
Christian Theory
Postanarchism, Theology, and John Howard Yoder

John Howard Yoder was a Mennonite scholar who studied under Karl
Barth and then taught at Goshen College, Associated Mennonite
Biblical Seminary, and Notre Dame. The Politics of Jesus is his best-

known work, but he continued to write prolifically on a wide variety of
issues in Christian theology and ethics until his death in 1997. Yoder is
sometimes characterized as a monotonous trumpeter whose one note was
pacifism, and while this is not the case, it is true that Yoder is one of the
most articulate and sophisticated defenders of comprehensive
nonviolence, a position that informs much of his work. It is not that
Yoder begins with pacifism as an ideal and builds a theology or ethics
around that—Yoder rejected the idea of an epistemological starting point
at all— but that for him, following Christ and remaining true to the
Christian heritage necessarily entail surrender to a nonviolent way of
being in the world. Yoder wrestled with the political ramifications of
pacifism in ways that bring him very close to anarchism, and there are
Christian anarchists who make use of his work. Moreover, Yoder seems to
have anticipated some of the moves being made in the shift in anarchist
discourse toward what is being called postanarchism.

Yoder also helps us see the deep connections between theology and
political theory, and the turn in both political and theological thinking
toward the postsecular. The basic premise of postsecularity is that there is
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no neutral sphere in which to negotiate the common good without
influence from religious or theological thought forms. In fact, the idea
that there is such a sphere itself constitutes a claim about the “way things
are” that is already at odds with religious formulations. To claim that
religion and state should remain separate is still to make a claim about
religion, one that suggests that the state should exclusively be called upon
to do things that might otherwise fall under the purview of religious
authority. Questions about the common good or how humans might best
live together— questions that are usually assumed to be political—are not
questions about which religion has historically been silent. Even the idea
that there is a genus “religion” of which a given person’s way of
constructing the world can be seen as a species is problematic— especially
for those for whom religion is a primary source of social identity. What
lies at the core of many constructions of self and community is precisely
the element that liberal democracy says should be bracketed. This
suggests, at the very least, that the boundary between political theology
and political theory is porous. The theological formulations of a thinker
like Yoder not only bear a resemblance to certain trends in anarchist
thought but also constitute a contribution to that thought.

Postanarchism and Postsecularity

Since the 1999 protests at the World Trade Organization Ministerial
Conference, an altercation dubbed “The Battle in Seattle,” anarchism has
garnered attention from both the media and academia. The WTO protests
were part of what is sometimes called the “anti-globalization” movement.
“Postanarchism” is the name attached to the attempt to theorize the
relationship between this movement and emerging forms of anarchism
that seem to characterize it.1 This term does not mean “to be finished with
anarchism,” or that anarchism’s moment has definitively passed, but
instead denotes the introduction of poststructuralist and postmodern
critiques into anarchist theory. It is often contrasted to the “classical”
anarchism of Bakunin, Proudhon, Kropotkin, and others. Whether this is
truly a break from these thinkers or a continuation of their thought is a
topic of debate among postanarchist thinkers, but it is enough for our
purposes to note that postanarchism is critical of the humanism and
essentialism of modernist anarchist discourse.
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Postanarchism is also markedly different in how it conceptualizes the
state and its place in political theory. Todd May borrows language from
Michel de Certeau, and calls this a difference between “strategic” and
“tactical” thinking. In strategic thinking, May explains,

the variety of oppressions and injustices that pervade a society and the

possibility of justice are located in a single problematic; if that problematic

is properly analyzed and the right conclusions for intervention are drawn,

then justice, inasmuch as it can be had, will be had . . . [This reduction] lies

at the core of strategic political thinking. All problems can be reduced to

the basic one; justice is a matter of solving the basic problem.2

Whether the basic problem is seen to be ownership of the means of
production (as with Marxism) or the state (as with classical anarchism),
postanarchism questions the strategic calculus by which a single site
becomes the focus of resistance. Tactical thinking, by way of contrast,
assumes power to be multiple and fluid, requiring more creative
responses.3 Saul Newman points out that contemporary radical politics is
working more and more outside the state rather than strictly against it.4

Postanarchism sees the state as a problem, but not the problem; it rejects
the logic that would make any single point of resistance primary or
central.

One reason for this shift, besides the influence of poststructuralist
thought, is the changing role of the state in contemporary politics. Both
postanarchism and the anti-globalization movement have come about as a
response to neoliberalism, in which the state is no longer the primary
political actor. Wendy Brown argues that the designation “neoliberal”
describes a repudiation of certain aspects of Keynesian economics in favor
of a more radically free market—the Chicago school of economics run
amok.5 But she points out that this is not merely economic. It has an
ideological and political component as well: “Neo-liberal rationality, while
foregrounding the market, is not only or even primarily focused on the
economy; rather it involves extending and disseminating market values to
all institutions and social action, even as the market itself remains a
distinctive player,” she writes.6 Responses to neoliberalism are mixed.
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri describe neoliberalism as a global
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empire and call for an equally global multitude to rise up in resistance.7

Slavoj !i"ek issues a new Marxist— even Leninist— call for socialist
revolution. The response on the streets has been, as Graeber argues,
largely anarchist.

!i"ek’s use of Christian theology in formulating his radical politics
speaks to what we might call the postsecular turn. This can refer both to
the religious turn in continental philosophy—Derrida’s interest in
messianic structures, for instance—and also to the growing interest
among atheist thinkers like !i"ek and Alain Badiou in the apostle Paul.8

“Postsecularity” also describes the sense in which we are realizing—at
least in some areas of thought—that what we think of as the secular is not
something that was revealed when we finally pulled back the veil of
religion; rather, it is a way of thinking that was constructed in response to
and on the heels of developments in Christian theology.9 The challenge to
secularism is itself of interest to anarchist theory: Erica Lagalisse argues
that the presumption of secularity as the background for anarchist
resistance is a threat to solidarity and erects false barriers to cooperation
in resistance efforts. She considers secularism “a form of racism that
functions to uphold the logic of neoliberal political economy, even among
some very committed anticapitalist activists.”10 This suggests a connection
between growing postsecular thought and radical politics.

Anarchism and Christianity have not, historically, been easy partners.
As Lagalisse notes, atheism is de rigueur among anarchists generally:
Bakunin’s God and the State makes this abundantly clear, and “No gods,
no masters” is a familiar anarchist slogan.11 Mainstream Christianity has
been more the target of resistance than its impetus— but not always.
Throughout its history there are also figures and movements that can be
considered radical, even anarchist. That witness is varied: the voluntary
poverty of the early Franciscans, the uncompromising witness of the
Radical Reformation, the labor resistance of the Catholic Worker
movement, the social criticism of Thomas Merton, the revolutionary
fervor of liberation theology, the peace protests of the Berrigan brothers—
not to mention the role of Christian theology in the Civil Rights
Movement—all fall under this umbrella to some extent. Not only does the
postsecular turn help us to understand the inherent politics in theological
formulations, but it also allows us to recognize the ways in which political
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theology parallels political theory. This is perhaps clearest in Christian
anarchism, in which the connection is fairly transparent.

Christian Anarchism

In Christian anarchism, the goal is not one of overthrowing the reigning
powers but of living out an alternative that prefigures the more just and
peaceful world that will be realized in the eschaton, or final fulfillment.
God, rather than human striving, is the expected agent of deliverance. It
theorizes revolution as eschatologically deferred. Connected to this
deferral is a commitment to pacifism. Not all Christian pacifists would be
comfortable identifying as anarchists or radicals or leftists, but most seem
to recognize that pacifism implies, at the very least, a comprehensive
conscientious objection to the seemingly unavoidable violence of the
state.

Christian anarchists typically point to Jesus as a kind of paradigmatic
radical, and the early church as proto-anarchist collective. This is a
standard theological move—almost any Christian group will claim that
their particular theological bent has its origin in Jesus. The Anabaptist
tradition, sometimes called the Radical Reformation, is a theological
source for some. But this does not apply to all Christian anarchists,
especially not to the considerable contribution of Catholic thinkers—the
Catholic Worker, the Berrigan brothers, et al. Christian anarchism, then,
is not so much a coherent, self-identifying movement as a kind of trend or
gesture toward an ideal that is sometimes made explicit and other times
merely hinted at or left dormant. Tracing it authoritatively is probably an
impossible task given the dialectical relationship between politics and
religion. Wherever this stream comes from, it is part of Christianity and—
thanks to the pervasive legacy of Christendom— of Western culture as
well, meaning that similar ideas and structures are available to various
forms of resistance that might emerge.

Lewis Perry’s Radical Abolitionism follows one such anarchist thread in
the Abolitionist movement, particularly in the figures of William Lloyd
Garrison and Adin Ballou.12 This thread is unavoidably theological. The
abolitionists that he defines as “radical” are the ones who recognized that
when taken to its logical conclusions their opposition to slavery,
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particularly the theological formulations of that opposition, did not allow
for a distinction between the force and coercion necessary to uphold the
institution of slavery and the force and coercion necessary for the function
of the state, no matter how legitimatized the latter might be. Some of the
abolitionists began to see ways in which their theological objections to
slavery, rooted in a pacifist rendering of the Jesus’ command not to resist
an evil person but rather “to turn the other cheek,” also applied to the
government. The state, they reasoned, exercised precisely the kind of
coercive control that they decried in the institution of slavery. The
significant connection here is the trope of the “government of God,”
which on one hand was the inbreaking of a divine order sometime in the
proximate future,13 and on the other hand constitutes a claim on the
religious subject in the here and now that marginalizes other claims such
as those of the state.

The pacifism advocated by these radical abolitionists was called
“nonresistance.” The term “nonresistance” can be a confusing one; it does
not mean quietism or passive obedience (though the nonresistants were
met with these kinds of charges). Rather, it comes from the injunction of
Christ: “Do not resist an evil person” (Matt 5:39), which directly precedes
the more familiar admonition to turn the other cheek. The nonresistants
saw this to mean nonretaliation but they also extrapolated a political
position in which the rejection of violence necessarily implied a
renunciation of government, because human government relied on force
to accomplish its purposes.14

Alexandre Christoyannopoulos, author of Christian Anarchism: A
Political Commentary on the Gospel, claims that Garrison can only be
described as anarchist for the few years before he acquiesced both to
the state (in the form of supporting a presidential candidate) and the
justification of violence (in support of John Brown): “The example
provided by him and his followers, therefore, is not one of Christian
anarchism, but one of radical and indeed successful campaigning on one
particular cause—the abolition of slavery.”15 The Christian anarchist
vision, in Christoyannopoulos’s synthesis, does not call for overthrowing
existing systems so much as subverting them, usually in the form of
alternative communities (more specifically, seeing the church as a
collection of such communities) that embody the values of the world to
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come.16 This vision connects ecclesiological and eschatological concerns
and is one of the mechanisms by which Christian radicals can maintain
what is usually a pacifistic stance while at the same time recognizing that
change may not happen quickly or by nonviolent means; it is a
theologically coded way of critiquing the present system in light of an
ideal. The political implications are obvious. But Christoyannopoulos
adds this caveat: “from the pure Christian anarchist perspective . . . there
is a great danger in trying to precipitate the advent of the kingdom of
God: the temptation to adopt violent means toward that end.”17 This
temptation, for Christoyannopoulos, threatens the integrity of the
Christian anarchist witness.

Christoyannopoulos still speaks, however, in terms of revolution,
suggesting that it comes about by example and not force, requires
repentance, and cultivates communities characterized by love, patience,
and forgiveness—not just for one another but also for outcasts. Christian
anarchists, he argues, focus less on tearing down the system and more on
the construction of such alternatives, pointing out that the Greek word
used in the New Testament to describe the church, ekklesia, is itself a
political term and that the gathered body is inherently a political one:
“According to Christian anarchists, simply living in . . . a decentralized
community is a political statement in itself. That is, the very existence of
the church is, in itself, a political statement.”18 This is the essence of the
Christian anarchist ecclesiology as Christoyannopoulos understands it.
The apocalyptic eschatology that Christoyannopoulos associates with
Christian anarchism articulates the hope that those who eschew violence,
even if that disavowal leads to their own death, will ultimately be
vindicated in the end. Ultimate effectiveness is pushed into an expected
end times that will see justice done and all wrongs righted. Ultimately, for
Christoyannopoulos and the kind of Christian anarchism he is describing,
pacifism is a viable option because of a fervent belief that God will
vindicate the martyrs and justice will be restored.

Yoder as Postanarchist Theorist

Christoyannopoulos’s description of Christian anarchism runs very close
to Yoder’s work; Yoder is, in fact, quite popular among Christian

Christian Theory 43

This work originally appeared in Journal for the Study of Radicalism, 7:1, Spring 2013, published by Michigan State University Press.



anarchists. But Christoyannopoulos does not consider him an anarchist as
such because he had a theological place for the state—in other words, like
postanarchists such as Todd May and Saul Newman, Yoder theorizes the
state differently than classical anarchism insofar as his critique of the state
does not call for an outright abolition of the state. The state apparatus,
problematic as it might be, serves a restraining purpose, and to call for its
wholesale dissembly would be to foist upon millions of people an
anarchism for which they are not prepared.

It is in this sense that I think Yoder anticipated, in a theological key, a
shift in anarchist thought. Postanarchism is not necessarily pacifist—at
least not on the personal level— but it is to some extent predicated on an
ethics of nonviolence. Newman argues that violence is “an authoritarian,
sovereign relationship, something that violates the autonomy of the
other” and that nonviolence should be the ethical horizon of an
anarchist’s politics.19 The postanarchists’ attempt to make this
nonviolence comprehensive leads to a critique not only of neoliberalism
or the state but also of other forms of radical resistance, including some
elements of classical anarchism.20 Yoder’s critique of mainstream
Christianity is similar in this regard. His theology of the “powers” shares
much with postanarchist theories of power and his account of practices
applies a nonviolent ethics to the dynamics of stable community life.

Yoder does not directly engage the poststructuralist thinkers that
inform postanarchism to any significant extent.21 David Toole compares
him favorably to Foucault in Waiting for Godot in Sarajevo.22 Daniel
Barber reads him alongside Derrida in “The Particularity of Jesus and the
Time of the Kingdom” and Deleuze in On Diaspora.23 Nonetheless,
Yoder’s own work, particularly the essays collected in A Pacifist Way of
Knowing, establishes him as a postfoundationalist thinker who saw the
epistemological ramifications of an ethics of nonviolence. But Yoder does
not begin with a poststructuralist critique and then explore the political
possibilities (as does Todd May), nor does he begin with anarchism and
then interrogate it in light of poststructuralist developments (Saul
Newman and Andrew Koch). He also does not begin with activist practice
and later find a connection to the poststructuralist critique (David
Graeber and Richard Day). None of these ways in which thinkers have
arrived at postanarchism can be applied to Yoder. He did not consider
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himself an anarchist, and to some extent Christoyannopoulos is correct
not to consider him one, especially since Yoder argues that our
eschatological situation is one “in which nonresistance is meaningful and
in which the state has its place.”24 Christ’s reign, he argues, does not
obliterate evil, but channels it: even vengeance is used by God (through
the state) to mitigate chaos.25 Still, there are anarchist implications to his
pacifist ethics, and some of the ways in which he diverges from “classical”
anarchism— his rejection of humanism, for instance, and his nuanced
theological role for the state—actually bring him closer to
postanarchism.26 This can be clearly seen in his theology of the powers
and his ecclesiological emphasis on practice.

Yoder’s theology of the “powers” runs very close to postanarchist
theories of power. Yoder rejected a univocal understanding of power in
favor of a more nuanced recognition of powers in the plural, referring to
the “powers and principalities” mentioned in the New Testament. Yoder
identifies these powers as the religious, political, and intellectual
structures that make our lives intelligible.27 May’s conception of power
shares features with Yoder’s theology here:

There are many different sites from which [power] arises, and there is an

interplay among these various sites in the creation of the social world. This

is not to deny that there are points of concentration of power, or, to keep

with the spatial image, points where various (and perhaps bolder) lines

intersect. Power does not, however, originate at these points; rather, it

conglomerates around them. Tactical thought thus performs its analyses

within a milieu characterized not only by the tension between what is and

what ought to be, but also between irreducible but mutually intersecting

practices of power.28

This image of multiple and perhaps shifting sites of power bears similarity to
Yoder’s use of “powers” in the plural and to his recognition that this
designation includes religious, intellectual, moral, political, and economic
structures.29 In For the Nations, Yoder makes this even more explicit:

The notion that “power” is univocal and unilinear is one of the mythical

dimensions of modernity. That myth has served us (or we have served it)
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for some generations, but it is increasingly refuting itself as our economy

bumps up against the ceiling of our physically finite globe . . . The Pauline

vision according to which the “powers” which frame our lives are at one

and the same time both creatures of God for our good and oppressors is

increasingly seen to describe reality more adequately than the univocality

myth.30

Here we can clearly see Yoder’s conception of power as decentralized, or
what May calls “tactical” thinking.

Yoder’s theology of powers is also helpful in understanding the role of
the state. Newman writes that the state is oppressive “not only in the form
that it takes, but in its very structures . . . it has its own prerogatives, its
own logic of domination, which intersect with capitalism and bourgeois
economic interests but are not reducible to them.”31 That the state has its
own logic is suggestive of the language of the powers. The state is not
inert; it is possessed of a particular kind of spirit. The state is not,
however, just another one of the powers in Yoder’s thinking, and we can
see this in Yoder’s etiology as it relates to the Fall. Many of the powers, in
Yoder’s theology, are necessary elements of human existence that are
fallen. Their relationship to human life has a tragic character; we need
them, but that very need is subject to exploitation. The state is not an
original good but a further corruption or metastasization of other
powers—a need for order, perhaps, or organization.

As John Nugent explains in The Politics of Yahweh, Yoder sees the
powers as part of the created order, but he “locates the powers in the
prelapsarian order precisely because he does not locate the state there.”32

The state has a place, given our fallen condition, but it is constitutive
neither of our primordial past nor our ultimate future.33 In the meantime,
God uses the state— often in spite of itself—to accomplish relative good.34

This allows Yoder to arrive theologically at a trenchant critique of the state
without presuming that the abolition of the state is imperative or even
possible.

We can see this in The End of Sacrifice, where Yoder challenges capital
punishment and anticipates the argument that what he is suggesting,
taken to its logical conclusions, might lead to anarchy.35 His response is
that taking things to their logical conclusions would actually lead to the
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Kingdom of God, but to expect this before the eschaton is utopian
nonsense. “The world, by the very fact of its rebellion,” he explains, “has
guaranteed that the Christian social critique will not lead too far; at most,
the world can be challenged, one point at a time, to take one step in the
right direction, to move one more notch in approximation of the
righteousness of love.”36 This speaks to Yoder’s eschatology: Yoder does
not believe that the world will be made right by human effort, but by
God’s intervention in history. Challenging the world “one point at a time”
is undertaken not with the thought that this will bring about the eschaton
but with the recognition that the final outcome is not contingent upon
any particular success in the here and now. Yoder’s eschatological
assertion of a place for the state recognizes that a direct overthrow of the
state is probably not practically possible by nonviolent means and not
ethically desirable by violent or counterhegemonic means.

Thus, Yoder offers what we might call a structural indifference to the
state: it is not that the state is unimportant or inconsequential on a
practical level, but that neither the existence of the state nor the particular
shape it takes is the primary locus of the community’s political
considerations. Critique of the state is paramount, but an anti-statist
revolution is not necessarily the answer. For Yoder, it is not an option as it
would necessarily entail violence; in his theological account, the state
plays a limited role in maintaining a semblance of order. Postanarchism
does not have the same theological resources to bring to bear but
nevertheless seems to intuit that a simple or diametric opposition to the
state is not a supple enough mechanism to account for the complex
matrices of power in which we are entangled. Similarly, Yoder and May
both are skeptical of a ruling elite or vanguard capable of representing and
therefore leading the whole. For Yoder, the church is not so much called
to be the leading edge of change in society as a witness to the possibility of
an alternative. Yoder’s opposition to those who “by virtue of their better
ideology . . . use the power of society from the top” is similar to May’s
rejection of vanguardist politics:

If there is a central problematic and a central site of power, then it is possible

that there are those who are peculiarly well placed to analyze and lead the

resistance against the power relationships of that site. Their well-placed

Christian Theory 47

This work originally appeared in Journal for the Study of Radicalism, 7:1, Spring 2013, published by Michigan State University Press.



position may derive from their knowledge of that site, or from their

involvement in it, or from their place within the social order which allows

them effective access to means of pressure . . . Tactical thought, because of

its perspective, rejects the idea of liberation through a vanguard. If power is

decentralized, if the sites of oppression are numerous and intersecting, it is

hardly likely that any one set of individuals will find itself peculiarly suited

to a vanguardist role in political change.37

For both Yoder and May, because there is no central locus power of which
humans might gain control, there is no group of humans who can claim
to occupy it legitimately. David Graeber puts this bluntly in Fragments of
an Anarchist Anthropology: “Any anarchist social theory would have to
reject self-consciously any trace of vanguardism. The role of intellectuals
is most definitely not to form an elite that can arrive at the correct
strategic analyses and then lead the masses to follow.”38

Another point of connection between Yoder and postanarchism is an
emphasis on practice. May regards practices or groups of practices to be
primary points of analysis in postanarchist thought and advocates a
“micropolitics.”39 Graeber calls anarchism “an ethics of practice.”40 The
practices Yoder identifies in Body Politics—the rule of Paul (consensus
decision-making), binding and loosing (nonviolent conflict resolution),
the Eucharist (economic sharing), the fullness of Christ (nonhierarchical
organization), and baptism (initiation into an egalitarian order) point to a
fertile ground of social interaction at the intersection of radical pacifism
and radical egalitarianism.41 This seems both consistent with and
complementary to postanarchist thought.

The connection between this group of practices and a comprehensive
nonviolence has to do with the cultivation of patience. In “Patience as
Method in Moral Reasoning,” Yoder lists 19 varieties of patience as a way
of arguing against the characterization that he was an absolutist. Patience
as an epistemological principle mitigates the temptation toward
absolutism. Patience in practice is the outworking of a pacifist ethics.42 In
what Yoder calls the “Rule of Paul,” for instance, everyone has the
opportunity to speak. Consensus is important because, as Yoder puts it in
Body Politics, “a quick majority vote may reach a decision more rapidly
but without resolving the problem or convincing the overpowered
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minority, so that the conflict remains.”43 This consideration is not only
practical and political, but also epistemological; patient listening even to
one’s adversary is part of the process of seeking knowledge.44 This is
connected to pacifism insofar as a violent response bypasses the listening
process. As Graeber describes it, “if you have the power to hit people over
the head whenever you want, you don’t have to trouble yourself too much
figuring out what they think is going on, and therefore, generally
speaking, you don’t.”45 Even groups that do not or cannot employ
physical violence on their members inevitably enforce decisions through
recourse to authoritarianism or the force of law.

The other practices also relate to patience. “The Eucharist as economic
sharing” calls the rich to forgo the accumulation of wealth, thereby
disabusing them of the notion of buying their way into power. It also calls
the poor to forgo romantic dreams of wealth and power themselves.
Everyone becomes fiscally committed to the time-consuming process of
community formation. Universal gifting, the conviction that every
member of the community has some specific contribution to make, calls
for patience in discerning each person’s particular gift and resists the
temptation to invest an especially talented group with power as a more
efficient means of getting things done. Baptism implies the patience of
creating a voluntary group that does not expect everyone else to be ready
for their particular ethical commitments. Yoder believed that a nonviolent
ethics was the way of the future and thus ultimately binding on everyone,
but did not believe it could be forced on those who did not or could not
choose it. Nonviolent conflict resolution calls for the patience to allow the
involved parties to work out their differences on their own terms, only
invoking the community if that process breaks down, even when
authoritarian arbitration would be much more efficient. Even the ultimate
sanction in the face of irresolvable conflict, dismembership from the
group, requires patience in the form of a willingness to wait for the
offending party to come back on his or her own.

Political theorist Romand Coles, though not a Christian theologian,
sees the importance of patience in Yoder’s thought.46 In “The Wild
Patience of John Howard Yoder,” he finds in Yoder a model for
community that involves “very particular and powerful practices of
generous solidarity precisely through creative uses of conflict and a
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vulnerable receptivity to the ‘least of these’ within the church and those
outside it.”47 Yoder’s ecclesiology is fluid, Coles suggests, because it is
open to critique and because the multiplicity of gifts helps to shape the
church through time.48 Consensus-based decision-making in which
everyone has the floor is central to making sure the various gifts are
honored.49 Coles describes the body metaphor used by Paul as having a
nonhierarchical connotation in Yoder by way of a displacement dynamic:
if Christ is the head, then no human can occupy that place of leadership.
Coles writes, “Jesus and the early communities gathered around his
memory teach that to be possible at all, practices of caritas must be
inflected toward vulnerable engagements with those emerging in margins
within the church body and those beyond it.”50 Coles describes this as a
“reaching back”; it refers to the process of allowing the example of Jesus
and the early church to inform and challenge the present.51 It is a constant
reminder for the ecclesial body to remain open to other voices.

The ecclesial practices advocated by Yoder are porous. Eucharistic
sharing implies hospitality. Nonviolence means not just refusal to engage
an enemy but commitment to extending love and reconciliation. Patient
listening to “the least of these” within the church is a means of being
schooled in receptivity to marginalized voices outside the church.52 Coles
points out that Yoder’s call for patience means that developments outside
the church can give rise to voices that remind Christians of something
intrinsic to their story that they had forgotten or strayed from— even
something they had never fully grasped.53 Yoder considered this a form of
grace, and Coles argues that vulnerability to the voice of the other is
constitutive of what it means to be the church.54 “Epistemological
nonviolence,” he writes, “aims toward practices in which the possibility of
giving and receiving are inextricably intertwined.”55

Coles adds that Yoder advocated patience as “suspension of the socially
and existentially engendered pressures upon time to summarize judgment
and engage others in summary fashion.”56 Yoder saw Jesus as victor and
God as sovereign. Coles explains how these function for Yoder:

They are to powerfully inspire and orient the church to resist “the

principalities and powers” that would subjugate creation to idolatries of

“power, mammon, fame, and efficacy.” They call believers to resist as
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mythical these closures of history, and begin (again and again) to practice

an alternative body politics, confident that the future belongs to caritas—

even in the face of powers that seek to externalize subjugation and seem to

exhibit enormous capacities to assimilate or brutally crush opposition and

alternative hopes.57

Coles goes on to note that Yoder’s radical patience extends even to an
unwillingness to represent other subjugated peoples to themselves; he did
not claim to know ahead of time that the Christian “good news” was the
best news for the oppressed in any and every circumstance.58 Yoder
arrived at a suspicion of representation—a suspicion at the heart of the
postanarchist critique—through a conviction that allegiance to Jesus as
Lord calls for a radical patience. Still, Coles warns, there is a potential
weakness inherent in claiming Jesus as Lord in this way; there is a
potential temptation to close off dialog. He points out that Yoder’s
personal engagement with certain marginal voices was limited. He does
not fault Yoder for this, considering the breadth of Yoder’s other
engagements, but suggests that those following Yoder’s work might
continue to bring it into dialog with other voices.59

For Yoder, patience is part of the character of God: “We love our
neighbor because God is like that. It is not because Jesus told us to that we
love even beyond the limits of reason and justice, even to the point of
refusing to kill and being willing to suffer— but because God is like that,
too.”60 In The War of the Lamb he writes that those who follow the patient
and peaceful way of Christ are working with “the grain of the universe.”61

We might call this an ontology of patience. Patience is the connection
between the radical pacifism of nonviolent witness and the radical
egalitarianism of consensus process. The group that does not have the
patience to make decisions that honor all members is not cultivating the
patience necessary to resist resorting to violence to achieve its political
objectives.

To suggest that Yoder’s critique overlaps that of postanarchists is not to
say that they are different ways of saying the same thing. Postanarchism is
largely about theorizing contemporary activist movements; Yoder’s work
has more to do with calling the church to particular forms of community
and witness. It does not seem that Yoder’s project would be able to
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entertain the deconstruction of the human subject implicit in
poststructuralism or its rejection of transcendence. Postanarchism does
not have the metaphysical framework that would make Yoder’s ethics
intelligible at its logical limits. We must admit a certain measure of
incommensurability. Nonetheless, there are points of possible dialog.
Yoder has theological resources for answering questions within
postanarchist discourse. Consider this passage from May:

Traditional anarchism, in its foundational concepts—and moreover, in the

fact of possessing foundational concepts— betrays the insights which

constitute its core. Humanism is a form of representation; thus, anarchism,

as a critique of representation, cannot be constructed on its basis.

Poststructuralist theorizing has, in effect, offered a way out of the humanist

trap by engaging in nonfoundationalist political critique. Such critique

reveals how decentralized, nonrepresentative radical theorizing can be

articulated without relying upon a fundamental concept or motif in the

name of which it offers its critique. However, one question remains which,

unanswered, threatens the very notion of poststructuralism as a political

critique. If it is not in the name of humanism or some other foundation

that the critique occurs, in what or whose name is it a critique? How can the

poststructuralists criticize existing social structures as oppressive without either

a concept of what is being oppressed or at least a set of values that would be

better realized in another social arrangement? In eliminating autonomy as

inadequate to play the role of the oppressed in political critique, has

poststructuralism eliminated the role itself, and with it the very possibility of

critique? In short, can there be critique without representation?62

May concedes that there is no politics without values—without something
in the name of which the political critique is being made— but argues that
values (which imply representation) are not antithetical to the anarchist
project.63 Yoder finds these values from within the Christian tradition,
particularly in the nonviolent witness of Jesus. This is part of his etiology,
and it invokes a universal that is problematic for poststructuralist thought.
But it is precisely Jesus’s particularity—namely, the way of the cross—that
allows Yoder to navigate the dangers of representation. Yoder’s political
theology works by way of displacement: Christ is king, but he is a king
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who serves rather than dominates, and is present in the egalitarian
deliberations of the community rather than over them as an absentee
landlord. Newman describes a way in which this makes sense for
postanarchism:

When a particular signifier stands in for the empty universality of the

political space, causes and struggles can achieve some form of coherent

meaning and unite with one another. There is nothing necessarily

authoritarian about this sort of symbolic representation. Indeed, without

this function of the “stand-in” there can be no real hope of radical politics.

However, where this argument becomes problematic is when representation

seems to translate into political leadership—into the idea that a radical

political movement needs the figure of the leader to hold it together.64

This displacement dynamic in Yoder’s thinking allows Jesus to be a
“particular signifier” that disallows the translation of representation into
political leadership by a person or vanguard.65

Additionally, the practices Yoder advocates are available, mutatis
mutandi, to radicals outside the Christian tradition. In fact, some version
of each already exists elsewhere. Activist groups are already practicing
consensus process. The nonviolent conflict resolution of “binding and
loosing” is practicable in any community, as is the mutual collective
honor called for in recognizing universal gifting. Economic sharing is the
hallmark of socialism and communism. Initiatory rites can be found in a
wide array of groups from motorcycle gangs to the Rotary Club, though
not all such rites imply the same level of egalitarianism as does Yoder’s
articulation of baptism. This is not to suggest, as Paul Martens does, that
Yoder reduces theology to social theory, nor is it to assume that Yoder’s
theology can even be reduced in that way.66 There is an irreducible
theological context in which these practices cohere for Yoder. A group
that did all of them would not be the church, in Yoder’s estimation.
Moreover, reductionism is not unidirectional: Yoder could claim that if
these practices “worked” or were worth doing, it was because God had
intended things that way, and God does not magically render them
otherwise simply because the practitioners fail to use the proper
theological language. Yoder’s God is also patient. This sort of
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reductionism, then, is a two-edged sword: if it is possible to suggest that
Yoder’s theology is another way of articulating a postanarchist politics
(for which one does not need Yoder), then it is equally possible to say that
postanarchism stumbles upon some truth about the universe that is
already known to Christian discipleship (for which one does not need the
postanarchists). However, this is less an impasse than an opportunity. We
might suggest that if both modes of discourse are committed to ethical
and epistemological principles that call for patient receptivity, then
postanarchism might inform and illuminate aspects of the Christian
“good news” just as Yoder’s project might help postanarchists grapple
with the ramifications of a genuinely nonviolent politics.

This brings us, finally, back to postsecularity. The fundamental insight
of the postsecular turn is that all politics is ultimately theological, and I
think Yoder helps us see that. The invocation of patience, not generally
thought of as a “political” category, suggests this. But the connection runs
deeper than that. Patience implies trust. To engage in the consensus
process is an act of trust. To forgo hegemonic and counterhegemonic
strategies for change is an act of trust. To renounce violence at any level is
an act of trust—to renounce it at every level even more so. But this raises
the question: what is the object of this trust? Radicals must trust each
other, but to trust in others could just as easily lead to trust in a specific
leader or vanguard. That seems all too pedestrian. To trust in humanity in
general suggests a naïve and untenable humanism. To trust in the
inevitability of history seems teleologically problematic, even Hegelian.
Perhaps it constitutes trust in the process itself. Perhaps there are as many
names for the object of this trust as there are radical practitioners.

Yoder has the language of Christian theology to draw upon in naming
this trust. For him, it was a matter of faith in God, of “waiting on the
Lord,” of believing there to be a deeper logic to existence, in which patient
nonviolence might make sense. I am not saying that radicals believe in
God whether they realize it or not. Nor can I say that Christian theology
gives a name to something we know by other means. I do, however, think
that we see here a specific kind of faith structure: a consistently and
comprehensively nonviolent politics is inescapably eschatological. Lewis
Call recognizes this in Postmodern Anarchism, writing that “a great many
radical political visions—including most anarchist visions— contain an
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eschatology that is recognizably ‘religious’ in its structure, if not its
content. If anarchist theory is to move beyond critique toward the
articulation of a positive social, political, and ecological agenda, then the
messianic element is perhaps unavoidable.”67

The positive political agenda that Call advocates cannot be formulated
in only one mode of discourse or as the prerogative of a privileged group.
Yoder’s call for patience is a call for Christians to recognize the voice of
the other as a possible means of grace, a way of receiving as a gift what
God has revealed to those outside the Christian tradition. Likewise, we
might challenge postanarchists and other radicals to be open to what
Christian theology might teach them. Yoder, Hauerwas, and Milbank are
just a few thinkers exploring the radical implications of the Christian
gospel, and anarchist and postanarchist theorists might further illuminate
these implications, just as political theology should be seen as
contributing to political theory. Our postsecular condition is an
opportunity for dialog, but there are limits: Christians may not be able to
fully embrace aspects of anarchism or postanarchism, and (post)anarchists
may find certain theological resources unavailable or unintelligible
without conversion. We should not pretend to know ahead of time what
those limits might be.

The story of Perry’s radical abolitionists is, in the end, tragic. Their
downfall was twofold: they gave up nonresistance when it became clear to
them that slavery was not coming to a peaceful end, and they defined
themselves against slavery to such an extent that when it ended in ways
different from how they expected the movement collapsed. They lost their
identity, and it was nearly half a century before another viable example of
this kind of Christian anarchism would show up. The legacy of the radical
abolitionists suggests that the way forward is neither hegemonic violence
nor counterhegemonic resistance. The challenge for the radicals of today
is not just to confront neoliberalism but to work patiently toward a
constructive politics that can also face the slaveries of tomorrow. Yoder’s
work offers a promising way forward. His theology of the powers offers
the most robust analog to anarchist theories of power and his
comprehensive pacifist ethics offers the best answer to the legacy of the
radical abolitionists. Moreover, his egalitarian ecclesiology offers the
strongest constellation of social practices for radical communities—practices
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that are accessible to such communities whether they share Yoder’s
theological commitments or not. The combination of these elements allows
us to see Yoder as contributing significantly to postanarchist theory.
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