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Introduction 
  
This past year a family member of one of our LCC faculty took a trip to Italy. After 
seeing the sights of Rome she decided to travel by train to Genoa. Not seeing Genoa 
on the schedule and knowing that different countries have different names for cities, 
she noticed a train bound for Ginerva and boarded it. It did surprise her somewhat 
when the train crossed the Swiss border, but didn‘t realize her mistake until the train 
arrived in Geneva. Questions of theological method—questions about where you 
begin and how you proceed when you think about the faith is a little like getting on a 
train. Once you get on it, it‘s hard to change directions.  
  
Over the last few years, a few Mennonite theologians have been working on 
reconstructing the traditional image of God in a way that they believe is more 
consistent with Jesus and a commitment to a life of non-violence. This paper will 
examine the work of two Mennonite theologians who have been engaged in this task 
with special attention to assumptions about theological method that their work either 
explicitly states or clearly implies. My contention will be that a close reading of the 
work of J. Denny Weaver and Ted Grimsrud raises foundational questions about the 
nature of the Christian faith and the theological task. In rethinking major theological 
issues from the perspective of a commitment to non-violence their work raises the 
question of whether in the process of attempting to ―purify‖ the nonviolent heritage of 
the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition they do not in fact run the risk of alienating 
themselves from the biblical and theological foundations of our peace commitments, 
and from those Christian believers who regard the scriptures as the reliable, 
foundational definition of the Christian faith. It is imperative that we look at the 
direction the nonviolent God train is headed. 
  
  
J. Denny Weaver’s The Nonviolent Atonement 
  
J. Denny Weaver‘s book, The Nonviolent Atonement, generated a lot of discussion 
and controversy with its thorough and creative restatement of the Christus Victor 
understanding of Christ‘s saving work, and its forthright rejection of Anselm‘s 
satisfaction theory and, indeed, its rejection of any concept of substitutionary 
atonement. 1 
  
I will not recap Weaver‘s thorough criticisms of Anselm‘s understanding of the 
atonement, and his arguments that its stress on Jesus‘ death as a necessary punitive 
―satisfaction‖ for God‘s offended sense of honor has sanctioned a strong punitive 
approach to justice in western thought. Criticisms of Anselm‘s atonement theology 
and its virtual acceptance as orthodoxy in western Christian theology are nothing 
new to Mennonite theologians. But Weaver adds at least two things to his approach 
that take these criticisms much further.  
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First, he draws heavily on Black, Feminist and Womanist theologians who he 
believes have exposed the deeply violent root of traditional atonement imagery.  
Second, based on his own historical and theological analysis, and on these 
liberationist criticisms of substitutionary atonement, Weaver takes the bold step of 
forthrightly rejecting the idea that God in any way required Jesus to die on the cross, 
and that the death of Jesus was in any way necessary for salvation.  
  
I will examine each of these two developments in order. 
  
Weaver’s Use of Black, Feminist, and Womanist Theologies 
  
Weaver‘s work draws heavily on the criticisms of substitutionary atonement drawn 
from a wide variety of Black, Feminist, and Womanist theologians. A full three of his 
seven chapters are dedicated to careful consideration of these three respective 
communities of theological reflection. Weaver finds important parallels to his own 
nonviolence-based critiques of classic theology in these voices that do theology, 
each in their own way, from a position of social marginalization. In particular he finds 
in them a strong confirmation of his own reading that the idea of substitutionary 
atonement sanctions oppression and encourages the passivity of the oppressed. 
Among the voices he hears from these traditions are Joan Carlson Brown and 
Rebecca Parker who in their essay, ―For God So Loved the World?‖, raise the charge 
that atonement theology models what they call ―divine child abuse‖. 2 They argue that 
Jesus the Son passively accepting his Father‘s will that he suffer, depicts a 
patriarchal and hierarchical God, and encourages women especially to meekly 
accept their servant role in society. It stands in opposition to women‘s basic rights for 
freedom and self-determination. They argue that, ―The image of God the father 
demanding and carrying out the suffering and death of his own son has sustained a 
culture of abuse and led to the abandonment of victims of abuse and oppression‖ 
(Weaver, 129). Their response is to recommend the rooting out of all vestiges of 
atonement thinking. Weaver himself does not agree with this total rejection of all 
atonement thinking, but since their critiques have validity he finds it profitable to be in 
conversation with them (Weaver, 131).  
  
Womanist theologians extend the critical perspectives on atonement developed by 
feminists, by focusing the issue from their own particular experience as black women. 
Womanist theologians critique male defined Black liberation theologies as too 
reflective of male experience, and see Feminist theologians as too defined by the 
experience of white women. From this Womanist perspective the atonement is seen 
as sanctioning the black female experience of enforced surrogacy. Drawing on 
Sarah‘s use of Hagar as a surrogate, Delores Williams suggests that when white 
women ―were elevated to a sexless ideal in the nineteenth century, black women 
became their surrogates as the enforced sexual partners of white men‖. White 
women hired black women as surrogate mothers. When black men had their 
masculinity taken away by the white power structure, black women became the 
manual workers and family leaders in their place. Williams believes that in atonement 
theology, ―Jesus represents the ultimate surrogate figure‖ (Weaver, 163). 
  
While Weaver clearly does not agree with all the specifics of the revisionist programs 
he examines, he does find in them a lot of material that reinforces his rejection of 
substitutionary atonement and his advocacy of the Christus Victor model. But one 
could wish that Weaver had been more specific at some point on where he disagrees 
with their proposals and why. Can one simply reap the fruits of these various critical 
theologies and not ask foundational questions of how they conceive of the theological 
task? There is within these theologies a very consistent methodology. All of them, 
with some minor variations, would follow the methodology so clearly laid out by 
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Rosemary Radford Reuther in her Sexism and God Talk. She writes, ―The critical 
principle of feminist theology is the promotion of the full humanity of women. 
Whatever denies, diminishes, or distorts the full humanity of women is, therefore, 
appraised as not redemptive. Theologically speaking, whatever diminishes or denies 
the full humanity of women must be presumed not to reflect the divine or an authentic 
relationship to the divine, or to reflect the authentic nature of things, or to be the 
message or work of an authentic redeemer or a community of redemption‖. 3 
  
As this definition stands it is hard to disagree with it. Who would want to advocate for 
a theology that promoted anything less than the full humanity of women? But a term 
like ―full humanity‖ begs for some definition. Any program of thought and action is 
based on some foundational assumptions about truth, including what it means to be 
a person. It would be helpful if Weaver would dig more deeply into the definition of 
fully human that his conversation partners are using and ask if those are really 
derived from the scriptures or if they function more like foundational assumptions that 
are elevated above scripture. Clearly many of the theologians would find their 
definition of full humanity in at least part (though clearly not all) of scripture, but I 
would suggest that if their work was probed more deeply the definition of full 
humanity they work with is a distinctively modern image that at some key 
foundational points is in sharp contrast to scripture, and especially to the idea that 
Jesus Christ himself, particularly in his full submission to God‘s will expressed most 
fully in his acceptance of the cross, is the revelation of what a true human is called to 
be.  
  
The other foundational methodological principle that these theologians share is the 
priority of human experience for theological reflection, and particularly the experience 
of the oppressed as they struggle for the realization of their humanity. I would 
suggest that this view of the priority of the human experience of struggle for liberation 
is profoundly at odds with foundational themes in the biblical account of human 
salvation; primarily with the Bible‘s clear emphasis on the gift-like character of 
liberation. The Exodus does not depict Israel‘s liberation as the end result of a heroic 
battle by an oppressed people, but as the intervention of Yahweh who fights for 
them. And the New Testament depicts our liberation as a gift actualized by Jesus as 
God‘s representative taking on our sins and overcoming our alienation, and God 
raising Jesus from the dead as the sign of God‘s ultimate victory over death and the 
promise of a new creation. All the views Weaver converses with are profoundly 
synergistic—that is God liberates people by empowering them to liberate 
themselves—and all of them are quite pluralistic in their view of truth. 4 Since the 
critical principle of liberation theologies is ―what liberates people‖, all traditions that 
offer resources for liberation are true, and even those aspects (sometimes very basic 
ones) in scripture that are not deemed empowering of liberation, are summarily 
rewritten or excised. Doesn‘t a responsible conversation with these theologies 
require that at some point we engage them at the level of their most fundamental 
assumptions about truth? 
  
It would also seem that given Weaver‘s focus on nonviolence, at some point in the 
conversation he would need to raise the question of whether the approaches we find 
in these theologians leads to a consistent rejection of all violence. Clearly while they 
are rejecting the violence of the powerful against the weak, certainly not all of these 
theologians would as emphatically reject the use of violence by the oppressed in their 
struggle against the oppressors. 
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Weaver’s rejection of the necessity of the cross 
  
Perhaps the most shocking claim that Weaver makes throughout his book is that 
Jesus‘ death was not willed by God, nor was it necessary for salvation. In his reading 
of the Christus Victor model of atonement the death of Jesus was willed solely by the 
Powers who saw Jesus‘ proclamation and modeling of the reign of God as a threat to 
their own power. Jesus‘ purpose throughout his ministry, Weaver insists, was to give 
life not to die. That the Powers perceived this as a threat and acted to destroy him is 
the sole cause of his death. In the sense that God did call Jesus to obedience and 
that this obedience might be seen as leading inevitably to conflict and the cross, is 
the only way in which we should say God willed Jesus‘ death. If God has willed the 
death of Jesus, and if the cross were necessary for our salvation, according to 
Weaver‘s reading that would make God guilty of violence. God would be revealed to 
be a punitive God who must deal with human sin through a violent act that somehow 
restored the moral balance of the universe.  
  
In a very patient and thorough biblical critique of Weaver‘s position, Christopher D. 
Marshall has marshaled the scriptural evidence that stands against his assertions. 5 
While Marshall acknowledges that the New Testament shows Jesus‘ death to be a 
result of the hostility of Israel‘s leaders and the system of power centered in 
Jerusalem and in Rome, he also demonstrates that throughout the New Testament 
account Jesus‘ death is also seen as fulfilling the will and redemptive purposes of 
God. In the gospels Jesus saw the cross ahead of him, and though he struggled with 
this outcome, he clearly accepted it as his divine calling and purpose. Marshall 
writes, ―So throughout their respective narratives, the gospel writers depict Jesus 
moving steadfastly and knowingly towards his divinely given destiny of suffering, 
death and resurrection. They see his death as more than simply the foreseeable or 
inevitable consequence of his confrontation with injustice, though it is that too. They 
portray it as a unique event, the climactic expression of his vocation of manifesting 
God‘s reign and the fulfillment of God‘s intention for his mission‖ (Marshall, 11). This 
dynamic is displayed with special clarity in the scene in Gethsemane. After Jesus 
expresses his heartfelt desire to avoid ―the cup‖ of suffering, he concludes, ―yet not 
what I want, but what you want‖.  
  
Weaver‘s protest that Jesus came to live and to give life, not to die, offers us an 
either/or choice that we need not accept. Clearly Jesus did come to live the life of the 
kingdom, and to share this life with all who would receive the incredible generosity of 
the Father. But for some reason his way of offering life evoked opposition and 
hostility. As Jesus became aware of this resistance to his mission, he continued to 
offer the gift of life. Finally, his supreme act of giving the way God gives is to give us 
his life. Wouldn‘t it be better instead of posing living or dying as alternatives, to simply 
say that Jesus‘ final and ultimate gift of life was to give himself on the cross for our 
salvation?  
  
I will not repeat Marshall‘s impressive catalogue of the relevant scriptures here. But it 
is more than a matter of citing texts. Each of the four gospels is carefully crafted 
narrative works. A simple definition of narrative is a structured way of presenting 
events that displays their ultimate meaning and significance. There is no question 
that each of the gospels, in their own distinctive way, seeks to show that the death of 
Jesus was providential—it was God ordained, and that Jesus‘ acceptance of God‘s 
intention for his life, was his crowning act of obedience. Behind the bewildering 
variety of events and teachings that make up Jesus‘ ministry, is a divinely 
orchestrated plan that leads with inevitability to the cross. The New Testament does 
not simply affirm here and there that Christ‘s death was ―necessary‖—it structures its 
whole account around its necessity. If Jesus‘ death was not something God-willed 
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and is not something necessary for our salvation, then the New Testament‘s account 
of his death is fundamentally false. The entire apostolic witness and the early church 
grossly misunderstood and misrepresented the saving work of Christ.  
  
Jesus‘ acceptance of the cross is the struggle of his ministry, and time and time 
again he anticipates his coming death, and reluctantly though freely moves toward it. 
The Gospel of John states time and time again, that no one takes Jesus‘ life—he 
freely lays it down. His acceptance is not simply an acknowledgement of the fact that 
his life-style made some powerful people upset but that he will keep it up any way. It 
is clear that he lays his life down in submission to God‘s plan. He lays his life at the 
feet of the heavenly Father without in any way questioning the fact that the Father 
who is asking this of him is a good and gracious God. His is not a reluctant or 
begrudging or psychologically twisted offering to an abusive Father. In fact, His self-
offering act is the supreme affirmation of a complete and trusting union with the 
Father and his total affirmation that whatever the Father asks of him is good. Frankly, 
I find it offensive to suggest that any God who asks this of his Son is some kind of 
monster who can be accused of ―divine child abuse‖! It is within the intimate matrix of 
their mutual love and fellowship that the Father asks, and the Son accepts.  
  
While a theologian could conceivably argue that there are elements in the gospel 
account that are alien to it, or that do not make sense to a modern interpreter, to 
remove the God willed necessity of Jesus‘ death is to tear apart the structure of the 
biblical account. To say that only men, not God, willed Jesus‘ death is to impose a 
reading of the text that is truly alien to the biblical witness.  
  
Even such a radical reconstructionist as Marcus Borg is clear that in all of the 
gospels, and in the even older Pauline materials, Jesus‘ death is presented as 
―providential‖. While he laments that this is the case because he finds it 
―unattractive‖, and while he doubts that Jesus himself saw it that way, he leaves no 
doubt that that is how the New Testament presents it. 6 
  
Marshall also points out that another way the New Testament portrays Jesus‘ death 
as ―necessary‖ is to demonstrate that it is a fulfillment of scripture. For example, in 
the Emmaus road account of Luke 24, the unrecognized stranger opens the scripture 
to the unseeing disciples and shows them ―that it was necessary for the Christ to 
suffer and then enter into his glory‖.  
  
In his study of Acts and the Epistles Marshall also finds abundant evidence that 
Jesus‘ death was a fulfillment of God‘s plan. In Peter‘s sermon on Pentecost in Acts 
2 he proclaims, ―This man; handed over to you according to the definite plan and 
foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed‖. This demonstrates the subtle 
interplay between divine and human agency. Though human agents killed him, it was 
only because God had ―handed‖ him over to them for that exact purpose. One might 
add that throughout the New Testament there is a consistent witness that the death 
of Jesus was necessary. The challenge for a theology of atonement may be that the 
New Testament is clearer on that it was necessary than on exactly why it was 
necessary.  
  
Certainly throughout Paul‘s work the cross and resurrection of Jesus is seen as 
central saving events, which fulfill the purpose of God. Paul links the cross directly to 
our reconciliation to God and the forgiveness of sins. Paul is simply passing on a 
common traditional formula when in I Corinthians 15 he recites, ―Christ died for our 
sins in accordance with the scriptures‖. This is passed on as an assumed, 
foundational common confession of the church. In Romans 3:25 Paul writes ―God put 
him forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood‖. And in II Corinthians 5, Paul is 
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clear that the cross is a substitutionary act, where God ―made him to be sin who 
knew no sin‖. That we always seem to come up short in explaining just how this 
transaction worked—that there is no neat theory that exhaustively explains the what 
and the why of this substitution—does not make it any less true, or any less 
foundational to the Christian faith.  
  
It is troubling that Weaver can so categorically reject something that is so 
foundational to scripture. This is not simply troubling because it is a rejection of the 
authority of scripture but is also a rejection of what might be considered a 
foundational Anabaptist principle. Anabaptism has always believed that Christ is 
known in community. We can only know Christ as we enter into fellowship and 
submission to the church. Foundationally this ecclesial principle of epistemology 
applies to the early church. It is only as we listen to and receive the earliest church‘s 
testimony to Jesus that we enter into fellowship with Jesus himself. How can Weaver 
call himself Anabaptist and at the same time say the early church fundamentally 
misunderstood Jesus and portrayed his death as God-willed and necessary for our 
salvation? 
  
The problem here is not Anselm. If by some magical spell we could remove Anselm 
from history—if his Satisfaction theory cast in it‘s peculiar feudal terminology—and 
the even more severe penal satisfaction theory as well, just disappeared—Christian 
faith and theology would still be left with the biblical testimony which is abundant and 
foundational that God specifically called Jesus to the cross, and that the cross is 
necessary for our redemption. The litany of horrors that critics of Anselm have 
heaped at his door tends to obscure the fact that we are called to interpret the 
primary Christian text with faithful attention to its own categories of understanding 
and interpretation. Anselm‘s theory became so dominant at least partly because it 
seemed so rationally adequate. It did what an interpretative paradigm is supposed to 
do; it collected the available data and showed how it all fit together. I have no 
problem with seeing the Anselmian paradigm collapse or at least lose its monopoly 
over our thinking about atonement. But after the collapse we are still left with the 
challenge of giving an account of the data that is true to the primary sources. If 
Anselm is guilty of forcing the biblical materials into his own feudal mindset, then are 
not Weaver and the various liberation theologians he enlists in his cause doing much 
the same thing in the service of their very modern concepts of liberation? The task of 
atonement theology, I would suggest, is to untangle the primary biblical data from the 
Anselmian container that has carried that data for centuries, and to allow those 
materials to speak on their own. The fact that we should be celebrating is that this 
work has already been done by any number of serious, self-aware biblical 
interpreters. What is needed is not further trashing of Anselm, but a careful reading of 
the New Testament witness that is disentangled from Anselm‘s categories but still 
fully acknowledges that the New Testament sees the death of Jesus as God willed 
and necessary for our salvation.  
  
Instead of displacing the hegemony of one dominant model of the atonement with 
another, why can‘t we join the wide and happy chorus of interpreters who insist that 
there is no all-embracing theory of atonement in the New Testament, and that such a 
rich and mysterious event as the cross and resurrection requires a multitude of 
complimentary metaphors and theories? John Driver‘s extremely helpful book, 
Understanding the Atonement for the Mission of the Church, is also written through 
very Anabaptist eyes, and develops 12 principle biblical metaphors, including; 
Vicarious Suffering, Sacrifice Motif, Expiation Motif, The Wrath of God, and 
Reconciliation. All of these are very pointedly developed in a way that makes clear 
that they do not imply Anselm‘s assumption that God needs to punish sin. He 
explains that, ―God has provided what is needed, rather than being himself captive of 
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that need.‖ 7 Another recent work Joel Green and Mark Baker‘s, Recovering the 
Scandal of the Cross, speaks of the death of Jesus as ―substitutionary‖ and as an 
atoning sacrifice while rejecting the idea that it is necessary because God has to 
punish sinners. 8 
  
If we exclude from our reflection on the saving work of Christ, the idea of a necessary 
act of vicarious suffering, a huge hole is left in the heart of faith and Christian 
experience. It is foundational both to the biblical account, and to the experience of 
countless believers over centuries, that our sins do stand between God and us. We 
are stained with the cumulative taint of our sins against God and our fellow humans. 
This stain whether it is spoken of as guilt, or shame, or a sense of uncleanness is 
deep and pervasive and cannot be simply waved away with a magic wand. I cannot 
imagine a faith in which I could no longer sing along with Handel‘s Messiah, ‖and with 
his stripes we are healed‖, or, ―And the Lord has laid on him, the iniquity of us all‖ 
(incidentally these are texts from the Isaiah Servant Songs, that usually figure large 
in Mennonite portrayals of Jesus‘ mission). Nor can I imagine a faith in which the 
community of believers could hear the words of I John 1:7, ―but if we walk in the light 
as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of 
Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin,‖ without feeling a deep sense of humility and 
gratitude. A Christus Victor reading of atonement that leaves out the motif of Christ‘s 
death as a sacrifice for sins simply loses much of the personal depth and power of 
Christ‘s work.  
  
One factor that contributes to Weaver‘s conclusions about the atonement is that he 
seems to reject or chooses not to work with the idea, well developed in scripture and 
Christian theology, that events can have multiple levels of causation. In this multi-
leveled understanding of causation you can both affirm that Jesus was killed by some 
self-seeking religious and political authority figures who had their own agenda and 
reasons for wanting him dead, and that these human agents were simply tools of a 
larger spiritual reality called ―the powers‖, and that Jesus‘ death was ―necessary‖ 
because of the universality of human sin, and that the ―final cause‖ of Jesus‘ death 
was God‘s redemptive purposes which intended to use his offering for the purpose of 
salvation. To choose only one of these explanations of what was behind the death of 
Jesus is to lose the richness and complexity of the biblical witness. In this 
understanding the human agents of Jesus‘ death and ―the powers‖ behind them are 
both ―doing their own thing‖, and unwittingly doing the work of God! To say that 
ultimately they are doing the work of God is hardly to commend them! Both Cyrus 
and Joseph‘s brothers are in a sense ―doing the work of God‖, but God‘s response to 
their violent, destructive actions is hardly, ―well done though good and faithful 
servant‖! Their intentions were evil and ultimately they stand judged for what they did. 
That God can creatively use their violence for redemptive purposes is a tribute to 
God‘s creative providence. The human agents of violence, not the God who knows 
how to bring good out of evil, are responsible for their violent deeds. Isn‘t this what is 
ultimately behind Jesus‘ dying request, ―Father forgive them for they know not what 
they do‖? Jesus is not simply being nice and forgiving people even as they are doing 
a bad thing, he is making a factual observation. They really do not know what they 
are doing! They think they are ridding Israel and Rome of a potentially subversive 
figure, when in fact they are unwittingly fulfilling the divine plan. In fact they are 
blindly fulfilling a divine plan that will culminate in the collapse of their own power! 
Jesus‘ forgiving statement on the cross is filled with pity and even sympathy for the 
blindness of those players in the story who don‘t even know which story they are 
playing in.  
  
A biblical theology of atonement need not argue that Jesus‘ death was ―necessary‖ 
because there is some deep internal need in a holy God to ―punish‖ sin. In fact there 
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is no textual basis for the idea that God was punishing Jesus as a proxy for sinners. 
If you grew up in a church similar to the one I did, you know Romans 6:23 by 
heart:‖The wages of sin is death...‖ I am certain that as a child I read this as ―God will 
get you some day if you do bad stuff‖! But this is not a necessary reading. It is not a 
threat; it is a simple statement of a fact. Sin has a cumulative, destructive power that 
will inevitably play itself out. You don‘t need the Bible to know that the wages of sin is 
death—watch the news, read your history books. Human history often seems locked 
into a mindless stutter where the destructive consequences of human sin lead 
inevitably to death. The harsh reality that is acknowledged by the practice of offering 
sacrifices (in both Testaments) is not that God has to punish sinners, but that the 
consequences of sin will be played out. I believe that at the root of many of the 
sacrificial practices in scripture and in many ancient traditional religions, is a deep 
intuitive realization that there is hell to pay for sin. What substitutionary atonement 
proclaims is the good news that God has intervened in the person of his 
representative Jesus, to absorb those destructive consequences in His own person. 
This substitutionary intervention in human history can be presented unequivocally as 
the ultimate expression of divine goodness and grace and justiceðjustice not in the 
sense of restoring a balance through punitive violence, but justice as creative, costly 
action that restores life, wholeness and broken relationships.  
  
  
Ted Grimsrud’s “Is God Nonviolent?”  
  
Ted Grimsrud‘s essay, ―Is God Nonviolent?‖ has the virtue for our purposes of 
displaying a very clear methodology. 9 While it is a much shorter work than Weaver‘s 
and has a very different focus his work is important because from beginning to end it 
is very deliberately and self-consciously about how one should do theology. In this 
work there is no need read between the lines to figure out the method at work.  
  
Grimsrud‘s essay begins with the question, ―Is God nonviolent? My short answer is 
that I hope so. But the evidence is ambiguous.‖ One could immediately ask whether it 
is fruitful to begin a theological investigation by asking one‘s own question, and even 
by expressing one‘s own hope for how it will turn out. But the key statement here is 
that ―the evidence is ambiguous‖. This assertion of the ambiguity of the theological 
evidence sets the stage for how ultimately the question will be answered.  
  
Grimsrud structures his essay around three of the classic sources for theology, 
namely, scripture, tradition and human experience. So first he looks at scripture. 
Here he finds the biblical evidence to be ambiguous. He begins with the negative 
evidence.  
  

On the one hand, the Bible seems clearly to present God as directly involved 
in violent acts as well as commanding some human beings to commit 
violence against others. The evidence is so well known and so massive that 
we really don‘t need to say much about it.  

  
But on the other hand, scripture portrays,  
  

…a God whose saving intentions toward the Hebrews find expression, time 
after time, in acts of unearned love and mercy. One gets the impression from 
the story that God has determined to work within the framework of historical 
processes, bringing salvation ultimately through mercy, not through coercive 
power.  
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This then is the dilemma. While God clearly sanctions the violence of Holy War, the 
same God is portrayed as patient and merciful, desiring the salvation of all. A 
question arises about what Grimsrud means when he speaks of the idea, ―that God 
has determined to work within the framework of historical processes, bringing 
salvation ultimately through mercy, not through coercive power‖. It is not clear what 
―within the framework of historical processes‖ means here. It appears that there is a 
correlation between working within historical processes and working non-violently. Is 
within historical processes being set over against working through intervention in 
historical processes? And why would working within historical processes favor non-
violence? Aren‘t historical processes often extremely violent? How does the key 
event in Israel‘s salvation history, the Exodus out of Egypt, fit with this? According to 
Grimsrud‘s criterion wouldn‘t the Exodus itself be a prime example of God‘s violence, 
and the fact that God decisively intervenes in historical processes?  
  
This biblical ambiguity is not only found in the Old Testament‘s Holy Wars, it exists 
even within Jesus himself. Grimsrud concedes that, ―even in the story of Jesus we 
find some ambiguity regarding God and nonviolence...‖.  
  
Instead of conceding that the biblical portrayal of God is ―ambiguous‖, would there 
not be other ways to read the text—ways that require more patience and more 
attention to how the Bible itself thinks about God—ways that are not so dominated by 
our prior question about violence? I would argue that the biblical portrayal of God is 
in fact totally unambiguous. What could be less ambiguous and more forthright than 
the declaration that ―God is love‖? God is portrayed throughout scripture as the 
Deliverer and Redeemer—as the Lord of life, and the ultimate Judge. God is 
portrayed as being involved in the messiness of history and even as using the violent 
acts of people for His own redemptive ends. Certainly the biblical account of how 
God is at work in the world is complex, mysterious and challenging, but this is not the 
same as saying the account is ―ambiguous‖.  
  
Grimsrud then turns to the traditions of the church. He suggests, 
  

Christian tradition certainly continues this ambiguity. The great theologians –
Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin – portray God as having a dark, 
violent side. Not surprisingly, such theologians also accepted the 
Constantinian accommodation that accepts as appropriate that Christians at 
times are called upon to imitate God‘s retributive style of justice. 

  
Certainly this description of the tradition is largely true. All of these theologians 
believe that, as Luther said, God has a ―left hand‖. That is while God‘s very nature is 
love and mercy; God is also a God of righteous judgment toward sin. This ―violent‖ 
side is at work now in the disciplinary work of the State, and will also be expressed in 
the final judgment. Grimsrud goes on to suggest that though this has been the 
majority opinion, 
  

…Yet there have always been dissenters. These minority voices –at times 
tiny minorities with barely perceptible voices – have in various ways 
witnessed to the lack of perfect consensus in the Christian tradition. Many of 
these voices have been silenced (often violently, in the name of God), labeled 
heretical, dismissed as irrelevant and worse. But they keep springing up—in 
large part because they can draw pretty directly on the life and teaching of 
Jesus as the basis of critiquing the standard account. 

  
It is problematic that Grimsrud doesn‘t give any examples of who these ―dissenters‖ 
are. It is not clear to me just who he has in mind. It certainly doesn‘t include the 
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Anabaptists. They too overwhelmingly believed with ―the great theologians‖ in God‘s 
judgment, both within history and in a final reckoning. Where they disagree with the 
other theologians is that they believe that this cannot be used to justify our own use 
of retributive justice, in fact just the opposite, they believe it means we can and must 
renounce retributive violence. To the Anabaptists the theological error of the great 
theologians is not that they believe God is a God of justice and providential order; it‘s 
that they draw a totally wrong conclusion about what that means for our behavior. 
  
After demonstrating that the Christian tradition is ambiguous on this score, and that 
the consequence of this has often been to sanction violence, Grimsrud turns to a 
rather longer discussion of human experience. The role of ―experience‖, as has often 
been noted, is rather slippery. Often it refers specifically to Christian experience, or to 
the ongoing experience of the Holy Spirit in the Christian life. Here however, the 
focus is on evolutionary sociobiology. Grimsrud compares those evolutionary 
biologists who portray humans and nature as essentially violent, and those who see 
a larger or key role for human co-operation. He cites figures like Ashley Montagu and 
Richard Leakey who believe it is a fallacy that evolution selects for violent behavior, 
and in fact assert that humans succeeded in the evolutionary race largely because 
we developed the capacity for co-operation.  
  
Here there is no doubt the evidence is ambiguous. It certainly seems impossible to 
argue that humans, and even nature, are essentially non-violent. But the larger 
problem is again one of theological methodology. Since when does theology look to 
sociobiology to answer the question of human nature? The scriptures themselves 
offer an interpretation of who we are and suggest that though we are created in the 
divine image and created for a trusting relationship with God, through sin we have 
fallen away from this original goodness and have become rebellious and violent. So 
to answer the question of who we are requires not a study of our sociobiological 
heritage, but of the scriptures. To put it simply scripture overwhelmingly affirms that 
yes we are indeed violent, but God is at work in the story of Israel and in saving work 
of Jesus the Christ to deliver us from sin and bring about in us a new creation. 
Whether human evolution suggests we are deeply violent or is ambiguous about 
violence, does not determine what we should be. For that we look to the new man, 
Jesus the Christ.  
  
This brief sketch of scripture, tradition and experience, Grimsrud suggests, leaves 
the critical question unanswered. There are indications that God is non-violent, but 
the evidence is ambiguous. It is at this point that Grimsrud makes his key, and I 
would argue, most disturbing theological move.  
  
He writes, 
  

So, which view of God should we affirm? I want to suggest that we need to 
add a fourth source along with scripture, tradition, and experience. This 
source I will call ―vision‖ – though we could call it ―eschatology‖ or ―teleology‖ 
or ―purpose‖. By ―vision‖ here I mean our convictions about where we are 
going and about what we want to do. What ultimately do we understand our 
purpose to be? What is our vision for human life and for our future? 

  
Since the classic theological sources are indecisive, Grimsrud suggests a fourth 
category—vision. First a question must be raised about terminology. He suggests 
―vision‖ might also be called ―eschatology‖ or ―teleology‖ or ―purpose‖. But these do 
not all mean the same thing. At least in Christian theological discourse ―eschatology‖ 
refers to the final triumph of God‘s redemptive purposes in Christ. Vision is a term 
that suggests what we hope for or what we wishfully project for our future. Teleology 
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suggests a gradual movement toward an ideal goal. There is broad consensus in 
biblical studies that the eschatology of the New Testament is not simply our ―vision‖ 
of what we would like to see happen, nor is the Kingdom of God a teleological goal 
that history is gradually moving toward drawn at least partially by the attractiveness 
of the goal. Christian eschatology is more than a goal or a vision, it is a promise 
given to us by the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. The Christian hope is not 
wishful thinking or the expression of a personal preference, it is a God promised 
reality on which we can bet our lives.  
  
Grimsrud makes it very clear how this ―vision‖ criterion works in his approach to 
theology. He writes, 
  

How does this criterion relate to our question about God and nonviolence? 
We must ask, what concept of God best fits with our vision for our lives? 
Where is it that we want to go and what kind of concept of God will help get 
us there?  

  
This is my conviction: We need a God who seeks healing and not retribution. 
We need a God who defeats evil not through redemptive violence but through 
persevering love. We need a God who models for us and empowers us to 
respond to our enemies with love and not with fear and hatred. 10 

  
It is clear that this fourth theological category is the decisive one. Since the others 
are all ambiguous, it is our own personal vision that is the trump card.  It is to me an 
amazing and remarkable thing that God, by this account has become our servant—
the tool of our getting to where we want to go! Traditionally the Christian faith has 
asked where is God going and how do we get on board?  Here the question is where 
do we want to go and how do we get God on board?   
  
Having stated that Grimsrud‘s article has the virtue of being methodologically clear 
and explicit, I must add a qualifier at this point. In concluding his article Grimsrud 
commends the concept of truth he finds in the work of Gandhi. He writes,  
  

Truth for Gandhi is out ahead of us. We seek truth and move toward it, but we 
never fully find it; we never possess it. However, there is only one truth path 
for moving toward truth. Gandhi labeled this path ahimsa, or nonviolence. In 
the Gandhian perspective, ultimately the only way to approach God is to 
embrace nonviolence as a central characteristic of God.  
  

It is not at all clear to me what this reference to Gandhi means, and especially what it 
means for our understanding of the Christian faith. Certainly for the Christian faith, 
truth ―is out ahead of us‖, in the sense that God‘s work of final redemption is not yet 
here. But the Christian faith also emphatically affirms that God‘s truth has been 
revealed in the person of Jesus Christ, and that the decisive act that is the promise of 
final redemption has already happened on the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 
the Christ.  
  
The final paragraph of Grimsrud‘s article also contains an example of the problematic 
use of theological language that was mentioned earlier. In the final paragraph he 
states, 
  

I understand our question ultimately not to be one that is resolved through 
objective scientific examination of the evidence—though such work is 
necessary. However, the way I answer this question in the end is an answer 
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based on faith. What do I really believe? And what belief will best serve to 
foster the peace and justice we need for life on earth to flourish? 

  
Here it seems that ―objective scientific‖ evidence is set in stark juxtaposition to ―an 
answer based on faith‖. And faith is ―what do I really believe?‖, and ―what belief will 
best serve to foster the peace and justice we need for life on earth to flourish?‖ But 
what is faith here? Faith seems to be what we draw on when the evidence is 
―ambiguous‖. Faith is what we turn to when we lack knowledge. But faith in the 
scriptures is a form of knowledge. Faith is a foundational certainty on which can act 
even when the evidence of our experience appears to contradict it. In Grimsrud‘s 
account faith seems to simply be a subjective choice, a mere statement of personal 
preference.  
  
Underlying Grimsrud‘s methodology is a concern for the importance of humility in 
talking about God. Certainly humility is a virtue that becomes anyone who dares to 
speak of God, but this humility borders on agnosticism. Appropriate Christian humility 
must always be held in tension with an evangelical boldness that, like the early 
church, does not shrink from boldly making truth claims. In the background of this 
―humility‖ is Gordon Kauffman‘s project which asserts that no one can claim to speak 
the truth about God, the best we can do is ―construct‖ a God symbol that expresses 
our deepest hopes and moral commitments ―in the face of mystery‖. This humility 
bordering on agnosticism is supposedly the only way to overcome the temptation to 
―idolatry‖ where we give our ultimate loyalty to a God construct that is something 
other or less than the one true God. What keeps our God ―construct‖ from assuming 
the role of an idol seems to be that we acknowledge that our God symbol is only a 
―construct‖. But I don‘t see how this is a solution to the problem. How is a God 
―symbol‖ that we ourselves ―construct‖ as an expression of our own values, hopes 
and moral commitments anything other than an idol? One handy and simple 
definition of an idol is that it is ―the work of human hands‖. How could a symbol 
constructed out of our constructive imagination be anything other than an idol, even if 
it is a non-violent one?  
  
Shifting the Question 
  
Perhaps the question that a Mennonite theology of peacemaking needs to ask is not, 
―is God nonviolent?‖ More pressing and foundational questions about the nature of 
God, the Christian faith, and the task of Christian theology need to be addressed. 
This study of the theological method of these two Mennonite theologians suggests 
that the following questions should be at the forefront of our reflection.  
  
-Is God a living God who has and continues to act in human history in unique and 
decisive ways, or is God simply a symbol of what we regard as the highest good? 
Here I would second the observation of Tom Yoder-Neufeld, that the attempt to 
reconstruct a nonviolent God raises fundamental questions about the nature of divine 
agency. 11 Granted, any attempt to talk about God‘s work in the world is challenging 
and complex. God works in many hidden and mysterious ways. God certainly works 
in and through our work. But the scriptures and Christian tradition affirms that God is 
a living, active agent who is both ―the author and finisher‖ of the work of redemption. 
If God is simply a symbol of our highest values and aspirations, then God‘s ―work‖ is 
limited to empowering us. We finally are the only active agents whose work we can 
speak about. The sense I gather from all this talk about ―reconstructing‖ our God 
symbol is that the underlying reason that this God is nonviolent, is that ultimately this 
God doesn‘t do anything. This God has no real being, but is merely the symbol we 
use to clarify our ultimate commitment to nonviolence, and to empower ourselves to 
consistently act in nonviolent ways.  
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-Is there a historical revelation? Has God spoken in the history of Israel and in the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus in ways that demand an answer and response 
from us? Is theology free to ―construct‖ an understanding of God that meets our 
needs, or is theology answerable to the Word of God as it has been delivered to the 
saints in Jesus Christ and witnessed to in scripture? And is scripture the foundational 
source and definer of just what this revelation is, or is it simply a ―resource‖ from 
which we extracts themes and values from which we may pick and choose according 
to our own vision and understanding of the good?  
  
-What is the nature of theology? Can we simply borrow various insights from 
theological programs without asking hard questions about the foundational 
assumptions and methods of those theologies? No doubt, we can and should learn 
from any and all attempts to speak of God and God‘s work of redemption, but at the 
same time that borrowing must ask critical questions about where these theologies 
begin, how they proceed, and where they are going. Grimsrud draws on Gordon 
Kauffman‘s major reformulation of the nature of God talk. Kauffman very frankly 
asserts that God-talk does not correspond to an actual reality but is simply a human 
construct that seeks to symbolically express our own outlook and commitments in the 
face of the ambiguity of human experience. Doesn‘t a theologian who borrows from 
Kauffman at least need to critically assess this essentially agnostic approach to 
theology? Does it really not matter if Christian faith wholly abandons any claim to 
speak truth about God? Weaver draws heavily on Black and Womanist liberation 
theologies. What is the revelatory status of these theologies? Can we accept their 
criticisms of substitutionary atonement even if that means rejecting something that 
most biblical scholarship would say is essential to how the scriptures themselves 
present the saving work of Christ? Just how do these various liberation theologies 
conceive of the task of theology and of the saving work of God and are their methods 
consistent with scripture itself and with our own Anabaptist and Christian heritage?  
  
The methodology that seems to be at work in both of these revisionist theologies is a 
kind of pacifist utilitarianism. The ultimate criterion of truth at work is simply; whatever 
promotes a commitment to nonviolence is true. I would question the adequacy of this 
utilitarian methodology on two scores. First, is it an adequate approach to doing 
theology? Isn‘t there in the Bible and Christian tradition a concept of revealed truth 
that would at least challenge our own concepts of utilitarian usefulness? But second, 
even if the validity of this method is granted, does it hold? I really am not convinced 
that nonviolence will always work, and that mercy and forgiveness will finally 
overcome the resistance of sin. If we lack a promise of final redemption and divine 
judgment what will sustain our nonviolent witness in the face of implacable 
resistance?  If all we have is a ―vision‖ of where we want to go who is to say that that 
vision is not foolish or hopelessly naive? Don‘t we need a God, who is indeed God—
a God who can make and fulfill promises? 
  
There is also an assumption throughout these works that there is a one-to-one 
correspondence between the nature of God and human action. In Weaver it takes the 
form of affirming that if God requires his Son to lay down his life, then this belief 
sanctions the idea that the oppressed should acquiesce in their own victimization. In 
Grimsrud it takes the form that if God is seen as in any way involved in violent acts, 
then that sanctions human violence. Here I cannot improve on an observation put 
forward by Miroslav Volf in his Exclusion and Embrace: 
  

There is an important chorus of theologians who...claim a straightforward 
correspondence between divine action and human behavior.  Since the 
primary religious motivation is to ‗imitate deity,‘ whatever God does, God‘s 
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worshipers are mandated to do too.  If your God engages in warfare, you will 
become a warrior too. ...The thesis has, however, one small but fatal flaw: 
humans are not God.  There is a duty prior to the duty of imitating God, and 
that is the duty of not wanting to be God, of letting God be God and humans 
be humans.  Without such a duty guarding the divinity of God the duty to 
imitate God would be nothing more than the mirror image of ourselves (Volf, 
301—emphasis mine). 
  

Two biblical examples of the lack of ―straightforward correspondence between divine 
action and human behavior‖ come readily to mind.  First, while the tradition of 
Yahweh as a warrior presents difficult challenges to contemporary interpreters, it 
simply is not the case that this motif glorifies the warrior or sanctions warfare. In fact 
just the opposite is the case. Since Yahweh will fight Israel‘s battles Israel is to 
intentionally remain weak, is to intentionally not to pursue the national security 
strategies of a conventional national security state.  Second, Romans 12:19‘s, 
―vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord‖ suggests that since God is the 
guarantor of final justice in the world, we can and must totally relinquish that role.  
Granted there are many texts that can and have been used to sanction human 
violence, but instead of excising these texts, why not show how they should be read? 
  
  
Conclusion 
  
The proponents of a ―non-violent‖ God are making a strategic and theological 
mistake. It is a theological mistake because it alienates them from the basic story line 
and grammar of the biblical account of redemption, and the shared foundational 
convictions of the church. It is a strategic mistake because it alienates them from 
evangelical and orthodox believers who deeply believe in the authority of scripture, a 
final divine judgment, and that ―without the shedding of blood there is no remission of 
sin‖. Rather than convincing other believers that Jesus‘ atoning death necessarily 
invites us into a stance of creative non-violence, it will simply convince more 
traditional believers that the advocates of a ―nonviolent God‖ have elevated their 
pacifist program above the scriptures and the Christian tradition. Why not instead 
firmly grasp the foundational biblical themes of the saving power of vicarious 
suffering, and the promise of a final justice that will come from the One Who Judges 
Justly, and demonstrate how these themes invite us to live in the world in solidarity 
with the crucified Jesus? This seems far more consistent with scripture, and with our 
own historical tradition. That certain biblical themes can and have been read as 
sanctioning violence in a variety of forms, does not mean that they must be read in 
that way. Instead of negating the idea of a normative biblical revelation our efforts are 
much better invested in reading and applying the texts well.  
  
Peace is a golden thread that is woven throughout the fabric of the biblical story of 
God‘s work of redemption. Mennonite theologians and bible scholars have done an 
immense amount of creative work tracing this thread from Genesis to Revelation. 
Where that work is done well and responsibly, peace is constantly correlated with all 
the major themes of the Christian faith—creation, sin, God‘s covenant with Israel, the 
life, death and saving work of Jesus, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, and the life 
and testimony of the church. What the attempt to construct a nonviolent God has 
done is isolate the peace thread and pull it out of the fabric of the biblical story. But 
though peace is a golden thread, it will not stand on its own. As it is pulled out of the 
fabric of the biblical story of God‘s work of redemption, the fabric itself comes 
unraveled. Finally, we are left with a gospel of nonviolence that is to some extent 
drawn from, but finally is not the gospel of Jesus Christ.  
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