, collaborative decision making practices, as well as 

many others.  

                                                
 46. See the discussion in the previous chapter on intersectionality, a term first coined by legal scholar 
Kimberlé Crenshaw, referring to the complicated way in which different types of discrimination overlap, combine, 
and accXmXlaWe foU maUginali]ed gUoXpV of people. FUom ³WoUd We¶Ue WaWching: InWeUVecWionaliW\,´ MeUUiam-
Webster, accessed September 22, 2017, https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/intersectionality-meaning. 

47. Linda Gehman Peache\ and ElVie GoeU]en, ³PUepaUing CongUegaWionV foU CollaboUaWiYe WoUk: The 
Role of the MennoniWe CenWUal CommiWWee in SWUengWhening FamilieV,´ in Strengthening Families and Ending Abuse, 
ed. Nancy Nason-Clark, Barbara Fischer-Townsend and Victoria Fahlberg, (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013), 
217-218. 

 48. Krall explains this question well, as she aVked heU VWXdenWV Wo ³be aZaUe of Whe miVVing Yoice, Whe 
miVVing indiYidXal.´ AddiWionall\, ³WhoVe pUeVence iV XUgenWl\ needed foU Whe XncoYeUing of WUXWh«WhoVe abVence 
meanV WhaW facWXal WUXWh haV been obVcXUed, diVWoUWed oU oWheUZiVe compUomiVed?´ Living on the Edge of the Edge: 
Letters to a Younger Colleague, (Victoria, BC: Friesen Press, 2017), 17. 
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 No doubt, the church will also need to learn from secular groups, who have valuable 

experience and expertise in addressing oppressions such as racism, sexism, and heterosexism. 

Here again, the sign to look for is not an ideological or theological statement. Rather, it is 

important to observe how attentive the group is to victims and survivors, and who is designing 

and leading their programs. Always, the primary focus must be on those most clearly victimized 

by a given oppression.  

Restorative justice  

 We can also learn restorative justice practices to address situations where people have 

experienced harm. Rather than focusing on rules that have been broken, restorative justice 

attends first to the people who have been hurt and what they need. It gives them space in which 

to share their experience, and state what the offender can do to repair the harm. Restorative 

justice also gives space for the offending one to share, repent, and explain how they will make 

things as right as possible. Ideally, it can create space for the relationship to be mended and 

restored.49   

 While this can sound unrealistic, such processes can be life changing for those involved. 

For example, in their remarkable book, South of Forgiveness: A True Story of Rape and 

Responsibility, Thordis Elva and Tom Stranger share how they addressed the fact that he had 

raped her when she was sixteen, and how this had affected their lives.50 It is not an easy journey, 

but through honesty, her willingness to engage with him, and his willingness to accept 

                                                
 49. For more information, see Howard Zehr, Changing Lenses, Restorative Justice for our Times 
(Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2015) or Howard Zehr, The Little Book of Restorative Justice (New York: Good 
Books, 2014.) These processes can also be used in schools and institutions as the basis for restorative discipline as 
explained by Lorraine Stutzman Amstutz and Judy Mullet in The Little Book of Restorative Discipline for Schools: 
Teaching Responsibility; Creating Caring Climates (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2005.) 

 50. Thordis Elva and Tom Stranger, South of Forgiveness: A True Story of Rape and Responsibility (New 
York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2017). 
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accountability without defensiveness, they are able to find some hope and healing. With these 

ingredients, there can be hope and transformation, and even true forgiveness, in situations where 

great violence was done. 

Forgiveness 

 It is important to stress, however, that forgiveness is one of the most contentious and 

difficult questions survivors face. Often there is tremendous pressure placed on a victim to 

quickly forgive the one who harmed them. Often they are told that their own salvation is 

dependent on their willingness to forgive, for this is what Jesus taught. Yet, as we saw in Chapter 

FoXU, a beWWeU WUanVlaWion of JeVXV¶ model pUa\eU ZoXld be WhaW Ze aUe aVking God Wo UeleaVe XV 

from our debts, just as we have released our debtors.51 In a context where people thought God 

could forgive them only if they made expensive sacrifices in the temple, it was liberating to think 

God could release them from these burdens, just as they were able to do this for one another. It 

was freeing not to need to make the costly, time-consuming, and debt-inducing trip to the temple. 

 In our context, however, demands for forgiveness and recompilation are too often used as 

a way to maintain the status quo. Too often, the pressure to resolve things quickly circumvents 

the difficult process of exposing the extent of the harm done, and what needs to change in order 

to make the relationship just and safe. It eases the discomfort and pain felt by people around the 

victim, and allows life to go on as before. Yet, such quick forgiveness and reconciliation, without 

true repentance and accountability on the part of the perpetrator, is not helpful for anyone, and 

short-circuits the healing process. It does not address the reality of what was done, and what is 

needed to make things right. 

                                                
 51. Ibid. 
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 Nevertheless, forgiveness is an important step for survivors. It can be a way to let go of 

the terrible burden caused by the abuse and violation. Often such a step is needed in order to 

moYe on and noW alloZ Whe e[peUience Wo conWinXe Wo dominaWe one¶V life.52 

 Sometimes, as described above, it is even possible to achieve reconciliation or an 

ongoing relationship with the perpetrator. Yet again, we must emphasize that such efforts should 

always be guided by the survivor. Especially in situations where there has been severe violence, 

victims should be the ones to initiate contact with the perpetrator, and careful attention must be 

given to their safety. Otherwise, survivors can be re-victimized and manipulated in ways that 

may give solace to the perpetrator, but fail to truly address the harm that was done, and bring 

healing to the survivor.    

 Often it is not possible to restore the relationship, especially if the situation continues to 

be unsafe, and the perpetrator refuses to take responsibility for his or her actions. Unless the 

offender is willing to change, it is not possible to rebuild trust, and a relationship of mutual 

respect. In these situations, it is helpful to mourn the relationship, and what might have been.53    

Circles of support and accountability 

  For offenders who are willing to be held accountable, one specific strategy that has 

emerged out of restorative justice approaches are circles of support and accountability, or CoSA. 

This model began in 1994 in Hamilton, Ontario, when a man who had served multiple sentences 

                                                
 52. For more information, see Marie Fortune and Joretta Marshall, ed. Forgiveness And Abuse: Jewish And 
Christian Reflections (NeZ YoUk: The HaZoUWh PUeVV, 2002); Ga\le GeUbeU KoonW], ³SeYenW\ TimeV SeYen: AbXVe 
and the Frustratingly Extravagant Call Wo FoUgiYe,´ Mennonite Quarterly Review 89 (January 2015):129-152; and 
Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu, The Book of Forgiving: The Fourfold Path for Healing Ourselves and Our World 
(New York: HarperOne, 2014). 

 53. See Abuse: Response and Prevention booklet (Mennonite Central Committee, 2008), 10, accessed 
February 13, 2018, available to download at https://mcc.org/media/resources/1134. 
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for child sexual abuse was released from prison.54 Leaders in the community were eager to find 

ways to prevent more victims, and created a circle around this man to help him reintegrate into 

society, and hold him accountable for his behavior. This program is now used in many 

communities, especially in Canada, to walk with those who have served prison time for child 

sexual abuse, hold them accountable, and help them avoid re-offending.  

 Some congregations also use aspects of this model when dealing with convicted sex 

offenders who would like to attend services. In these situations, it is important that such 

individuals are honest about their past actions, accept responsibility, and seek to do all they can 

to prevent re-offending or causing any further harm. This often includes signing a contract which 

clearly outlines what they are permitted to do in the church building, and who will accompany 

them. It also means complying with all restrictions and requirements placed upon them by the 

legal system, and sharing this information with church leaders. Finally, as part of their journey of 

repentance and search for new life, it means being sensitive to the needs of others, and not 

insisting on participating in activities which would cause anxiety or distress to survivors or 

parents of young children.55 

Nonviolent resistance to violence and domination  

 Finally, part of learning to follow Jesus should include learning nonviolent resistance 

strategies. Interestingly, we are starting to train our children about how to say no, and what to do 

                                                
 54. FoU moUe infoUmaWion, Vee ³CoSA Canada,´ aW http://cosacanada.com. For links to programs in the 
UniWed SWaWeV, Vee ³DXUham CoSA,´ aW http://www.durhamcosa.org/circles-around-the-world.html, accessed October 
3, 2017. 

 55. Additional guidelines can be found at DRYe¶V NeVW: Faith Communities Keeping Children & Youth Safe 
(http://dovesnest.net/), and WheiU docXmenW, ³Protection and Inclusion: Guide for Churches on Safely Including 
PeUVonV Who HaYe CommiWWed Se[Xal OffenVeV,´ acceVVed OcWobeU 3, 2017,  
http://dovesnest.net/sites/default/files/Protection%20and%20Inclusion%202016-10-27_FINAL_0.pdf.   
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when they feel uncomfortable or threatened by people in their community. But we also need to 

know how to use these tools as adults.   

 We should know the history of nonviolent movements in our country and around the 

world. We should understand and practice methods of advocacy such as letter writing and 

speaking to policy makers. We should learn how to organize in our communities, and be able to 

discern when public witness is needed. We should know how to intervene as a bystander when 

others are harassed or attacked. We should know what to do when we ourselves are threatened or 

attacked with violence. We should practice how to respond nonviolently but in ways that protect 

ourselves and others as much as possible.  

 At times, there will be costly decisions to make, as resistance may involve taking risks in 

order to stand for peace and justice. We may feel called to resist paying taxes used for war. Or 

we may risk arrest in in order to protest war, racist demonstrations, or the destruction of our 

environment. We may end up suffering injury, imprisonment, or even death. In these ways, we 

might take up the cross which Jesus bore as a result of his resistance to evil and his commitment 

Wo God¶V loYing Zill foU all of XV.  

Strengthening the power of love  
 

 But of course resistance is not the end goal. Rather, we want to celebrate the power of 

loYe, aV e[pUeVVed Vo cleaUl\ in JeVXV¶ life and miniVWU\. AV e[ploUed eaUlieU, WhiV poZeU of loYe 

and solidarity can be observed most tangibly and deeply in the service of communion. This 

central ritual of Christian faith not only urges us to UemembeU JeVXV¶ deaWh, bXW alVo Whe life-

giving love, food, and fellowship which his followers shared together. In many ways, this meal 

represents the many meals Jesus shared with those who walked with him, listened to his 

teaching, and found healing and hope in this liberation movement. It also symbolizes the banquet 
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of rich food and wine which God intends for all people and prefigures the beloved community 

Zhich God¶V jXVWice ZanWV Wo make Ueal in Whe ZoUld.56  

 Celebrated in this way, communion can help build community, encouraging us to make 

real in our lives the life we share in God and with each other around the communion table. It can 

help us extend congregational fellowship meals into times when we share food and 

companionship with our neighbors. Or it can inspire us to participate, like the household of 

Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, in movements working for justice and peace in our communities and 

world. Communion can thus encourage and strengthen practices needed to tap into the power of 

God¶V loYe, and join in God¶V Uedeeming acWiYiW\ in Whe ZoUld.  

Active peacemaking  

  One vital step in building community is to practice active ways of building peace and 

understanding. This includes embracing our differences, and learning how to discuss contentious 

topics in ways that encourage participation by everyone, and promote deeper engagement and 

empathy. One example is the circle process which provides for everyone to speak while the 

others in the group listen carefully and respectfully.57  

 Of course there are times of conflict, when disagreements cannot be resolved easily. 

Rather than avoiding this, we need to learn ways of approaching difficult issues honestly, and in 

ways which can transform disputes, and create deeper understanding and better solutions. Again, 

many resources are available, and many persons have been trained to facilitate in conflictive 

ViWXaWionV. MennoniWe ChXUch USA cUeaWed a VWaWemenW of gXidelineV enWiWled ³AgUeeing and 

                                                
 56. See Isaiah 25:6-8.  Also Psalms 36:8, 63:5, Proverbs 9:1-5. 

 57. See Christina Baldwin, Calling the Circle, The First and Future Culture (New York: Bantam Books, 
1998) and Christina Baldwin and Ann Linnea, The Circle Way, A Leader in Every Chair (San Francisco: Berrett-
Koehler Publishers, 2010). 
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DiVagUeeing in LoYe´ Zhich oXWlineV aWWiWXdeV and acWionV WhaW can VXpport productive 

approaches to conflict.58 Two introductory books include: The Little Book of Conflict 

Transformation by John Paul Lederach, and The Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding by Lisa 

Schirch.59  

 Additionally, peacemaking includes the way we make decisions in our families, 

congregations, communities, and denominations. The Society of Friends has led the way in 

thinking about this, and over the years has learned much about making group decisions that 

reflect their theology. Listening to the wisdom of all their members, and the leading of the Spirit, 

Whe\ Veek a ³VenVe of Whe meeWing´ WhaW all can liYe ZiWh.60 Other groups have worked on 

developing large group processes which can also promote more inclusive, thoughtful decisions. 

For example, Seeds for Change and Consensus Decision-Making both encourage more effective 

organizing and decision-making with training and online resources.61 This does not necessarily 

mean that everyone must agree to a decision, but that all voices are heard and considered as the 

decision is made.     

  In all cases, it is important to be sensitive to power dynamics and ensure that certain 

voices do not dominate or cut off conversation. Often, outside trained facilitators can provide 

                                                
 58. ³AgUeeing and DiVagUeeing in LoYe,´ MennoniWe ChXUch USA, accessed October 9, 2017, 
http://mennoniteusa.org/resource/agreeing-and-disagreeing-in-love/. 

 59. Lederach (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2003) and Schirch (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2004).  

 60. See for example an explanation provided by the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting about their decision-
making pUoceVV, aW ³Discernment, Clearness and Decision-making,´ acceVVed FebUXaU\ 16, 2018, 
http://www.pym.org/faith-and-practice/faith-reflected-practice-daily-life/discernment-clearness-and-decision-
making/.   

 61. See foU e[ample WheiU UeVoXUceV on ³ConVenVXV DeciVion Making,´ SeedV foU Change, acceVVed October 
9, 2017, https://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/consensus. AlVo Vee ³ConVenVXV DeciVion-Making, A Virtual Learning 
Center for People InWeUeVWed in ConVenVXV,´ Consensus Decision-Making, accessed October 9, 2017, 
https://www.consensusdecisionmaking.org/. 
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much helpful guidance and assistance to ensure that all efforts are as fair and constructive as 

possible. 

Beauty and imagination  

 BeaXW\ and imaginaWion aUe addiWional elemenWV Zhich help bXild God¶V beloYed 

commXniW\. The\ open XV Xp Wo God¶V loYe and geneUoViW\, fill XV ZiWh gUaWiWXde, and pUompt us 

to mend and repair that which is broken. In a recent biography about Dorothy Day, for example, 

Da\¶V gUanddaXghWeU KaWe HenneVV\ ZUoWe WhaW one of heU gUandmoWheU¶V faYoUiWe qXoWeV ZaV 

fUom DoVWo\eYVk\: ³Whe ZoUld Zill be VaYed b\ beaXW\.´62 Day herself had been led to faith 

through the beauty of nature, and the birth of her daughter.63   

 Women in my congregation also mentioned they often feel close to God in the midst of 

naWXUe, among WUeeV, UockV, Whe moon, Whe ocean. TheUe iV Whe feeling of ³being part of something 

infiniWe, big, and Whe m\VWeU\ WhaW comeV WhUoXgh cUeaWion.´64 

 TheVe Zomen alVo menWioned Whe impoUWance of aUW. AV one Zoman UemaUked, ³AUW helpV 

Wo open Xp one¶V mind; Ze need Wo e[poVe oXUVelYeV Wo iW eYeU\ coXple monWhV.´65 It provides a 

Za\ of ³UeoUienWing, oU opening XV Xp Wo a diffeUenW Za\ of Veeing Whe ZoUld, oU a UealiW\ Ze don¶W 

ofWen Vee.´66  

                                                
 62. Kate Hennessy, Dorothy Day, The World Will Be Saved by Beauty: An Intimate Portrait of My 
Grandmother (New York: Scribner, 2017), ix.  

 63. James Allaire and RoVemaU\ BUoXghWon, ³An InWUodXcWion Wo Whe Life and SpiUiWXaliW\ of DoUoWh\ Da\,´ 
The Catholic Worker Movement, accessed October 8, 2017, http://www.catholicworker.org/dorothyday/life-and-
spirituality.html. 

 64. Focus group participants. 

 65. Focus group participant. 

 66. Ibid.  
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 All of this is crucial for providing a vision for life which can be more whole, more 

joyous, more true and good. We are not bound to what the powers have decreed. We can hope 

and work for a different world: ³anoWheU ZoUld iV poVVible.´67   

Spiritual practices  

 Finally, we need to cultivate a relationship with God built on trust and love. This often 

involves healing our image of God. Too often, this image is of someone transcendent and 

authoritarian, demanding and self-righteous, who is always watching and judging everything we 

do. Unfortunately, as the Linns explain in their book, Good Goats, this image is quite dangerous 

for we end up becoming ³like Whe God Ze adoUe.´68 So if we imagine God as a supreme ruler 

who is quick to punish those unable to keep the rules, that gives us permission to do the same.   

 Yet, this is not what Jesus taught us about God. Indeed, the Linns argue that the core of 

JeVXV¶ miVVion ZaV Wo change ³oXU image of God fUom child abXVeU Wo child loYeU.´69 Jesus 

inYiWeV XV Wo WUXVW God¶V loYe and VhaUe iW, UaWheU Whan XVe God¶V name Wo UeinfoUce oXU oZn 

poZeU and pUiYilege, and hoaUd Whe eaUWh¶V abXndance foU oXUVelYeV. OU as Cynthia Borgeault 

pXWV iW, ³JeVXV¶V WeachingV UeVonaWe ZiWh an e[WUaoUdinaU\ WUXVW in Whe diYine abXndance and 

geneUoViW\, and ChUiVWianV aUe aVked Wo emXlaWe WhaW WUXVW.´70   

 Borgeault goes on to explain that there was a wisdom tradition in the Jesus movement 

which included transformative spiritual practices of prayer and worship. These practices helped 

Uecogni]e God¶V pUeVence in Whe ZoUld and in one¶V life. The\ aVViVWed in pXUif\ing one¶V heaUW in 

                                                
 67. ThiV iV a WUanVlaWion of ³OWUo mXndo eV poVible,´ one of Whe phUaVeV on a beaXWifXl poVWeU I boXghW in 
southern Mexico, where social justice groups have been working over many years for a more just society.  

 68. Dennis Linn, Sheila Fabricant Linn, and Matthew Linn, Good Goats: Healing our Image of God 
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1994), 7. 

 69. Ibid., 14. 

 70. Cynthia Bourgeault, The Meaning of Mary Magdalene, Discovering the Woman at the Heart of 
Christianity, (Boston: Shambhala, 2010), 52. 
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oUdeU Wo liYe in line ZiWh one¶V WUXe Velf, Zhich WhUives only when it stays connected to God.71 

While this concept of a true nature or eternal image can sound dualistic and platonic, Borgeault 

inViVWV WhaW WhiV WUadiWion inVWead affiUmV God¶V pUeVence in cUeaWion. AV Vhe Va\V, iW iV a 

³pUofoXndl\ incaUnaWional, warm-hearted, and hopeful path, where the realms support and 

interpenetrate each other and divine fullness is accessed simply by keeping the heart in natural 

alignmenW ZiWh iWV inYiVible pUoWoW\pe.´72  

 To maintain this alignment, this singleness of heart, requires letting go of false 

expectations and requirements, and sustaining a relationship with the divine which is life-giving 

and whole. For Borgeault, this happens through centering prayer, and its training in kenosis. But, 

she emphasizes, this relinquishment, this letting go, is not a sacrifice, but rather a pouring of 

oneself into the larger life of the world and of God. The result is perichoresis, the ongoing 

spilling of love that happens between the persons of the Trinity, as each empties itself into the 

other, passing on the love and allowing it to circulate fully among them.73 Similarly, emptying 

oneVelf WhUoXgh pUa\eU connecWV XV Wo ³Whe gUeaW ZaWeUmill of loYe, WhUoXgh Zhich God VhoZV XV 

his (sic) innermost nature and bestows this vital energy upon the world in a cascade of divine 

cUeaWiYiW\.´74   

 Amazingly, this type of love is often expressed by women like Martha and Mary.  

Through hospitality, through careful listening, through giving birth, and compelling, courageous 

action, women share of themselves so that life can continue in a miraculous and wonderful way. 

It is life, not apart from the world, but present in the world truly and lovingly. It is life, not apart 

                                                
 71. Ibid., 40-41. 

 72. Ibid., 52. 

 73. Cynthia Borgeault, Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening (Lanham, MD: Cowley Publications, 2004), 
153. 

 74. Ibid.  



154 
 

from others, but in relationships that both give and receive. These models are truly worth 

celebrating.   

 Just as the church has traditionally honored the gifts and ministries of Peter and Paul, we 

need to allow the wisdom of women like Martha and Mary to inform our understanding of God 

and God¶V UelaWionVhip Wo XV. Pa\ing cloVe aWWenWion Wo hoZ Whe\ foXnd hope and life through 

Jesus and actively participated in his work, can lead us to a fuller experience of the good news of 

salvation that is available to all.     
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Afterword 
 
 

 Anabaptists have long recognized that no single individual can discern and articulate 

God¶V Zill alone. IW iV eVVenWial Wo do WhiV ZoUk in commXniW\. ThaW iV Zh\ I XVed Whe ZoUd 

³WoZaUd´ in m\ VXbWiWle. I inWend WhiV UeconVWUXcWiYe pUojecW Wo conWUibXWe WoZaUd fXUWheU 

communal discussion, research, and reflection on these important teachings. Hopefully, this is 

another step toward making sure that what we teach and preach about sin and salvation can be 

more life-giving, whole, and just.   

 In that spirit, I recognize there are many themes which require further exploration and 

elaboration. For example, it would be good to give more attention to the reality of individual sin 

and gXilW, foU Zhich Ze need God¶V foUgiYeneVV. HoZ do Ze find healing fUom oXU bUokenneVV 

before God and members of our families and communities? How do we repent of these sins and 

change our ways? What is the relationship between grace and repentance? How do we avoid 

using these teachings in order to maintain the status quo and our own power? 

 We also need to understand more clearly how individual sin intersects with systemic sin 

and the misuse of power and privilege. How do our teachings about sin and salvation apply to the 

ongoing legacies of slavery, racism, patriarchy, colonialism, economic oppression, and 

militarism? Another way to state this is to ask what people of privilege need in terms of a 

docWUine of ValYaWion. WhaW do Ze need Wo be VaYed fUom and Wo? HoZ do Ze UeceiYe JeVXV¶ call 

to repentance as a gracious invitation to transformation? What does it mean to step away from 

participation in these evil systems? And what does it mean to hold ourselves accountable to those 

seeking liberation and justice? Indeed, what does it mean to be in solidarity with those who are 

victims? How do we listen, learn, and live together?  
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 Finally, what spiritual and worship practices do we need to develop further? What 

WeachingV and pUacWiceV can noXUiVh oXU faiWh in Whe poZeU and beaXW\ of God¶V loYe? WhaW WoolV 

and beliefs do we need in order to practice repentance and resistance in ways that are life-giving 

and wholesome, rather than full of perfectionism and judgment?  

 These are some of the many questions still before us.  Yet, like the women who met Jesus 

at the tomb, may we receive the good news that Jesus did not leave us alone. Rather, he still goes 

before us, beckoning us to follow in amazement, commitment, and joy.    
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BeUU\, Malinda Eli]abeWh, ³NeedleV noW NailV: MaUginal MeWhodologieV and MennoniWe 

Theolog\´ In The Work of Jesus Christ in Anabaptist Perspective, edited by Alain Epp 
Weaver and Gerald J. Mast, 263±281. Telford, PA: Cascadia Publishing House, 2008. 

 
²². ³Shalom PoliWical Theolog\: A NeZ T\pe of MennoniWe Peace Theolog\ foU a NeZ EUa of 

DiVcipleVhip.´ The Conrad Grebel Review 34, No. 1 (Winter 2016): 49-73. 
 
²². ³µThiV MaUk of a SWanding HXman FigXUe PoiVed Wo EmbUace¶: A ConVWUXcWiYe Theolog\ of 

Social Responsibility, NonYiolence, and NonconfoUmiW\.´ Ph.D diss., Union Theological 
Seminary, 2013. 

 
BUenneman, LaXUa L. ³ImiWaWion aV PaUWicipaWion: DiVcipleVhip in PaXl¶V LeWWeUV,´ In The Work of 

Jesus Christ in Anabaptist Perspective, edited by Alain Epp Weaver and Gerald J. Mast, 
106-123. Telford, PA: Cascadia Publishing House, 2008. 

 
Crell, Kate Eisenbise. Cooperative Salvation, A Brethren View of Atonement. Eugene, OR: Wipf 

& Stock, 2014. 
 
FUanW], Nadine Pence. ³Women: BeaUing Whe CUoVV of DiVcipleVhip.´ MCC WRPeQ¶V CRQceUQV 

Report, 89, March -April 1990, 1-2. 
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NoUWhe\, Wa\ne. ³The CUoVV: God¶V Peace WoUk WoZaUdV a ReVWoUaWiYe Peacemaking 
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Elizabeth G. Yoder, 99-108. Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 1992. 
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2002, 6-8. 
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Journal for Church and Theology, 7, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 32±40. 
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Telford, PA: Cascadia Publishing House, 2008. 
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Schertz, MaU\ H. ³LXke¶V Theolog\ of Whe AWonemenW.´ ShaUed Yia email, n.d. AcceVVed 

February 8, 2016. 
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Appendix B 
 

Survey of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Colleges and Seminaries 

Linda Gehman Peachey, February 2016 
 

 This survey was sent to eleven Mennonite and Brethren in Christ colleges/universities 
and four seminaries: Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, Bethel College, Bluffton 
University, Canadian Mennonite University, Conrad Grebel University College, Eastern 
Mennonite University, Eastern Mennonite Seminary (also including their Lancaster campus), 
Fresno Pacific University and Biblical Seminary, Goshen College, Hesston College, Messiah 
College, Rosedale Bible College and Tabor College. 

 I received responses from 16 individuals, representing all but one of these institutions.  
However, since I was able to find a course outline from that college on their web site, the 
following report includes information from all of them.  

1. The fiUVW qXeVWion ZaV: ³What texts or other sources do you use in classes which teach about 
WKe aWRQePeQW aQd WKe cURVV?´ (Feel free to attach a class syllabus, if that is easier.)  

Below are the answers to this question.  I tried to separate between college and seminary 
level but this is a bit arbitrary and may not be completely accurate. I also indicated which 
sources were mentioned more than once in that list.  
 

2. The second question was ³Which source, if any, best articulates your understanding of an 
Anabaptist or Mennonite theology of the aWRQePeQW?´ (II WKLV We[W LV PeQWLRQed abRYe, \RX 
may simply highlight it in some way.) 

The authors listed as most representing an Anabaptist or Mennonite atonement theology 
included: Mark Baker, Sharon Baker, Darrin Belousek, John Driver, Ted Grimsrud, Mark 
Gorman, Mary Schertz and J. Denny Weaver (2x).  One mentioned that he thought the motif 
of ³«µmoUal e[ample¶ makeV Whe moVW VenVe Zhen Walking aboXW an AnabapWiVW Wheolog\ of 
the aWonemenW.´  AboXW half Whe gUoXp however felt quite uncomfortable with trying to define 
a particular Anabaptist theology and prefer to use a range of images and views for 
understanding the atonement.  
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 One observation is that most of these sources are written by men, although the list does 
include sixteen women, including those who wrote articles in journals or edited volumes. There 
are very few people of color represented.  The authors mentioned most often were: J. Denny 
Weaver (7 x), Mark Baker (5x), Joel Green (4x), Rebecca Parker (5x), Rita Nakashima Brock 
(4x) and John Driver (3x).  Darrin Belousek, Hans Boersma, James Cone, Alistair McGrath, Scot 
McKnight and Leanne Van Dyk were each mentioned twice. 
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Appendix C 
 

Focus group questions 

East Chestnut Street Mennonite Church, 
Lancaster, PA 

 

� How do you understand salvation, or what it means to be saved?   How does this 
affect your life in ongoing ways? 

� How do you understand who Jesus is and what he did? 

� WhaW doeV JeVXV¶ life and miniVWU\ mean Wo \oX?  WhaW aboXW hiV deaWh?  And 
resurrection? 

� When do you experience the greatest desolation and when the greatest consolation in 
relation to God?  

� Which Biblical character, if any, has been important to you?  Is there one which 
especially resonates with you?  

� What resources have been especially formative for you in your faith journey?  

� What do you value most about our Anabaptist heritage?  What, if anything, do you 
find problematic or troublesome?  

 

Linda Gehman Peachey 
2017 
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