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In this paper I shall attend especially to methodological issues connected with the 
development of Mennonite peace theology and sketch out my own theological 
position enough to show how one might do Mennonite peace theology in another 
way than is done with the "hermeneutical" approach widely practiced by 
Mennonites. To get into these issues I shall begin with some general reflections 
on Mennonite historical experience and the Mennonite understanding of Christian 
faith; for these seem to me to prepare us in a special way-though this has perhaps 
not often been noted-for thinking through, theologically, questions raised by the 
religious pluralism that is so vividly present in today's world. I shall also indicate 
in some autobiographical reflections how my own thinking on these matters 
developed out of the wider Mennonite ethos. 

I 
As I see it, for Mennonites generally, and also for Brethren in Christ, Christian 
faith has been understood to be most fundamentally about how life is to be lived. 
Though mainstream versions of Christianity have usually emphasized certain 
truths-basic beliefs or doctrines which Christians must affirm, and apart from 
which they cannot properly be regarded as Christian-Mennonites have tended to 
regard questions about the sort of life one is actually living as more important than 
questions about the beliefs to which one subscribes: "faith by itself, if it has no 
works, is dead" (James 2:17); "You will know them by their fruits" (Matt. 7:16). 
For this reason Mennonites historically, for the most part, have not insisted on 
formal subscription to credal statements. It was the transformed life-as presented 
in Jesus ' teachings, ministry and death, and further exemplified and articulated in 
the early Christian communities-that has always been the mark of true faith for 
Mennonites, not verbal assent to highly refined doctrinal formulas.1 It is no 
accident, therefore, that althoughMennonite communities commonly thought of 
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34 The Conrad Grebel Review 

themselves as holding to "orthodox" Christian beliefs, they have until recently 
produced almost no theologians trained in the metaphysical niceties of traditional 
Christian doctrine. 

For Mennonites, it seems, religious and other metaphysical truth-claims have 
been regarded as important not primarily for their own sake but rather to the extent 
that they provide orientation in life, helping to facilitate living rightly. In my 
Mennonite youth I was myself initiated into this "practical" sectarian stance in the 
world. I learned quite early to be suspicious of many practices and beliefs taken 
for granted in American society at large, and also to be suspicious of some of the 
major claims made by mainstream Christianity, combined as these were (in both 
cases) with what I took to be serious evasions of the moral demands of Christian 
discipleship. The personal judgments I made about the truth or falsity-the 
validity-of the various philosophical and religious positions of which I became 
aware were often based largely on the moral/ethical consequences to which they 
apparently led, what they implied about how life is to be lived-a pragmatic way 
of thinking about questions of religious truth that, I believe, was characteristically 
Mennonite. "You will know them by their fruits." 

It was not until my years at Yale Divinity School (where a powerful and 
articulate critique of Christian pacifism was provided by Liston Pope and H. 
Richard Niebuhr) that I became significantly aware of some of the wider 
implications of my Mennonite counter-cultural consciousness, and I found it 
necessary to ask some hard epistemological questions of myself. Should I continue 
to take the position, acquired in my "cognitive minority" upbringing, that we 
Mennonites are simply and flatly in the right on the issue of Christian pacifism, 
and all these others are completely wrong? That is, should I continue to hold that 
my small group possesses the truth on these points on which we find ourselves in 
strong disagreement with others-even though (as it seemed clear to me) many of 
these others were just as faithful and thoughtful Christians as I took loyal 
Mennonites to be? That seemed a highly paradoxical and much too simplistic 
position to hold. I could not help but ponder whether it was not a position that 
consisted at least in significant part of stubborn, prideful self-defensiveness and 
self-assertion-the very opposite of the Christian humility I had also been taught, 
as a Mennonite, to value highly. 

An epistemological alternative to this position with which I had come to 
Yale-one that, as we shall see, has important implications for the theological 
interpretation of contemporary religious pluralism-was by then, however, 
becoming available to me (largely through the teaching of Richard Niebuhr) and 
I eventually adopted it. According to this view, proper understanding of human 
finitude and sinfulness teaches us that no human being is ever in possession of the 
truth (this belongs to God alone), and to make absolutistic claims that we "like 
God, know... good and evil" (Gen. 3:5; cf. 3:22) is thus always in fact to "fall" 
away from God. The most that we humans can properly claim is some insight into 
those partial and relative truths available to us from the standpoint in the world 
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which we occupy; and if our fellow humans disagree with us, especially on 
profound moral and religious issues, we should sympathetically attempt to 
understand and appreciate the insights made available to them by their 
significantly different standpoints. With this kind of non-defensive openness one 
might come to a deeper perception of the matter at hand, and-even more 
important, especially from a Mennonite perspective-one might find a way to live 
in reconciliation with those others with whom one is, in certain respects, in such 
profound disagreement. 

Working out a theoretical statement about human being and human knowledge 
which could sustain this relativistic understanding of the human condition became 
the project undertaken in my doctoral dissertation ( 1955) and later published in my 
first book, Relativism, Knowledge and Faith (University of Chicago Press, 1960). 
It was a position the central impetus toward which came from my Mennonite 
formation as a member of a cognitive minority, a theological/philosophical 
position that not only gave significant value to such minority standpoints and the 
insights they make possible, but in fact implied the importance of affirming (not 
fighting against) the pluralism of human religious and cultural life as a whole. This 
position has continued to nourish my religious and philosophical reflection and 
writing, up to and including my most recent book, In Face of Mystery (Harvard 
University Press, 1993). 

One is led to a fairly radical reorienting of Christian theology if one attempts 
to work from the moral/ethical/epistemological standpoint which, I am suggesting 
here, is implied in the Mennonite emphasis on the priority of the form and style of 
life as it is actually lived over the set of beliefs which one may verbally affirm. 
Now it becomes unnecessary, perhaps even mistaken, to ground theological work 
largely on doctrinal emphases or truth-claims, whether biblical or credal (as most 
traditional theology, Mennonite as well as mainstream, has done)-an approach 
that has led to thinking of theological work as essentially a kind of hermeneutic 
task, the translation or interpretation of traditional ideas and perspectives into a 
more contemporary idiom. Instead of grounding theology in that way, it now 
becomes important for theologians to concern themselves directly with the social, 
cultural, intellectual, and religious problems faced by human beings in the world 
roundabout-that is, to focus their work in terms of major moral and ethical issues 
broadly conceived. 

The theological task thus becomes a double one: (a) attempting to see in what 
respects Christian insights can illuminate these issues, thus facilitating 
understanding and analysis of them; and (b) ascertaining the respects in which 
Christian perspectives themselves need to be modified or reconstructed to enable 
them to take fully into account the enormous problems of today's world. With 
human existence and theological reflection understood in these broadly 
moral/ethical terms-i.e., terms emphasizing human living and acting in the 
world-we are freed to make imaginative pragmatic moves as we reconstruct 
earlier Christian ideas and ways of thinking so they will address effectively the 
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actual social, cultural, and religious problems at hand. 
The position I am suggesting here is in some respects similar to the focus on 

praxis emphasized by liberation theologies, but its implications are more radical. 
As I argued in my Essay on Theological Method (Scholars Press, 1975, third ed. 
revised and with a new preface, 1995) and everything I have published since, 
theology should be seen now as essentially an activity of imaginative construction. 
Theology has in fact always been a work of the human imagination: the 
presentation (and ongoing critical transformation) of pictures or conceptions of 
human life in the world under God. Once this is recognized it becomes 
possible-indeed, morally obligatory-for theologians to take full responsibility for 
their attempts to set out Christian conceptions or pictures of human existence in 
the world. The kind of imaginative activity engaged in in theological work is an 
expression of the perennial necessity in all times and places for us humans as self-
conscious beings to orient ourselves in life, to "get our bearings" as we seek to 
move around in the world in which we live. 

We human beings live in an extremely complex and deeply mysterious world 
which is in many respects beyond our comprehension, and we cannot help but 
wonder about our place in the ultimate scheme of things. In our various religious 
and philosophical traditions, and more recently in our scientific thinking, we have 
attempted to articulate some answers to this question. But the answers we have 
found in our long history are many and various, often contradictory to each other; 
and it appears there is no way for us to come to any certainty about which among 
these might be true (if any of them are), which seriously misleading or false. It is, 
however, only in respect of some understanding of ourselves, and some sort of 
conception or picture of our place in the world around us, that we are able to make 
the many decisions and perform the actions which life continually demands of us. 
So we are forced, willy-nilly, to take up a posture in the world, to live in terms of 
both some particular understanding of the context in which we find ourselves 
(some world-picture) and of some particular notion of the sorts of beings we 
humans are, the kinds of problems we confront, and the possibilities open to us in 
addressing them. 

No one, of course, has ever puzzled out these unanswerable riddles simply by 
himself or herself. When we muse and think about them, we always work out of 
and build upon the traditions which have emerged and developed in the culture in 
which we have grown up or presently live, and which have been handed over to 
us by our parents and communities. In short, we accept on faith most of what we 
have been taught about life and the world, modifying it in whatever ways our own 
experience and reflection require; and we live out of, and on the basis of, the self-
understanding and the orientation in the world provided by that faith. 

The various religious traditions represent the major modalities of faith which 
have ordered and oriented the lives of women and men in the innumerable cultural 
streams that have emerged and developed in history. These should be understood, 
thus, as presenting a manifold of faith alternatives, each of which has enabled 
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generations of humankind (sometimes a great many generations) to find their way 
in the world, making it possible for human life to go on. The Christian tradition in 
its many and diverse versions is one family of such orienting faith traditions. 
Christians believe they find basic orientation for life in and through their 
relationships to what they call God and Christ, and Christian theology, therefore, 
is essentially the attempt to construct pictures of our world, and of human life in 
that world, in which the bearing of these central Christian reference points or 
symbols ("God" and "Christ") on major issues faced by women and men in a 
given situation is made as explicit and clear as possible. 

Today we Uve in a world which, though powerfully shaped by scientific modes 
of knowledge and technologies employing those modes, has become greatly 
troubled by the failures of western civilization. It is a world in which the 
"wretched of the earth" seem to be increasing geometrically even while 
irreversible ecological breakdown threatens all human survival; a world in which 
a new appreciation for other cultures and other religious outlooks is growing, even 
though bitter, highly destructive ethnic conflicts seem to be spreading like 
wildfire; a world in which no one has clear answers to our momentous questions. 
In this world the sort of orientation for addressing our major problems that is 
provided by the two principal Christian symbols is far from obvious. 

Given a situation of this sort it is not satisfactory, in my view, to continue to 
regard Christian theological work as involving nothing more than reinterpretation, 
yet one more time, of inherited Christian traditions. New imaginative visions of 
Christian ways to orient life are required, visions which address the enormous 
complexities and the overwhelming problems of life today; visions which, 
moreover, clearly take into account the full significance of the fundamentally 
pluralistic character of our human existence. Theology as deliberate, and fully 
self-conscious, imaginative construction of Christian perspectives that are 
cognizant and respectful of alternative ways of understanding the human situation 
today, and of other radically different ways of being human, is now demanded. 

II 
In these more or less autobiographical remarks I have been sketching some steps 
taken in my own move from a hermeneutical understanding of theology to a 
conception of theology as essentially imaginative construction. Let me focus my 
discussion more sharply by contextualizing it in the contemporary theological 
scene. Three significantly different ways of thinking about how theology should 
be done appear to be competing with each other in theological discourse today: 
"one-dimensional approaches" (of which some hermeneutic and some experiential 
methods are the most familiar); "two-dimensional approaches" (various versions 
of the so-called "method of correlation" being widely popular); and "multi-
dimensional or holistic approaches" (of which my own method of imaginative 
construction is an example). I cannot go into detail here in describing and 
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analyzing these (a fuller analysis is found in ch. 2 of In Face of Mystery), but I can 
say a few words about each. 

As the name itself suggests, in one-dimensional approaches the attempt is 
made to do theology so far as possible entirely in terms of one major resource, 
which is believed to supply all that we can know about the distinctively theological 
themes of God and Christ. Karl BartrTs theological method is the outstanding 
twentieth-century example of this conception. Barth attempts to ground everything 
that he says theologically in the Bible. Interpretation of the 
Bible-hermeneutics-thus becomes the central, if not exclusive, theological 
method. (One-dimensional hermeneutical approaches of this type obviously 
contrast very sharply with one-dimensional experiential methods, with their claim 
that all theology should be grounded simply and directly in human experience.) 
In my opinion, much current and traditional Mennonite theological reflection has 
thought of itself in essentially one-dimensional hermeneutical terms, with the 
Bible seen as the principal "authority" to which theologians must subject their 
work.2 

There are many problems with this conception, not the least of which is that it 
envisions theology in terms of an ideal impossible to realize and thus presents a 
significantly false picture of what actually goes on in theological work. As we are 
well aware today, all texts (including scriptural texts) are subject to multiple 
readings and interpretations, depending on the point of view and the interests and 
concerns of the interpreter, no interpretation, not even one attempting to get back 
to the writer's original intentions, can properly claim to give the true meaning of 
the text, all others being defective or otherwise inadequate. All texts, thus, actually 
have multiple meanings. Texts (including biblical texts) are always being put into 
the service of some reader's interests, concerns, problems;3 and an adequate 
understanding of theological method must take explicit account of this. 

Reflection on this matter led Paul Tillich to develop what he called the 
"method of correlation" as the proper way to conceive of theological work: in 
theological reflection we are always attempting to bring the scriptural message 
into significant connection or correlation with problems in our own life-world, our 
own personal experience, or the socio-cultural world in which we live. Theology, 
it thus appears, is essentially a two-dimensional task. A good many recent 
theologians (for example, David Tracy, Schubert Ogden, Edward Schillebeeckx) 
have followed Tillich in developing some version of a method of correlation, or 

2 Any review of recent Mennonite theological reflection-see, for example, the discussions of 
current Mennonite "peace theologies" in The Conrad Grebel Review (Fall 1992)-reveals a 
sometimes quite unnuanced and uncritical reliance on direct scriptural citations to authorize 
what in other respects may be quite sophisticated theological or moral claims. 

3 A book that demonstrates with great clarity this relativity in the theological use of scripture 
is David Kelsey's Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975). 
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some other type of two-dimensional approach. 
In my view, however, two-dimensional conceptions of theology still 

oversimplify the theological task much too drastically, thus misrepresenting what 
actually goes on in theological work. Since theologies make the image/concept of 
Göd central to their inquiry, they necessarily become involved in much more than 
a simple correlation of biblical ideas with contemporary problems. For in speaking 
of God (particularly the biblical God!) we mean to turn our minds to the creator 
of all things both visible and invisible, the Alpha and the Omega, that which I 
often refer to as the "ultimate point of reference" in terms of which all that is must 
be understood-all that we can experience or know or imagine, everything without 
exception. 

We cannot, then, think the central theological thought-God-without 
simultaneously calling to mind the "all that is" to which God is related as creator 
and sustainer. And it is only as we think of God as in significant relation to this 
entire vast universe, and think of all these intricate creatures as God's 
creation-including the most complex of these creatures, human beings (as 
understood in modern biology, psychology, sociology, anthropology; as presented 
in poetry, myth, and song; as reflected on in all the many religions and 
philosophies of the world as well as in biblical and Christian traditions; and so 
on)-it is only as we seek to imagine God as in some way the source and ground 
and ongoing sustainer of all of this, that we can justifiably regard our thinking and 
reflection as properly directed toward God. So theology-thinking about 
God-necessarily involves imaginative activity of an almost unimaginably 
enormous order, imaginative construction in which we attempt to hold all of this 
vastness and complexity together in one. The symbol "God," I maintain, 

cannot... be approached adequately in either a one-dimensional or two-
dimensional way, for it is holistic in its emphasis: it has to do with the source 
and ground and meaning of all that is. Since much about the world (as we 
presently understand it) was completely unknown to our religious traditions, 
and this significantly affects the way in which God has been conceived, 
theologians dare not simply take over traditional ideas; we must be prepared 
to criticize every use and interpretation of the symbol "God" that has appeared 
to date (In Face of Mystery, 29). 

And then we must move on imaginatively to construct, as best we can, an 
understanding of God suitable for orienting life in today's world. 

What does all this imply now for theological understanding of us human beings, 
for our theological anthropology? Since at this conference we are focusing on the 
issue of religious pluralism, let us turn to the question of human religious and 
cultural diversity as it confronts us today. How are we to understand the fact that 
human existence is (apparently) intrinsically pluralistic in character, that there 
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have been-probably will continue to be far into the future-many different ways 
of being human, and many different understandings of what humans are and how 
they ought to live? How should we respond to this pluralism in human thinking 
about life, about what life is most fundamentally, and about how it ought to be 
conducted? 

This problem and these questions are important to Mennonites not only 
because they are prominent in the pluralistic/relativistic consciousness so 
widespread in modern culture today; they take on special significance for us (at 
least in part, as I suggested above) when we reflect on and try to understand our 
own Mennonite sectarian consciousness, our awareness of ourselves as finding it 
necessary and right to live and to think in ways quite out of keeping with most of 
our neighbors. How should we understand this human diversity of which we 
ourselves are also a part and an expression? Do traditional Christian and 
Mennonite ideas of the human enable us to grasp all that is important here? If not, 
what kind of conceptions should we develop to help us better understand and 
respond to these matters? 

In my book, In Face of Mystery, I have worked out a pluralistic/ historicistic 
understanding of human being as a way of accounting for and interpreting the 
significance of the great diversity and widespread disagreement about values, 
meanings, ways of living, conceptions of what is true about life and the world, and 
so on, with which we are continually confronted today. The "biohistorical" 
understanding which I propose, and which I believe sums up many assumptions 
about human being widely taken for granted among educated people in the West 
today, does not present us with a merely descriptive account of our reality; 
concealed within it are normative claims about our existence and the biological, 
social, cultural, psychological, and interpersonal conditions which make it 
possible. When these various features of our biohistorical being are made explicit, 
we are presented not only with a description of human historicity (interpreting and 
helping to explain human diversity around the globe) and of the biological 
grounding of our historical existence in the ecosystem of planet Earth; in addition 
we are provided with criteria which can assist us in identifying and addressing 
major environmental, sociocultural, political, economic, and other moral/ethical 
issues with which men and women today must come to terms. We are thus enabled 
to develop an ethic grounded in and sensitive to the thoroughly pluralistic 
character of human existence as understood today-an ethic, moreover, that makes 
room for explicit acknowledgement of the inevitable parochialness and bias of our 
own standpoint. 

I would like to take up this last point first. A contemporary theological ethic, 
properly informed by modern historical consciousness, a sensitive understanding 
of the significance of religious pluralism, and an awareness that all our theologies 
are our own imaginative constructions, would not be inclined to claim-as 
Christians have so often-that its assertions were directly and uniquely authorized 
or warranted by divine revelation (regardless of the theological importance 
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otherwise given to such revelation). Rather, Christian faith would understand its 
own assertions in essentially the same way that it understands those of other 
religious faiths and patterns of reflection-namely, as human imaginative 
responses to the necessity to find orientation for life in particular historical 
situations. 

Given this awareness of the thoroughly human character of all our assertions, 
it becomes appropriate for Christian faith to keep itself open to insights, criticism, 
and correction from other points of view. This includes not only other religious 
and secular perspectives and worldviews, but also the differences among 
Christians themselves on such harshly debated issues as those connected with 
abortion and homosexuality. (This does not mean, of course, that Christian faith 
must cease regarding itself as in some significant sense grounded in God, the 
"ultimate point of reference" for all that is; nor that the concept of revelation 
should no longer be used to articulate certain important dimensions of that 
grounding. More will be said about this below. It is, rather, simply a 
straightforward acknowledgement that our being Christian believers does not lift 
us out of the sphere of human existence, with its many confusions, problems, and 
other difficulties.) 

Surely this interpretation of the implications of our thoroughly-human-stance-
of-faith represents an enormous gain over some of the more familiar theological 
approaches. As our modern historical knowledge vividly reminds us, every 
theological position has always been taken, and every claim has been made, by 
some particular, limited, finite, human being, whether named Paul of Tarsus or 
Thomas Aquinas or Menno Simons or Karl Barth. Beliefs about divine inspiration 
and revelation, however, have all too often led theologians to obscure this fact by 
claiming that this or that theological affirmation or position was grounded directly 
in truth from on high. And, as we Mennonites know very well, heretics were 
burned at the stake for not properly acknowledging what God had so distinctly 
revealed, and what this or that theologian or authoritative church official knew 
with such certainty. To acknowledge forthrightly and regularly that our 
theological statements and claims are simply ours-the product of our own human 
study and reflection, and of the spontaneity and creativity of our own human 
powers imaginatively to envision a world and our human place within it-is to free 
us from these all too easy moves toward authoritarianism and arrogance which 
have characterized so much Christian theology in the past. Simultaneously we are 
opened to the broad ranges of experience, life, and insight lying outside our own 
tradition, and we are provided with a powerful incentive to engage in serious 
dialogue and interchange-on equal terms-with representatives of other religious 
and secular points of view. 

Relativizing our own Christian historical standpoint in this way emphatically 
does not mean that we will no longer be able to make judgments about right and 
wrong, good and evil, which ways of thinking about human existence and the 
world we should accept and which oppose, which proposals for addressing major 
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social and cultural problems today we should support and which reject. The 
understanding which I am sketching here does not leave us in arelativistic morass 
in which no moral or ethical judgments can any longer be made. On the contrary, 
a normative ethic is directly implied in the biohistorical conception of the 
human-an ethic which can be sharpened and focused in decisive ways by the 
christic images, insights, and demands which we Mennonites have always found 
important, and which in recent years have led us toward expressing these concerns 
in "peace theologies." 

The features of this biohistorical understanding that provide grounds for 
developing an ethic appropriate to our human situation today can be outlined in 
five points. The first is a general remark about our historicity and the normative 
implications that lie within it. The next three present a more detailed specification 
and elaboration of what it means to take historicity as having normative 
significance. The last returns the whole discussion to our full fe/öhistorical being, 
setting the normative significance of our historicity in its larger context.4 

(1) What most sharply distinguishes human beings from other forms of life is 
their historicity, their having been shaped by processes of historical change and 
development, and their having gradually acquired some control over the further 
unfolding of these processes. The centrality of our historicity to our very being as 
human implies that an optimal realization of our biohistorical existence depends 
in important respects upon an optimal realization of our historicity. What that 
optimality can be and how it is to be determined I will specify somewhat in the 
following points. 

(2) Historical existence-that is, history and historicity-would not be possible 
without the maintenance of delicate balances between order and freedom, 
continuity and creativity. The maintenance of such balances in communal 
institutions and practices, and in individual agents and their actions, is what can 
be called "responsible" ordering and acting. An optimal realization of human 
historicity in any particular concrete situation can occur only to the extent that 
communities and selves are able and willing to take significant responsibility for 
their institutions, practices, and actions (however differently such responsibility 
may be understood in different sociocultural and historical contexts). 

(3) It is important that the exercise of human historicity in responsible ordering 
and action, shaping not only our own communities and selves but future history 
and thus future humanity as well, continues to grow through the increase around 

4 These five points are lifted directly from In Face of Mystery, 127f. The subsequent pages of 
ch. 10 provide qualifications and nuancing of these points, and the full ethic implied in them 
is sketched in ch. 11-15. 
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the globe of well-ordered freedom in individuals and societies. The enormous 
development of technological power in recent centuries, culminating now in the 
power to destroy all of humankind along with many other species of life, means 
that only as we humans succeed in taking greater responsibility for the effects of 
our actions, on both the environment around us and the ongoing movement and 
direction of history and culture, is it likely that we will survive at all, let alone 
flourish. 

(4) Our historicity, especially with respect to our capacity to take responsibility 
for ourselves and for the direction history is going, would not be possible apart 
from at least some historical consciousness. (Again, precisely how this expresses 
itself and how it is to be determined in different situations and for different persons 
and communities remain open questions that can be addressed only in light of each 
particular context.) The functioning of our historicity depends significantly on our 
awareness of our situation in the world and of what our real possibilities in life are, 
as well as on the existence in our society of practices and institutions that facilitate 
this functioning. Thus there are, in our historical situatedness itself, inducements 
toward more adequate knowledge of our historicity and its significance, as well 
as toward historically viable patterns of societal organization and practices. 

(5) Our historicity cannot function optimally unless it is working harmoniously 
with its biological base (which, in turn, it significantly qualifies), and only if that 
biological base is itself functioning well. Taking responsibility for ourselves as 
historical beings must ultimately include, therefore, taking significant 
responsibility for the wider organic and physical networks of which we are part. 

I cannot here elaborate and qualify these five points in the detail required to 
develop a full ethics. But I hope that I have said enough to show that the concept 
of historicity (the mark that most sharply distinguishes our humanness from other 
forms of life) can itself provide criteria in terms of which judgments can be made, 
policies formulated, and practices encouraged respecting moral, religious, and 
other social and cultural matters of all sorts. These judgments and policies and 
practices would at once respect the integrity and distinctiveness of the wide range 
of cultural and religious traditions with which we are interacting today, while at 
the same time providing a basis for their critical assessment. As we shall see 
below, this biohistorical anthropology and the ethics implicit in it provide an 
excellent context and framework for situating, and interpreting the significance of, 
the radical New Testament imperatives which have always been of such great 
importance to Mennonites. 

What I have been outlining is a contemporary pluralistic and historicistic 
version of a central Pauline assumption about human existence, namely that it is 
profoundly moral in character, laying the demand upon us that we take full 
responsibility for our social and individual moral failures. As Paul puts it, we are 
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always "without excuse" in whatever we think or do (Rom. 1:20). I am seeking, 
however, to articulate this notion in a way that avoids the highly judgmental stance 
toward alien styles of life so sharply expressed by Paul (in Romans and 
elsewhere), a way that opens us to sympathetic understanding of and appreciation 
for patterns of human belief, practice, and institutions very different from those 
to which we are accustomed (and which for this reason seem right and good to us). 
This sort of understanding in turn opens for us the possibility of living and acting 
in a truly reconciling manner toward others, as we attempt to carry out the 
"ministry of reconciliation" to which Christians have been especially called (2 
Cor. 5:18)-a matter which Mennonites have usually taken to be of central 
importance. 

Traditional Christian ethical reflection has focused attention almost 
exclusively on the relations of human beings to God and to one another, and that 
is very important. Today, however, we must also concern ourselves seriously with 
issues arising out of our long failure to exercise proper care for the natural world 
roundabout us. We need not only a historicist understanding of the pluralistic 
character of our humanness; we require as well a b/öhistorical understanding of 
our humanness-a conception which neither traditional notions of the "soul" nor 
traditional articulations of the Christian story (in which the significance of our 
being part of nature was almost lost to view) satisfactorily expresses. Any 
adequate conception of the human today must draw heavily on the modern 
biological sciences, on the evolutionary theory which links us with the rest of life 
on earth, and on an ecological understanding of our continuing interdependence 
with this whole web of life. These modern notions are embedded, of course, in a 
conception of the cosmos as itself an evolutionary process of some billions of 
years, apart from which life as we know it could never have appeared-an overall 
picture of human existence and its environment ("the world") that is quite different 
from anything found in traditional Christian reflection. This understanding makes 
it clear that theological ethics and Christian moral action adequate for today must 
give high priority to the issues posed by our current ecological crisis. For the most 
part (so far as I can see) our Mennonite "peace theology" has not given "making 
peace with our environment" the attention it requires. 

IV 

If our Christian faith and Christian ethic are to orient us effectively to the major 
problems we face today, the two central Christian symbols, "God" and "Christ," 
must be brought into significant relationship with the normative claims upon us 
(sketched above) which are implicit in our biohistorical human existence. Perhaps 
I can at least suggest the direction in which I would proceed with that task. 

With respect to the symbol "God" I have already made it clear that in my view 
faith in God implies a recognition of our own finitude and sinfulness, our limited 
insight and understanding (of whatever topic we take up), and our tendency to 



A Religiously Plural World 45 

pervert that topic so that it serves our own purposes, our elevation, and 
aggrandizement. Acknowledgement of God means confessing this sinfulness, 
including our sinfulness in claiming absolute truth for our (Christian) beliefs, and 
absolute lightness for our (Christian) ethical standards and moral practices. Our 
faith in God thus puts us'into a position of being required to enter into dialogue on 
basically equal terms with those of other persuasions, not making absolutistic 
claims about our own religious and moral beliefs and practices. It is obvious, I 
suppose, that in saying these things I draw a different implication regarding the 
meaning of the absoluteness of God for our stance in the world than many 
Christians past and present have done. It is an implication, however, that seems to 
me indispensable in today's radically pluralized world-a world which demands 
that if we humans are to survive at all we must learn to appreciate and to live 
together with women and men of faiths, practices, and commitments radically 
different from our own. Our traditional Mennonite retreat into more or less 
isolated enclaves, where we can be relatively comfortable because everybody 
roundabout largely agrees with us on basic principles, must go; it is not an 
appropriate style of life for today's global village. 

This point becomes particularly evident when we turn to the symbol "Christ" 
to give more specificity and concreteness to our understanding both of humanity 
and of God. I find it useful to develop the christological issues involved here in 
terms of what I call a "wider view of Christ" (see In Face of Mystery, 25), one in 
which the symbol "Christ" is understood to refer to and name not simply the man 
Jesus of Nazareth but 

major features of the whole complex of events and relationships surrounding, 
including, and following upon the ministry and death of Jesus. On this view it 
is the appearance of a new communal ethos in history, rather than a 
metaphysically unique individual, that is the matter of central importance 
(396). 

On the one hand, the Christ-event is taken here to present in concrete historical 
images and motifs a normative picture of human being (both communal and 
individual). On the other hand, precisely in taking these christic motifs and images 
to be normative for human beings-thus regarding them as resources from which 
criteria can be developed for properly defining and assessing other features of 
human reality, as resources which provide us with a "yardstick" by which we can 
measure ourselves-we give them a uniquely important position and function. To 
the extent that the Christ-event is thought of as displaying what is to be regarded 
as normatively human, it is taken to manifest in a distinctive way (to be a 
"revelation of) what the divine creativity is doing-or the direction it is moving-in 
and through our human world, in and through history. 

The Christ-event thus simultaneously shows us both what human being truly 
is and ought to be and what God is doing, what sort of creative and redemptive 
activity is at work here on planet Earth. In this sense for Christian faith the Christ-
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event represents in a uniquely significant way both God1 s presence to humankind 
(God* s incarnation) and the humankindv/iih whom, for whom, and through whom 
the divine creativity is at work (Chalcedon). God's creative and redemptive 
activity is seen to be incarnate in the new Christian community, with its spirit of 
love and freedom, of mutual sharing and forgiveness of one another. "Though 
centering on the man Jesus, the Christ-symbol... [is here regarded] as extending 
beyond this solitary figure to include the community of reconciliation that grew 
up in response to his work-and in principle, thus, it can be extended to all 
communities of genuine healing, love, and justice" (397). 

This interpretation of the "Christ-event" as essentially the appearance 
(creation) of a new historical constellation, rather than as a supernatural divine 
miracle, can be seen as an extension and radicalization of certain Anabaptist 
emphases. Norman Kraus has argued that Anabaptist views on the atonement 
should not be reduced to either Roman Catholic or mainstream Protestant 
conceptions, both of which see it as primarily concerned with the necessity of 
reconciling God's love with the demands of God's justice-i.e., as an event internal 
to the divine being rather than as primarily an event in history. Such views, he 
points out, are really "a form of docetism. Atonement becomes a deus exmachina. 
God assumes minimal humanity in order to satisfy his own divine legal 
requirements, and he transfers the legal merits to those whom he chooses."5 In 
contrast, for the Anabaptists the atonement is essentially an event in the historical 
order creative of dramatic changes in the ordering of human affairs. The 
atonement was "an act of God's solidarity with us in order to free us and give us 
a new self-identity as God's children." For this reason "it is only as we share in 
[Jesus'] death and resurrection (Rom. 6:4), 'have koinonia with his suffering' 
(Phil. 3:9-10), follow him in denying our own ego and taking up our cross in his 
service (Mk. 8:34) that we have solidarity with our great Representative."6 Thus 
it is our task-as disciples and believers-to order our lives, activities, and 
institutions in accord with the normative pattern that he presented. 

This Anabaptist emphasis on the fundamentally historical significance of the 
Christ-event, in contrast with the tendency of much traditional theology to locate 
this event essentially within the divine being and thus beyond history, constitutes 
an important step toward the wider christology which I am proposing. In my 
position, as in theirs, "Christ" is understood to be that point in human history 
where radical self-giving love comes into sharp focus and is made central to a 
community's way of understanding itself and how it should order its affairs. And 
to be "in Christ" is to live and work in solidarity with that community and all 
others seeking to participate in, and thus to reinforce, this radical way in which 

5 Kraus, "Interpreting the Atonement in the Anabaptist-Mennonite Tradition," Mennonite 
Quarterly Review 66 (July 1992): 308. 

6 Ibid., 309. 



A Religiously Plural World 47 

God (often) works in the human world and human history. 
The implications of all of this for Mennonite peace theologies should be 

obvious. On the Mennonite understanding of Christian faith, we have been called 
to ministries of reconciliation, peacemaking, and reconstruction in the world: we 
must love our neighbors as ourselves, indeed we must love even our enemies. 
Jesus' teachings on these matters have always been of great importance to 
Mennonites, and Jesus' own forgiveness of his persecutors even as he went to the 
cross has been seen as the paradigm to which Christians should aspire in their lives 
of self-giving love and service in this world. How these radical moral demands are 
to be understood in the complexities of modern life are, no doubt, in much dispute; 
and important questions are being raised today whether so-called self-giving love 
may not itself be debilitating rather than liberating in situations of injustice and 
oppression. 

There are difficult problems here which need thoughtful reflection; and 
traditional Mennonite christological themes and emphases need to be qualified in 
some important ways. For those of us who understand ourselves to be called as 
peacemakers in our horribly torn world, it is therefore essential that we engage in 
careful theological work as we think through problems of this sort. In attempting 
to articulate a peace theology for today, we must never allow ourselves to forget 
that there can be no true peace anywhere apart from justice on the one hand and 
attention to the ecological crisis on the other. The ethic implicit in human 
historicity can be particularly helpful in thinking through precisely these kinds of 
issues. If one brings the radical Christie themes and images of the New Testament 
into significant interconnection with a biohistorical conception of the human, 
these images and themes receive an anthropological context which illuminates 
them, even as they suggest ways to address the enormously destructive problems 
generated by our deeply corrupted historicity. 

We will not succeed in developing an adequate peace theology for today 
simply by reflecting on biblical ideas, or commands, or images thought to be 
especially pertinent or authoritative for Christian ethics: an idolatry of ancient 
texts is in fact unfaithful to God, not faithful. Rather, we must open ourselves to 
as full an imaginative exploration as we can of the significance of the central 
Christian symbols, "God" and "Christ," for addressing this task. In their power to 
evoke from us visions of a reconciled world and a reconciled humanity, and in 
their demand that we be reconcilers in our desperately torn world and our polluted 
and deteriorating environment, they can provide precisely the orientation we need 
for today. It is as a response to the God-manifest-in-Christ (and not simply as an 
attempt to be in conformity with biblical doctrine) that we must set ourselves the 
task of imaginatively constructing a peace theology which will articulate for this 
generation our deepest convictions about the problems and the possibilities of 
human-existence-in-the-world today, and which will provide us with guidelines 
for pursuing the ministry of reconciliation to which God-in-Christ has called us. 
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