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1

Introduction

Christian nonviolence has a long and storied legacy, one 
that begins in the earliest days of the church, as figures like 

Tertullian, Origen, and Athenagoras offered their defense of 
the Christian position toward the Roman military: nonpartici-
pation.1 Though hardly offering a full- blown theory of nonvio-
lence, these early witnesses articulated a bedrock presumption 
about the relationship between Christians and violence that 
would be developed, altered, and debated over the next two mil-
lennia. During this period, presumptions about how to define 
and identify violence and whether Christians could join the 
military or engage in any acts of violence for personal defense 
or defense of the helpless all underwent scrutiny as the shape 
of violence changed.

In the twentieth century, Christian ethicists and theologians 
explored the contours of this topic as new questions surfaced: 
What is the aim of nonviolence? Does one have to be a Christian 
to practice nonviolence? How do those committed to nonvio-
lence engage the social structures that support and create the 

1. See Kalantzis, Caesar and the Lamb.
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2

conditions for violence? With the emergence of new challenges 
such as nuclear weapons, global terrorism, and increasing rec-
ognition of sexual and gender- based violence and of social 
structures that perpetuate violence, the scholarship around 
Christian nonviolence has evolved to address new concerns 
and challenges.

Our thesis is this: Christian nonviolence has never been 
monolithic but has always included merging and diverging 
streams; it is therefore best understood as a dynamic and con-
tested tradition rather than a unified and settled position. Over 
the last five years, as we have been invited to sit on panels on 
Christianity and violence and engage in discussions around 
Christian nonviolence in the church and academy, the predomi-
nant assumption we have repeatedly encountered is that all 
arguments for nonviolence are the same. And frequently, popu-
lar understandings of Christian nonviolence are summed up 
by the equivalent of a modern- day version of the Schleitheim 
Confession, the sixteenth- century Anabaptist document that 
draws a sharp line between the “perfection of Christ” and the 
world, with the former characterized by its renunciation of 
the sword and the latter characterized by its use of the sword.2 
Such a characterization of Christian nonviolence is mistaken 
in at least two ways. First, it assumes that all contemporary 
Anabaptists adhere to the Schleitheim Confession. (They do 
not.)3 And, second, it assumes that all contemporary advocates 
and practitioners of Christian nonviolence are like Anabap-
tists. (They are not.) But when the only version of Christian 
nonviolence you are presented is the Schleitheim Confession, 
all forms of Christian nonviolence tend to look and sound like 

2. See Sattler, “Schleitheim Articles.”
3. For discussions of the various forms of nonviolence and pacifism among Men-

nonites in particular, see Burkholder and Gingerich, Mennonite Peace Theology; 
Cramer, “Mennonites & Pacifism.”
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traditional Mennonite nonresistance.4 As we described in the 
preface, this pigeonholing is due in no small part to the promi-
nence of Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder, whose 
arguments for nonviolence loomed large in the academy and in 
popular imagination for nearly half a century, obscuring other 
forms of Christian nonviolence that already existed and other 
voices for Christian nonviolence that were developed during 
that same period.5

There are a number of anthologies of historic writings on 
Christian nonviolence, but they tend to pay little attention to 
the distinctions within the broad tradition and how the various 
approaches to Christian nonviolence either complement or di-
verge from one other. Likewise, there are many constructive 
arguments for Christian nonviolence— including by each of 
us— but frequently they are singularly focused on a specific 
form of violence or on specific rationales for nonviolence. As 
we surveyed the literature on Christian nonviolence, we could 
find no recent text to introduce Christian nonviolence to those 
interested in learning about its nuances and varieties.6

So we wrote one.
This book is not an apologetic for Christian nonviolence. 

Experience has taught us that arguments for and against non-
violence rarely change the mind of the one holding the con-
trary view. We do not aim, therefore, to convince non- pacifist 
Christians to become pacifists by reading this book. Rather, 

4. Nonresistance refers here to a specific form of nonviolence, patterned closely 
off the Sermon on the Mount, in which Christians refrain from retribution, endure 
unjust suffering, and do not cooperate with violence. But unlike other forms of 
nonviolence we discuss, nonresistance does not entail an active response and instead 
emphasizes non- cooperation with violence.

5. This monolithic view of Christian nonviolence also fails to recognize that 
Yoder’s own approach to nonviolence diverged from the Schleitheim Confession and 
developed over time. On this development, see Cramer, “Realistic Transformation.”

6. The most recent work in this genre is J. Yoder, Nevertheless, originally published 
in 1971 and updated in 1992.

Introduction
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our goal is to invite both pacifists and non- pacifists— and all 
those in between— to encounter a dynamic, living and breath-
ing tradition within the broader tradition of Christianity. As 
we describe, the tradition of Christian nonviolence is flawed 
and at times even harmful, but at other times it can also be 
life- giving and inspiring, regardless of whether one is part of it.

In the following chapters, we describe eight major streams 
of Christian nonviolence. These streams are not meant to be 
mutually exclusive but often overlap or diverge in interesting 
and instructive ways. With just a few exceptions, we use think-
ers and activists to illustrate a particular stream that represents 
their primary orientation to nonviolence, even if they also use 
other forms of reasoning in various places. We discuss Martin 
Luther King Jr. in chapter 6 as a representative of nonviolence 
as political practice, for example, while recognizing that he was 
a complex figure whose work involved both mystical dimen-
sions (chapter 3) and liberationist tendencies (chapter 7). Like-
wise, we discuss Catholic Worker cofounder Dorothy Day and 
Protestant ethicist Stanley Hauerwas in terms of their emphasis 
on nonviolence as Christian virtue in chapter 2, while acknowl-
edging that they at times describe nonviolence using apocalyp-
tic language and categories (chapter 4) as well. In describing 
the complexity and multiplicity of Christian nonviolence, we 
do not intend to minimize the complexity and multiplicity of 
individual thinkers and activists. We all use multiple forms 
of reasoning and argumentation for our views— sometimes 
even forms that are mutually contradictory. Such is the human 
condition.

As we discuss in the following chapters, the Christian realist 
Reinhold Niebuhr distinguished between two forms of paci-
fism or nonviolence that he witnessed in his day: (1) a more 
inward- focused, quietist, absolutist, communalist pacifism 

A Field Guide to Christian Nonviolence    
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5

that focuses on faithfulness and fidelity to Jesus’s teachings 
on nonresistance and in so doing offers a witness to the world 
of another kingdom without trying to change the world, and 
(2) a more outward- focused, activist, political pacifism that 
takes Jesus’s teachings less literally and focuses instead on 
the effectiveness of nonviolence, using nonviolence as a tool 
for social change and political transformation in the world. 
Niebuhr considered the first kind of pacifism to be useful as 
a reminder of the ideal of God’s kingdom but generally ir-
relevant when it comes to making the kinds of relative judg-
ments that are necessary when Christians enter the political 
realm. He considered the second kind of pacifism to be not 
only misguided but also heretical both in terms of its fidelity 
to Christian Scriptures and tradition and in terms of its em-
pirical claims to effectiveness.7

Niebuhr’s distinction has persisted in the popular imagina-
tion, as the first, communal kind of nonviolence has come to 
be associated with names like Yoder and Hauerwas, and the 
second, political kind of nonviolence has come to be associated 
with King (and, beyond Christianity, with Mohandas Gandhi). 
We intentionally structured the chapters with this distinction 
in mind, beginning with four streams more often associated 
with the first type and ending with four streams more often 
associated with the second type. But, while this distinction is 
not wholly meritless, our contention is that it blurs and breaks 
down considerably when the full picture of each stream is ap-
preciated. Is it less political, for example, to harbor Jewish 
refugees from Nazis or to burn Vietnam War draft cards than 
it is to march on Selma or to practice just peacemaking initia-
tives? While these actions are done with differing theological 
and ethical motivations and considerations, which we describe 

7. See Niebuhr, “Why the Christian Church Is Not Pacifist.”

Introduction
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in the following chapters, they do not always fall neatly along 
the lines marked out by Niebuhr.

We invite readers, as they make their way through this book, 
to view our descriptions as starting points— introductions to 
major thinkers, activists, and movements that coalesce around 
eight major approaches. It is our view that because violence 
appears in many guises, it must be confronted in many differ-
ent ways. It is therefore not an argument against Christian 
nonviolence to recognize and acknowledge that the refusal to 
engage in violence takes a number of forms within the body 
of Christ. Not all approaches are compatible, and important 
arguments are often evoked when they diverge. But together, 
these eight streams provide a broad palette of arguments and 
insights about violence in the world and what it means for 
Christians to confront that violence and live faithfully amid it.

It is our conviction that Christian nonviolence, at its best, 
does not promise to end all wars or permanently settle all dis-
putes. Rather, Christian nonviolence is an exercise of Christian 
wisdom, guided by the Spirit, who transforms our minds so 
that we “may discern what is the will of God— what is good 
and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2). It is in the spirit of 
marking out the pluriform ways in which this discernment takes 
place— retrieving and putting to good use the work of these 
many thinkers, activists, and movements— that we offer this 
book.

A Field Guide to Christian Nonviolence    
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1

Nonviolence of Christian 
Discipleship
FOLLOWING JESUS IN A WORLD AT WAR

During the Second World War, the small mountainous vil-
lage of Le Chambon, France, became a refuge for nearly 

five thousand Jews and other persons fleeing the Holocaust.1 In 
a biography of André Trocmé, pastor and leader of the move-
ment in Le Chambon, the biographer asks, “How is it that the 
population in Le Chambon and the surrounding area almost 
unanimously embraced the rescue effort?”2 It is one thing to 
celebrate a radical individual, but how does this kind of group 
action emerge? In answering this question, we encounter a par-
ticular kind of Christian nonviolence: nonviolence of  Christian 
discipleship.

1. For a full account, see Hallie, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed; Schott, Love in a 
Time of  Hate.

2. Chalamet, Revivalism and Social Christianity, 143.
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Today, nonviolence of Christian discipleship— sometimes 
called ecclesiocentric nonviolence— is one of the most well- 
known forms of Christian nonviolence. This form emphasizes 
the role of the gathered Christian community— or, more prop-
erly, Christian disciples— in Christian nonviolence. According 
to this stream, nonviolence is a way of living in the world, 
shaped by reading of the Scriptures, corporate worship, and 
the practices of life together. Christian nonviolence is a habit of 
regular discipleship, which then becomes the mode of engage-
ment in times of conflict.

As we describe below, nonviolence of Christian disciple-
ship was popularized in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury by the works of  John Howard Yoder, particularly his 
1972 book, The Politics of  Jesus. However, subsequent to the 
publication of this book, survivors and advocates exposed 
details of  Yoder’s own sexual violence toward women, in-
cluding his colleagues and students.3 This undermines any 
straightforward appropriation of this stream of nonviolence 
for today. In this chapter, then, we complicate the narrative 
by not only discussing Yoder’s contributions to this stream 
but also exploring sources of this stream that predate Yoder 
(in figures like André Trocmé and Dietrich Bonhoeffer) and 
divergences within this stream among contemporary theolo-
gians and biblical scholars. According to this approach, the 
Christian community is called to be a nonviolent community 
that reads the Scriptures canonically in light of the nonviolent 
Jesus’s call to Christian discipleship. The question that arises 
is whether a church can be called a church without this com-
mitment to— and practice of— nonviolence. Thus, any failure 
to practice nonviolence threatens to undermine this approach 
on its own terms.

3. See our discussion in the preface.

A Field Guide to Christian Nonviolence    

_CramerWerntz_FieldGuideChristianNonviolence_MB_wo.indd   22_CramerWerntz_FieldGuideChristianNonviolence_MB_wo.indd   22 10/14/21   10:36 AM10/14/21   10:36 AM

David C. Cramer and Myles Werntz, A Field Guide to Christian Nonviolence 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



9

The Nonviolent Revolution of Jesus

When André Trocmé’s Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution 
first appeared in English in 1972, it created a stir. Written by 
the pastor of the French Reformed Church of Le Chambon- 
sur- Lignon, the book offers a reading of the Gospels that draws 
on biblical scholarship to make the case for nonviolence as the 
way of the communities that Jesus founded. In taking up this 
topic, Trocmé largely sets aside the question of canonical pro-
gression: for Trocmé, it matters little whether the Hebrew Bible 
commends nonviolence, for he unapologetically embraces the 
view that “Jesus is the central event of history, because de facto 
his coming changed humankind.”4 Trocmé then connects the 
churches of Jesus to the ethic of Jesus on precisely this point: 
to be a disciple of Jesus is not simply to confess faith in Jesus 
but also to follow Jesus in the way of the cross.

For Trocmé, it is not enough to say that Jesus’s example is 
one of nonviolence. Instead, Jesus’s very substance as the goel 
(the mediator between the community and God) is of this na-
ture: Jesus’s mediation between God and humanity occurs in 
a way that abolishes whatever violence was present in Israel. 
“For the Christian, the figure of the ‘Servant of Yahweh,’ who 
gives his life in ransom for the guilty ones fallen into slavery, 
now thrusts itself upon Jesus (Mark 10:45). In this way, the 
law of retaliation was transmuted. Its demand for justice, for 
holiness, could never be abolished. But God’s vengeance would 
now be borne by God himself, by the God who is the goel of 
his people in the person of his Son.”5

For Trocmé, the way in which Jesus mediates for humanity 
and the way in which the church is connected to Christ morally 
and to the world in witness are integrally related. They are a 

4. Trocmé, Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution, xix.
5. Trocmé, Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution, 11.

Nonviolence of Christian Discipleship
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sacramental matrix of divine imitation, in which the church 
follows in the way of Jesus, for it is in this way that Jesus joins 
us to God the Father.

Over the course of the book, Trocmé unpacks the Hebrew 
Bible’s vision of liberation from sin that is enacted socially, 
creating a new sociopolitical order and uniting class divisions 
across Israel. As Trocmé notes, in addition to ministering to 
various classes of people (Jews and gentiles, rich and poor, and 
so on), Christ’s ministry ranges across the fortified cities of 
Galilee, uniting these polities into one body of disciples. The 
sociopolitical expansion of this peace mirrors the sacramental 
vision of peace that undergirds Trocmé’s vision of who Jesus is 
and what the church is to be. Accordingly, Christ’s command-
ments are not to be enacted solely by individual followers of 
Jesus in a series of situations but are to be the enacted life of 
the church together. Refusing interpretations of the Sermon on 
the Mount in which the Sermon depicts eschatological reality 
or purely individualist options, Trocmé argues that the norm 
of the Old Testament was that of the community. As such, the 
people of the church are to enact these teachings now, together.6

The goel of the people, who redeems them through nonvio-
lent love, enacts the kingdom of God in a way that “commits 
to the redemption of the individual person.” The nonviolent 
church, in turn, is “a matter of showing compassion, of saving 
and redeeming, of being a healing community.” This way, which 
is participation in the very person of Jesus, is only available as 
a work of God and not, in distinction from Gandhi’s view, as 
a tactical move toward a political end. The distinction Trocmé 
makes between the way of Gandhi, as commendable as it is, 
and the way of Jesus turns on this: participation in the power 

6. Trocmé, Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution, 46, 65.
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of God available through Jesus Christ, who is the mediator of 
humanity to God.7

Trocmé thus connects the mediation of Christ, the creation 
of the people of God, and the practice of the Christian commu-
nity. In doing so, Trocmé takes a different path than nineteenth- 
century liberal theology— and a different path than the way 
that the nonviolent community will be appropriated by many 
in the twentieth century. For in much nineteenth- century liberal 
theology, dogmatic claims about the nature of God are avail-
able to us through moral behaviors: to know God is to love 
people. While in Scripture, the knowledge of God and the love 
that the Christian has for others are connected, for liberals in 
the nineteenth century, one knows who God is as one enacts 
moral behaviors. The substance of God is transposed into a 
moral axiom.

This is not to say that the twentieth century— in emphasiz-
ing the practical nature of the Christian faith or the imita-
tion of Christ— is simply repeating the nineteenth century’s 
mantras. But across the modern era, as Christians continued 
to sort out the relationship between the church and the peace 
that is God, two roads began to emerge: (1) that the peace 
of  God manifests itself  as the church’s liturgical gathering 
and (2) that the peace of  God manifests itself  through the 
actions and witness of the church. This is in some ways an 
artificial separation, as most theologians will affirm both to 
some degree. But the question appears in terms of whether 
what is happening is an embodiment of God’s peace or an 
imitation of God’s peace. In his work, Trocmé holds together 
what will sometimes come apart.

7. Trocmé, Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution, 145, 146, 153. Where multiple 
page numbers appear within a single note at the end of a paragraph, the numbers 
correspond, in order, to the quotations within that paragraph.

Nonviolence of Christian Discipleship
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Nonviolence in the Christian Canon

Biblical scholars have expanded Trocmé’s thesis beyond the 
Gospels to the remaining canon of the New Testament and 
to the precedents of the Hebrew Bible, or the Old Testament. 
The concern is not simply whether nonviolence is articulated 
by Jesus for his disciples but also whether Christian nonvio-
lence is thoroughly canonical: Does Jesus offer his disciples 
(and thus the church) something that is continued from the 
Old Testament to the New Testament? Is this teaching new, or 
is it already a presumption for Israel as well? What is at stake 
in these questions is whether Christian nonviolence is consis-
tent with Hebrew Scriptures or whether it entails Christian 
supersessionism.

In her 1984 text, My Enemy Is My Guest: Jesus and Vio-
lence in Luke, trailblazing Catholic New Testament scholar 
J. Massyngbaerde Ford argues that Jesus’s nonviolence is in-
deed a new development from what came before, with John 
the Baptist as a transitional figure between the old and new.8 
Thus, for Ford, Elizabeth’s blessing of Mary in Luke 1 harks 
back to blessings bestowed on Jael in Judges 5 and on Judith in 
the Book of Judith 13. Ford writes, “It is interesting that these 
two women are blessed for a heroic, nationalistic, but violent 
course of action. In other words they were women zealots, 
somewhat analogous to Phinehas and Elijah. Mary is praised 
by Elizabeth in words that would clearly remind Jewish readers 
of these two women zealots.” Likewise, Ford describes Mary’s 
song, the Magnificat (Luke 1:46–55), as bearing “all the marks 
of a holy- war song.”9

8. Ford was just the second female professor at the University of Notre Dame in 
South Bend, Indiana, when she was hired there in 1965, and three years later she was 
the first to receive tenure. See Garvy, “In Memoriam.”

9. Ford, My Enemy Is My Guest, 19–20.
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In John the Baptist’s teaching in Luke’s Gospel, Ford sees a 
transition beginning to take place from the violent messianism of 
Mary and Elizabeth to the nonviolence of Jesus. She observes of 
John the Baptist’s teaching to the crowds, tax collectors, and sol-
diers that he “checks any violent reaction to their circumstances, 
but he does not ask either the tax collectors or the soldiers to 
relinquish their occupations.” For Ford, then, the nonviolence 
of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke is truly something new within 
the canon. Through his parables and teachings, the Lukan Jesus 
teaches that “disciples must be ready to carry their cross for the 
sake of the kingdom.” Ford writes that “Jesus’ demands of his 
disciples are as radical as those demanded of persons in mili-
tary service. He will not exclude [persons with disabilities]. He 
teaches his followers not to take vengeance but to await God’s 
vindication of their cause, and to pray unceasingly.” Ford con-
cludes, “It is surely Luke’s intention that all Christians should 
follow in Jesus’ footsteps.” As a New Testament scholar utilizing 
the tools of redaction criticism, Ford is reluctant to claim that the 
New Testament or even the Gospels consistently present Jesus 
as teaching and embodying nonviolence. For her, the nonviolent 
Jesus is “one of the special features of Luke (and John).” At the 
same time, as a Christian, she believes that Luke’s message is 
addressed to contemporary Western Christians just as much as 
it is to first- century Christians in Rome. “In the contemporary 
world, where terrorism, violence, crime, war, and poverty are 
the most important issues of the day,” Ford writes, “this aspect 
of Luke’s Gospel is acutely pertinent.”10

New Testament scholar Scot McKnight echoes the thesis of 
Trocmé and Ford in his writings on the Gospels. “The peace 
Jesus is talking about,” writes McKnight, “is redemptive peace: 
it comes in Christ. As Jesus said . . . , ‘In me you may have 

10. Ford, My Enemy Is My Guest, 41, 105, 107, 137.
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peace.’ This means the peace he’s talking about is ecclesial 
peace. . . . The primary way we influence the world is by sum-
moning the world out of its worldliness into the church, where 
true peace can be found.”11 Whereas Trocmé and Ford focus 
primarily on the Gospel of Luke, McKnight demonstrates that 
the presumption of nonviolence for Christian disciples is pres-
ent throughout the letters of Paul as well. In the letter to the 
Romans, McKnight observes, the advocacy for the weak by the 
strong issues forth not in violent defense but in suffering on 
their behalf. At the same time, more frequent Pauline themes 
of suffering, bearing of burdens, and patience become ways 
of instantiating the theme of enemy- love into the life of the 
early churches.12

New Testament scholar Richard Hays echoes these con-
clusions, particularly noting that from the perspective of the 
New Testament, the ethos of Jesus was expected to be that 
of  the community, learned through the disciplines of  com-
munity life.13 Instead of leaving this as simply a teaching of 
Jesus, Hays broaches the canonical question in his reading of 
Romans 5:8–10: “How does God treat enemies? Rather than 
killing them, Paul declares, he gives his Son to die for them. 
This has profound implications for the subsequent behavior 
of  those who are reconciled to God through Jesus’s death: 
to be ‘saved by his life’ means to enter into a life that reca-
pitulates the pattern of Christ’s self- giving. . . . It is evident, 

11. McKnight, Kingdom Conspiracy, 171.
12. McKnight, Reading Romans Backwards, 46–50. For McKnight’s own account 

of nonviolence in the teachings of Jesus, which then become presumptions for com-
munities of disciples, see McKnight, Sermon on the Mount, 130–38.

13. Hays, Moral Vision of  the New Testament, 324: “The suggestion that the 
teaching of the Sermon is intended only for a special class of supersanctified Chris-
tians is discredited by the Great Commission at the conclusion of the Gospel. All 
baptized believers are to be taught to observe all that Jesus commanded” (emphasis 
original).
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then, that those whose lives are reshaped in Christ must deal 
with enemies in the same way that God in Christ dealt with 
enemies.”14

In the event that the teachings of Jesus differ from particular 
Old Testament texts, Hays simply asserts that “the New Testa-
ment vision trumps the Old Testament.”15 It is here that the 
question of church formation comes to the center, for if the 
church is formed according to the Scriptures, then the presence 
of this ethic in the Old Testament becomes an acute question. 
If nonviolence is intrinsic to the Christian life because it is par-
ticipatory in the redemptive work of the world in Christ, then 
its absence in the Old Testament would raise serious questions, 
not least of which is whether second- century heretic Marcion 
was right that the God of the Old Testament and the God of 
the New Testament are in fact two different gods.

The question of  the canonical presence of  Jesus’s ethic 
can be dealt with in a variety of ways. Perhaps, like dietary 
laws, the herem (God’s command to destroy enemies) was 
simply a command contingent on a particular era in the di-
vine economy, or perhaps the accounts of  violence in the 
Old Testament were more hyperbolic than historical. Preston 
Sprinkle offers a different take: while Jesus’s nonviolence 
is clear and binding on New Testament congregations, the 
Old Testament does not materially deviate from this teach-
ing. Examination of  the key Old Testament texts, such as 

14. Hays, Moral Vision of  the New Testament, 330. New Testament scholar 
Michael Gorman develops this theme of participation in Christ in Paul’s letters, 
which Gorman describes as the disciple “becoming the gospel of peace.” See Gor-
man, Becoming the Gospel, especially chapter 5, “Becoming the Gospel of Peace 
(I),” 142–80, and chapter 6, “Becoming the Gospel of Peace (II),” 181–211. In his 
tome Covenant of  Peace, New Testament scholar Willard Swartley argues that peace 
is a pervasive theme throughout the New Testament. On the role of the disciple in 
imitating the nonviolent suffering of Christ, see especially chapter 13, “Discipleship 
and Imitation of Jesus the Suffering Servant,” 356–76.

15. Hays, Moral Vision of  the New Testament, 336.
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Deuteronomy 20, indicates a nonmilitaristic kind of warfare 
that emphasizes divine action rather than military prowess or 
just war. Likewise, the eschatological vision of Isaiah points 
toward the practice and person of Christ. Jesus, a Messiah 
in the spirit of  Deuteronomy 17, operates not in violation 
of the Old Testament but in continuity with it. In this way, 
Sprinkle contends, transposing Jesus’s teaching on violence 
from the Sermon on the Mount into the communal practice 
of  the early churches (seen not only in Paul’s churches but 
also in the other apostolic writings) creates continuity across 
the canon of Scripture. A Christian need not pick between 
Testaments but can freely affirm that the God of Scripture— 
from beginning to end— calls forth a people who trust not in 
violence but in God for their lives.16

Nonviolence and the Practice of the Church

That Trocmé’s thesis is well known, even for those who have 
never read Trocmé, is due in no small part to Mennonite theo-
logian and ethicist John Howard Yoder’s widely read 1972 book, 
The Politics of  Jesus, which adopts wholesale many portions of 
Trocmé’s work.17 Indeed, a side- by- side reading of the two texts 
demonstrates that many of the ideas of the first seven chapters 
of Yoder’s Politics of  Jesus follow not only the arguments but 
also the sequence of arguments laid out in Trocmé’s Jesus and 
the Nonviolent Revolution, though Trocmé is only credited with 
the material appearing in the chapter on Jubilee in particular. Yo-
der’s writing on nonviolence spans nearly fifty years and multiple 
texts, but on this point it retains great consistency: the church 

16. Sprinkle, Fight, 58–61, 109–13, 151–215. See also Cramer, “Evangelical Herme-
neutics, Anabaptist Ethics.”

17. For a fuller treatment of Yoder’s nonviolence in relation to ecclesiology, see 
Werntz, Bodies of  Peace, 59–106.
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bears witness to the lordship of Christ over all creation, which 
means that the church’s witness to nonviolence is to be both em-
bodied and demonstrated by analogy to the world.18 The world 
understands the moral commitments of the church, however, 
through its exercise of “middle axioms,” ways of communicating 
the moral commitments of the church to political life.19

The locus for forming a Christian commitment to nonvio-
lence, for Yoder, is the church community. Expanding Trocmé’s 
thesis, Yoder argues for the various ways nonviolence not only 
marks the nature of imitation of Christ but also is intrinsic to 
what it means to be able to identify God both in the Hebrew Bible 
and in the New Testament: “When, therefore, Jesus used the 
language of liberation and revolution, announcing a restoration 
of ‘kingdom’ community and a new pattern of life, without pre-
dicting or authorizing particular violent techniques for achieving 
his good ends, he need not have seemed to his listeners to be a 
dreamer; he could very easily have been understood as updating 
the faith of Jehoshaphat and Hezekiah, a faith whereby a believ-
ing people would be saved despite their weakness, on condition 
that they ‘be still and wait to see the salvation of the Lord.’”20

Yoder’s identification of nonviolence as not only the way of 
the church but also the way of the people of God across the 

18. For his description of the relationship between church and world, see J. Yoder, 
“Otherness of the Church.”

19. For his description of middle axioms, see J. Yoder, Christian Witness to the 
State, 72–73. Yoder borrows this language from earlier Christian realists and even-
tually stops using it, preferring instead to speak of the paradigmatic function of 
Christian practices. See, for example, J. Yoder, Body Politics. Still, the function is 
similar: to translate Christian ethics and practices into language and practices that 
can be understood and adopted by those who do not profess Christian faith. On the 
origin of “middle axioms” among Christian realists, Georgia Harkness writes: “J. H. 
Oldham has coined the phrase ‘middle axioms,’ and the term is effectively used by 
John C. Bennett in Christian Ethics and Social Policy” (Christian Ethics, 190). See 
chapter 5 below for further discussion of Harkness and middle axioms. For more on 
Yoder’s use of the term, see Cramer, “Realistic Transformation,” 503–6.

20. J. Yoder, Politics of  Jesus, 84.
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testaments is a striking addition to Trocmé. But it also empha-
sizes that being the people of God means being nonviolent, 
for it is in this particular way of existence in the world that we 
know the presence of God. The structure of Politics of  Jesus 
in particular connects faithfulness in the days of Israel, life 
in the apostolic church, and even the eschatological return of 
Christ with this mode of nonviolence present in the teachings 
and life of Jesus. The refusal of violence in the eschatological 
return of Christ, together with treating the holy wars of the 
Old Testament as “legend,” creates a strong link between a 
nonviolent people of God and the knowledge of the God of 
Israel and Jesus.21 This nonviolence, which is intrinsic to God’s 
presence to creation, is cultivated then by the church in a variety 
of practices, including its use of polity as communal reasoning 
rather than as an exercise of power and its use of ecumenical 
dialogue as conversation rather than as “Constantinian” force.22

The emphasis on the habituation of the church opens up the 
notion that to be nonviolent is a matter of being habituated 
by the presence of God. But Yoder goes further by making this 
presence of God— namely, the habit of nonviolence— into one 
of the defining features of the church’s internal life and external 
witness. Whereas New Testament scholars like Sprinkle, for 
example, see Jesus’s nonviolence as consistent with the Old Tes-
tament, Yoder goes beyond this by suggesting that nonviolence 
is intrinsic to God’s own presence. In other words, nonviolence 
is simply what God is like and thus what the church must be in 
order to have a witness in the world.23

21. J. Yoder, Politics of  Jesus, 228–30, 86.
22. For these examples, see J. Yoder, “Hermeneutics of Peoplehood,” and J. Yoder, 

“Nature of the Unity We Seek.”
23. For a practical application of this approach by one of Yoder’s students, see 

Camp, Mere Discipleship, especially chapter 7, “Worship: Why Disciples Love Their 
Enemies,” 129–47.
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Gerald Mast and J. Denny Weaver, in Defenseless Chris-
tianity: Anabaptism for a Nonviolent Church, continue Yo-
der’s trajectory, building out edges of the relationship between 
church and nonviolence that are not immediately obvious in 
Yoder. For Yoder, nonviolence is the most obvious way of nam-
ing the “style” of faith appropriate for Christians, embodied 
not only in one’s commitments concerning war but also in how 
one approaches church life.24 But for Mast and Weaver, the act 
of nonviolence comes to the forefront as a defining dogmatic 
commitment of the church: “If the particular story of Jesus is 
a norm that gives the church its distinct character and shapes 
its communal practices, then peacemaking and the rejection of 
violence are incipient as the privileged manifestation of disciple-
ship or of following the example of Jesus. . . . Since rejection of 
violence is intrinsic to the story and work of Jesus, we do not 
separate it from our confession of Jesus as Lord and norm.”25

With this practice as a central norm, then, the church’s “de-
fenselessness” becomes more apparent, with other elements of 
church polity ordered by this conviction. Separation from the 
world, a key New Testament motif, becomes a way to distance 
oneself from systemic violence while not being antagonistic, 
for example. Likewise, the Lord’s Supper is an occasion for 
learning how to be a servant leader, to give of oneself and live 
sacrificially. These practices of service and sacrifice may very 
well be entailed by a life of discipleship, but the difference be-
tween Yoder, on the one hand, and Mast and Weaver, on the 
other, is the loss of the middle axiom, that translation point 
that allows the commitments of the church to transcend their 
ethical meaning alone.26

24. See, however, our discussion of Yoder’s betrayal of his nonviolent ethic in the 
preface to this book and the conclusion to this chapter.

25. Mast and Weaver, Defenseless Christianity, 76, emphasis original.
26. Mast and Weaver, Defenseless Christianity, 82, 88–89.
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These thinkers raise important questions about what it 
means for the formation that occurs in the church to contrib-
ute to the work of nonviolence. With Yoder to a lesser degree, 
and more directly in Mast and Weaver, we find the question 
of how a commitment to living defenselessly sits among other 
Christian convictions. Does it determine the shape of other 
commitments? For example, does baptism mean, as Mast and 
Weaver contend, being able to recognize the value of all life? 
Or, more directly, can one call oneself a disciple of Jesus if one 
does not take nonviolence to be an absolute value?27

In his criticism of Yoder, just war thinker Nigel Biggar con-
tends that packaging together the person of Jesus with the value 
of nonviolence conflates fidelity to Jesus (the second person of 
the Trinity) with the ethic of the disciples: to be responsive to 
God, one must not reject responsibility to God’s world. As such, 
one can be a soldier and a Christian, as Jesus’s disciples are 
called to be responsible not only to God but also to the history 
in which they live: to adopt nonviolence as inseparable from 
commitment to God is ultimately to be a bad disciple.28 While 
those committed to Christian nonviolence will no doubt dis-
agree with Biggar on many things, he troubles the association 
of church with nonviolence by raising an important question: 
Can a church body commit to nonviolence without it being as 
central to the church’s identity as Mast and Weaver suggest?

Exceptions to Nonviolence for Christian Discipleship?

Dietrich Bonhoeffer offers one possible way forward— but not 
without some complications. Bonhoeffer, a German theologian 
and pastor living under the Nazi regime, enjoys a kind of exotic 

27. Mast and Weaver, Defenseless Christianity, 86.
28. Biggar, In Defence of  War, 31–34.
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reputation due to lack of clarity about his role in an assassina-
tion attempt on Adolf Hitler.29 On the one hand, Bonhoeffer was 
indisputably involved in the political resistance to the Third Reich. 
On the other hand, Bonhoeffer writes in his famous Discipleship 
that “Jesus’ followers are called to peace. When Jesus called them 
they found peace. Jesus is their peace. Now they are not only to 
have peace, but they are to make peace. To do this they renounce 
violence and strife. . . . Jesus’ disciples maintain peace by choosing 
to suffer instead of causing others to suffer.”30

Critical to understanding Bonhoeffer is appreciating his 
emphasis— particularly when thinking about the role of the 
Christian in a world of violence— that the Christian always 
proceeds as a Christian in the world. Christians work as those 
who are flung out into the world until such a time as they gather 
together with the body of Christ again, and their ethics in the 
world are always conditioned by seeing Christ (and thus, the 
body of Christ) as the key to the world’s preservation.31

This is different than saying that everything that the Chris-
tian does is restricted by the key in which it would happen in 
church. In the church, we are gathered in baptism and commu-
nion; as such, what we do in church is analogous to what we do 
in the world, but the ethic of Jesus is the way by which we are 
formed. While we are joined with the first hearers of Jesus, we 
are joined to them and to Jesus in our day, as the church in our 
place: “The problem of following Christ shows itself here to 
be a hermeneutical problem. But it should be clear to a Gospel- 
oriented hermeneutic that we cannot simply identify ourselves 
directly with those called by Jesus. . . . Simple obedience would 
be misunderstood hermeneutically if we were to act and follow 

29. For the details of the controversy, see Nation, Siegrist, and Umbel, Bonhoef-
fer the Assassin?

30. Bonhoeffer, Discipleship, 108.
31. See Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 83–95.
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as if we were contemporaries of the biblical disciples. But the 
Christ proclaimed to us in scripture is, through every word he 
says, the one whose gift of faith is granted only to the obedient, 
faith to the obedient alone.”32

This does not mean— contrary to some accounts that make 
Bonhoeffer into a Niebuhrian realist who abandons his ethic in 
the face of the hard facts of the world— that the disciple takes 
the peace of Christ as a “principle” to be enacted by any means 
necessary. Rather, it means that the way of enacting the life of 
Jesus is not up to the disciples to choose; disciples are bound 
to Jesus, not to the ethic of nonviolence.

Bonhoeffer always wrote through the lens of being the “church- 
community,” anticipating that the command to the church will 
be made concrete in some way by God. The way of the church in 
the wider scope of creation means that the church is always being 
formed in discipleship. In the case of peacemaking, disciples try 
to act in ways that are faithful to the witness and person of Jesus 
but not as those who slavishly repeat the actions of Jesus. In 
other words, Bonhoeffer rejects both a just war framework that 
makes Jesus’s nonviolence a matter of interpersonal relations 
or an eschatological ideal and an absolutist pacifist framework 
that would not make use of the state in order to enact the call of 
Christ. The church will enact peace in a way consistent with Jesus 
and specifically will seek to bring people into the heart of that 
peace— the presence of Christ in worship— but the way it will 
do this consistently is not for the church to determine in advance. 
This is not to say that the church has an option as to whether to 
offer its witness but simply that social issues— particularly how 
and when to engage them— are considered according to how 
disciples can reestablish the conditions of life that the body of 
Christ shares with all creation. In responding to the wounds of 

32. Bonhoeffer, Discipleship, 82.
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creation, disciples follow Christ’s call, formed as members of 
the church but not bound absolutely to one ethical rendering of 
the way of Jesus.33

Catholic theologian and ethicist Gerald Schlabach echoes this 
vision. For Schlabach, the church is to be the sacrament for the 
world, a pilgrim people that binds together the world in peace 
but not because it first and foremost sends an ethic of nonvio-
lence into the world. Because the church is catholic— that is, a 
universal body that encompasses all differences and traverses 
all social divisions— the church is quite literally the body that 
holds together the divisions of creation in itself. The church is 
a kind of nesting doll within societies, “communities embed-
ded within communities, people embedded within peoples.” A 
church formed by the peace of Christ fills the surrounding society 
with that peace by its very existence, which removes division 
across class, gender, and race. Disciples formed by the Sermon 
on the Mount are willing to break the rule of retaliation and re-
venge in order to transform the world’s violence. Schlabach, like 
Bonhoeffer, sees the call of Christians not as one of repetition of 
a principle such as “nonresistance” or “effectiveness.” Rather, 
Christians are to be formed according to the Beatitudes of the 
Sermon on the Mount, which culminate in the love of enemies.34

Discipleship, Church, and Nonviolence

The distinction between the two approaches to nonviolence of 
Christian discipleship that we have discussed— one that began 
with Trocmé and one that was represented by Bonhoeffer— may 

33. DeJonge, Bonhoeffer on Resistance, 84, 155. Ultimately, as Bonhoeffer says in 
Ethics, 268, those who “act responsibly (i.e., according to the call of Christ into the 
world) place their action into the hands of God and live by God’s grace and judgment.”

34. Schlabach, Pilgrim People, 189, 193, 259. For a moving memoir on learning 
to love enemies, see Wells and Owen, Living without Enemies.
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seem to be a matter of hairsplitting. After all, both hold that 
nonviolence is tied to the work of Christian formation, and 
both hold that the work of Christian churches is to train people 
to be faithful followers of Christ.35 But where the two diverge 
is on how tightly to hold to nonviolence as a core principle of 
what it means to be the church. As we saw with Trocmé, the 
incarnation of Christ issues forth in a body, the church, which 
follows the way of Jesus throughout the entire world: the argu-
ment is about what it means to embody that peace.

In the work of Mast and Weaver, nonviolence is inextricable 
from the person of Jesus, to the degree that, from first to last, 
being a Christian entails a commitment to nonviolence. This is 
not, in some ways, dissimilar from Bonhoeffer and Schlabach, 
for whom being the people of Christ means being peacemakers. 
But for Bonhoeffer and Schlabach, being the people of Jesus 
means that nonviolence emerges as the action of what the 
church is, not as its core commitment without which it ceases 
to be the church.

By tying Jesus and nonviolence so firmly together, Mast and 
Weaver create a situation wherein Christians who engage in 
violence for any reason find themselves not just disobedient but 
heretics— those who have offered the world a different Jesus. 
By the same token, Bonhoeffer and Schlabach, in taking the 
sacramental approach that confesses that Christ envelops the 
world prior to our actions, run the risk of opening a gap be-
tween being Christian and holding to the ethic of Jesus with 
respect to violence. The two paths unite in this: being a Chris-
tian means being formed in discipleship as a member of the 
body of Christ who acts together with the body of Christ to be 

35. For a discussion of the contrasting approaches to resisting the Nazis by Bon-
hoeffer and the Confessing Church, on the one hand, and by Trocmé and the com-
munity of Le Chambon, on the other, see Harvey, Taking Hold of  the Real, chapter 9, 
“Tale of Two Pastors,” 269–301.

A Field Guide to Christian Nonviolence    

_CramerWerntz_FieldGuideChristianNonviolence_MB_wo.indd   38_CramerWerntz_FieldGuideChristianNonviolence_MB_wo.indd   38 10/14/21   10:36 AM10/14/21   10:36 AM

David C. Cramer and Myles Werntz, A Field Guide to Christian Nonviolence 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



25

a witness to the world. The fractures of violence run deep in 
the world, and, ultimately, only a people formed in the image 
of Christ’s wisdom can know what it means to be peacemakers 
when that act is called forth from them.

Conclusion

In the end, nonviolence of Christian discipleship binds the dis-
ciple to a way not of their choosing. In discussions surrounding 
the virtue or the feasibility of Christian nonviolence, Oliver 
O’Donovan has argued that Christian nonviolence therefore 
represents a refusal to engage in making judgments within 
time.36 What O’Donovan neglects in this assessment, however, is 
that Christian nonviolence is not abandoning making all judg-
ments. Rather, if Christ is the Lord of creation, the one who 
commands his disciples to live nonviolently, being a disciple will 
entail not making use of all paths that might present themselves 
within creation. By emphasizing habituation, communities of 
formation, and discipleship, this mode of nonviolence trades 
on being a witness to the nations, living within violence and 
providing shelter within it without becoming like it.

Nevertheless, of all the streams of Christian nonviolence 
discussed in this book, nonviolence of Christian discipleship 
is the one most in need of further archeological retrieval and 
critical scrutiny. In the twentieth century, there was perhaps 
no Christian— with the exception of Martin Luther King Jr., 
whom we discuss in chapter 6— more associated with Christian 
nonviolence than John Howard Yoder. His work both popular-
ized and expanded interest in Christian nonviolence. But with 
his rise in popularity, other voices we have highlighted in this 
chapter were eclipsed. Moreover, while the debts owed to his 

36. O’Donovan, Just War Revisited, 7–8.
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scholarship are significant, his popularity allowed him cover 
for sexual violence in his own life.37 It is for this reason that 
we cannot ignore his influence but must critically scrutinize it. 
While we acknowledge his contribution to this form of Chris-
tian nonviolence, we have also shown that his contribution 
was not singular but was one voice in a larger chorus. As we 
evaluate nonviolence of Christian discipleship in light of his 
influence, we also seek to explore other streams of Christian 
nonviolence that are not as indebted to his writing.

37. On Yoder’s history of sexual violence and its relation to his theological ethics, 
see Cramer et al., “Theology and Misconduct”; Goossen, “‘Defanging the Beast’”; 
Villegas, “Ecclesial Ethics of John Howard Yoder’s Abuse.”
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