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 In a new book of essays by Yoderian theologians, edited by J. Denny Weaver and entitled
“John Howard Yoder: Radical Theologian,” peace and justice scholar and activist, Lisa
Schirch writes an insightful Afterword. We are honored to republish it here.  Dr. Lisa
Schirch is Director of Human Security at the Alliance for Peacebuilding and a Research
Professor at Eastern Mennonite University’s Center for Justice &
Peacebuilding.  Schirch works to support human security, including ending sexual and
gender-based violence. Her books and other publications focus on how to build peace and
prevent violence in a wide range of contexts.  Her daily work involves teaching
peacebuilding to the US military.  BG 

Yoder, the radical follower of Jesus—the Jewish pacifist. Yoder, the brilliant and prolific
theologian. Yoder, the awkward and sexually abusive man. Yoder, the man whom the
church protected. This book, “John Howard Yoder: Radical Theologian,” paints a portrait of
an exceptionally complicated, gifted, and troublesome man.

The talented male authors of the book are long on their contribution to the study of Yoder and his many contributions.
Their careful scholarship brings out an important analysis of key themes in Yoder’s many publications, particularly
the fact that Yoder draws attention to Jesus as the primary source for Christian theologians as opposed to those who
simply build on nicene orthodoxy. It is a positive step forward that these male authors condemn Yoder’s abuse in
these chapters. The stated agenda of the book was to describe Yoder’s methodology. But by virtue of their identities,
the authors in this book cannot speak from the perspectives of women, a problem addressed in this afterword.
A book in 2014 on any topic, but particularly a book on John Howard Yoder, requires an analysis from women
scholars, including victims of Yoder’s assaults, as well as from Latino, African, Asian, and Pacific theologians, from
people of diverse sexual orientations, and from peace building practitioners who draw inspiration from Yoder to
translate pacifist theology into pragmatic, real-world strategies.

I write this afterword as a woman born and raised in the Mennonite Church. I have seen the negative effects of
Yoder’s assaults and the church’s delayed response impact three generations of Mennonite women over the last
thirty years in over a dozen Mennonite institutions. Some of Yoder’s victims were his peers in his own generation.
Some were his students, in the next generation. Women in both of these generations who spoke about the assaults
experienced significant backlash. In today’s world, a third generation of women theologians continues to be
marginalized for their critique of Yoder and the church. I am not aware of any female Yoderian scholars, an important
point that Weaver notes in the beginning of this book. Today’s Bible and theology departments at Mennonite
institutions are predominantly male. In my opinion, Yoder’s assaults on women and the broader church’s protection
of Yoder at the expense of women’s safety are important reasons why many talented Mennonite women pacifist
theologians have left the Mennonite Church and have moved on to other denominations.

Women’s voices and analysis are essential to the conversation on Yoder’s role in Christian theology. Future
generations of theologians reading Yoder need to hear their voices. Mennonite women such as Ruth Krall and
Carolyn Holderread Heggen, Barbra Graber, Sara Wenger Shenk, Linda Gehman Peachey, Hannah Heinzekehr,
Stephanie Krehbiel, Charletta Erb, and others write on sexual abuse and have made recommendations to the
church on how to address Yoder’s abuse. These women offer a fair acknowledgment of Yoder’s contributions and
his humanity. This afterword summarizes some of the contributions of these women and includes information directly
sourced from one of Yoder’s victims.

I write this afterword from the perspective of a peacebuilding practitioner. John Howard Yoder’s theology positively
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impacted the field of peacebuilding. Peacebuilding requires a set of ethics and processes. As a pacifist, I concur with
Yoder himself on the need to speak out against injustice and affirm the humanity of all people, even perpetrators.
Yoder’s abusive actions are a tragedy for the women victims, a tragedy for Yoder’s family, and a tragedy for Yoder’s
legacy and those who devoted their lives to being “Yoderian” scholars. There is still important peacebuilding work for
the church to do in order to address the pain from the past and recover the integrity of peace theology. This afterword
identifies a peace building agenda for the church in doing justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly.

In 2014, the Mennonite Church is undergoing a “John Howard Yoder Discernment Group.” In his message to
Mennonite Church USA, conference moderator Ervin Stutzman listed the shared assumptions about Yoder’s
behavior. These include the following:

We know abuse happened.

We know there are victims—some known, some not known.

We know wounds remain unhealed.

We know that despite previous efforts by church leaders to stop the abuse and to enable healing, further work
on the part of the church is being called for and is indeed needed.

We know the truth will set us free.

The goals of the group are to listen to and contribute to the healing of all those impacted by Yoder’s abusive actions
and the church’s response; to thank those women who have tenaciously worked to have the abuse addressed; and
to prepare a churchwide process for lament, prevention of abuse, and healing for victims and offenders. No one
stands to gain from ignoring or covering up what happened. We all need healing. The victims are not responsible for
hurting Yoder’s reputation by reporting on his assaults. And Mennonite women writers urging the church to address
victim’s wounds are not guilty of defaming Yoder’s name. Yoder alone is responsible for the damage to his credibility.
No one stands to gain financially or politically from knowing the truth. In contrast, everyone stands to heal and
recover integrity from acknowledging what happened, lamenting the harm it caused to so many, and deciding, as
men and women in the church, to move the pacifist agenda forward by ensuring that sexual abuse ends. The goal of
this afterword is not to de-Yoderize peace theology by taking Yoder’s contributions away. The goal is to deodorize
peace theology—healing the sickening wounds of silence requires the light and oxygen of public acknowledgment
and lament. Even Yoder’s most ardent male supporters seem to agree that the soul of Yoder’s pacifist, radical
Christian theology depends on a critical analysis of Yoder’s actions toward women and the church’s equally
appalling actions in protecting Yoder at the expense of the safety of his women students and women in the church. If
theologians fail to understand fully the causes and consequences of Yoder’s abuse and the church’s long delays in
justice, what hope is there for the future of pacifist theology? For the next generation of theologians reading this
book, here are six ideas to consider if the church wants to recover the integrity of pacifist theology from this tragedy.

(1) Yoder committed both sins of sexual immorality and acts of domination in sexual assaults.

Sexual immorality and sexual assaults are two different types of behavior and imply different types of harm. Evidence
seems to suggest that Yoder had extramarital relationships with women who desired a relationship with Yoder and
pursued his attention. At the very least, this was immoral sexual behavior. But at least some of these women were
admiring students who came to Yoder to be mentored. excerpts of their adoring letters can be found online. Scholarly
research on sexual abuse details that people in positions of power may use that power to attract sexual attention.
No relationship involving a differential of power (such as a professor and an admiring student) can be truly
consensual.2 But between fifty and a hundred other women theologians indicated to Mennonite leaders that they did
not invite sexual advances from Yoder, yet he forcibly kissed them, groped their private parts, wrote them sexually
explicit letters, seemed to stalk them on their way to their homes late at night, and even physically jumped on
them (p. 370). These are acts of domination that tore at the dignity of the brilliant and potentially powerful women
Yoder deliberately chose to violate. Yoder’s violence changed the lives of these women.
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New York Times writer Mark Oppenheimer’s 2013 article on Yoder’s sexual assaults asks the remaining critical
question about Yoder’s scholarship: “Can a bad person be a good theologian?” at what point does our bad behavior
overwhelm or negate our writings about doing good? In today’s world, Yoder’s actions would be legally identified as
sexual harassment and sexual assault. It is appropriate then to speak of Yoder’s crimes against women. In today’s
world, institutions are legally responsible for addressing sexual harassment and sexual assault. Thus church leaders
who knew of Yoder’s actions but did not take aggressive action would also be criminally liable in today’s world.
Having new language and laws to identify Yoder and the church’s actions offers us more insight on the seriousness
of their actions. It is not anachronistic to name behavior as criminal just because the laws on sexual harassment
have evolved. Slavery was always criminal even though slavery was technically legal for centuries. Naming an
action as criminal helps the church recognize the seriousness of the situation and the need to take preemptive action
to ensure the safety of women in the church. Despite the seriousness of Yoder’s actions, I am not aware of anyone
asserting the need for any type of formal criminal justice process against Yoder or the church. No one suggests that
Yoder’s theology should be thrown out because of the abuse or that he did not make other positive contributions in
his personal life.

Excuses for Yoder abound. Some blame the victims, suggesting they all wanted Yoder’s sexual attention. Some
downplay the harm from his “sexual experiments.” Some blame his asperger-like symptoms of social awkwardness.
Yoder’s followers are eager to move back to their main pursuit of discussing Yoder’s pacifist theology. But to name
Yoder’s behavior as “abuse” is more honest. Yoder was self-aware about what he was doing to women, as he
offered elaborate justifications for it in his final posthumous writings on punishment.4

In her book on Yoder’s abuse titled The Elephant in God’s Living
Room: The Mennonite Church and John Howard Yoder—
Collected Essays, Ruth Krall asks critical questions about what
shaped Yoder’s view of women and what went wrong in his life
that led to his sexual assaults on women. Krall’s book is by far
the most helpful clinical and psychological analysis of what
Yoder himself may have suffered or experienced that influenced
his abusive actions. Krall and others note that Yoder had many
normal, healthy, and even pastoral social interactions and was
not abusive in all aspects of his life. Krall writes on page 17,
“While occasionally his harassing actions may have been
opportunistic ones, in most reported situations they appeared to
be pre-planned and methodically carried out. Potential victims
were identified and they were groomed for acts of victimization.”

In the tradition of great pacifists who reach out to those causing harm, women writers like Ruth Krall have gone out
of their way to affirm Yoder’s humanity and to lament that the church failed not only the victims but also Yoder and
his family by not stopping his abuse sooner.

Future generations of pacifist theologians should not diminish or excuse the harms Yoder caused but should
acknowledge and lament the tragic consequences of Yoder’s immoral and sexually violent actions and the effect
they have had on women, his family, and the pacifist tradition.
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(2) The church itself needs to take responsibility for the institutionalized
patriarchal setting that contributed to Yoder’s abuse. Yoder grew out of a
patriarchal church, and his writings as a white man reflect this privileged
status.

A toxic cocktail of patriarchy, sexual repression, and entitled leadership beyond
reproach contributes to religious leaders around the world committing a high rate of
sexual abuse. In a Christian Century article titled “Evangelicals ‘worse’ than
Catholics on Sexual abuse,” which quotes leading Christian voices working to stop
such abuse, it is stated that “too many Protestant institutions have sacrificed souls
in order to protect their institutions.” In this context, Yoder’s abuse of his power as a
professor was a symptom of a much wider problem.

Peacebuilding requires looking at root causes, not just symptoms of violence.
Rather than blaming or diagnosing Yoder alone, a peacebuilding response to
Yoder’s abuse requires the church at large to examine the sickness of patriarchy. Yoder’s abuse needs to be viewed
in the context of the church’s affirmation of patriarchy, where men are granted systematic entitlement to positions of
power. Patriarchal systems limit women’s access to education and positions of power and view women as second-
class citizens.

Given the pervasiveness of institutionalized patriarchy, it would be surprising if Yoder’s writing did not reflect
patriarchal beliefs. As indicative of his patriarchal beliefs, Stephanie Krehbiel cites Yoder’s description of women in
his most recent, posthumous book, The End of Sacrifice, which seems to have been written in response to women’s
call for accountability for his assaults: “More recently men as a class have come to be vulnerable in a new way, as
compensation for pain suffered by women, when that pain can be blamed upon the prior patriarchal tilt of our
society.” In the footnote to this sentence, Yoder added,

There should be room, logically, for the objection that beneficent patriarchal care, properly understood and
benevolently exercised, would not be harmful; that what has hurt women has been the violation, not the
implementation, of proper fatherly caring. This excuse would however not change the retaliatory dynamics, since the
root of the power of the punitive drive is located not merely in a mistake the stronger party made but in the weaker
party’s anger at being weaker.6

Yoder suggests that women’s anger at men is not necessarily due to men (such as he) having victimized women, but
rather that women are angry because they are “weaker” than men. Yoder seems to see himself as an innocent
symbol or scapegoat for women’s anger at patriarchy.

Further, Yoder’s earlier writing on the idea of “revolutionary subordination” did not resonate with many women, as
discussed by Gerald Mast in chapter 8 of this volume (“Pacifism as a way of Knowing”). Yoder identified patriarchy
as a problem. But Yoder’s writing is cryptic and a little too eager to emphasize women’s subordination in biblical
cultural context without providing a vision for equal relations between men and women in today’s church. Hannah
Heinzekehr argues, “[Yoder’s] theology seemed to veer dangerously close to setting up frameworks that would not
just allow . . . abuse to happen, but made it seem somehow honorable or noble.” Women should not suffer domestic
violence or sexual assaults or view subordination of their identity as having redemptive power. In order to willfully
subordinate, one must have a sense of agency and empowerment. One must feel entitled to respect in order to
submit to disrespect. In this book, Weaver and Mast’s chapter “Extending John Howard Yoder’s Theology” makes
these points in its discussion of atonement theology.

South Africans only chose nonviolent resistance after a concerted movement of Black consciousness to unlearn the
oppressive practice of teaching black South African children that they were less human than white South African
children. In Latin America, Paulo Freire described the process of “conscientization” as a necessary first step before
impoverished Brazilians could start the revolutionary process of nonviolently questioning their oppressive
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government. In the women’s liberation movement, developing a feminist consciousness of “women’s power” is also
a primary step. As a woman and a peacebuilding practitioner who advocates non- violent resistance, I believe
revolutionary subordination requires two conditions.

a)  Suffering requires empowerment. Empowerment comes from self- awareness and a lucid power analysis to
identify that oppression is unjust and unnatural. Every human being deserves dignity. But not every person
recognizes this human right in a world of social hierarchy and humiliation. Jesus critiqued the oppressive religious,
social, and political powers of his day. He told downtrodden people like the Samaritan woman at the well that she
was worthy of his respect and that she was a child of God. Only empowered people conscious of their right to dignity
can make subordination revolutionary. Without empowerment, subordination may become internalized oppression
where victims choose subordination because they cannot imagine that they deserve dignity.

b)  Suffering must be a voluntary choice. In most cases, suffering is revolutionary only if there are other choices that
do not require suffering. Jesus had a choice other than the cross. His choice to suffer made the subordination
revolutionary. But many people do not have other choices.

As a woman peacebuilding practitioner, there are times in my life when I
willfully choose powerlessness and to believe in the strategy of
revolutionary subordination. When I was living in Kabul, Afghanistan, to
conduct research on Afghan perspectives on peacebuilding during the
years 2009–2011, I chose to live in an unarmed guesthouse, knowing full
well that most foreigners had armed guards and stayed in gated hotels.
Choosing subordination and vulnerability made sense—not having
armed guards sent an important message to both my Afghan colleagues
and to any Taliban or insurgents watching my movements that I was not
part of the foreign occupation. I also choose revolutionary subordination
when I provide training on peacebuilding at U.S. military bases. I am
often the only woman and the only civilian in a room full of military
leaders in uniforms. I make a choice to enter a space where my
audience often opposes and belittles my experience. I speak diplomatically but forcefully on the rights of civilians
and the alternatives to war even as I feel the silent and invisible poison darts coming at me as I speak.

In other contexts, I deliberately avoid subordination. While attending graduate school in Washington DC, there were
times when I would have to walk late at night, and I chose to carry hot pepper spray so that I would be able to defend
myself by nonlethal means, if necessary. When men in my church belittle my contributions, I confront the substance
of their critique. While I may be willing to choose to die or suffer for my beliefs in some situations, I will not willfully
submit to humiliation and violence in a context where those in my own community deny my personal agency. Most
girls around the world are taught to be submissive. Their subordination is not revolutionary, as it is not chosen. When
women’s subordination is forced, it is violent.

People who have a critical mass of supporters in their homes and communities may develop an internal strength so
that they can engage in this “revolutionary subordination” from a place of power and choice. Women tend to share
their stories of sexual abuse and discrimination with each other, in order to become conscious of the systematic,
impersonal denigration of our individual and collective voices. A feminist conscience and a community of other
women who share a gender analysis of the church enable me to engage critically but respectfully on issues of sexual
abuse. Women in the church who lack such feminist support either stay quiet and subordinate, or they walk away
from an oppressive church whose “body politic” excludes and dismisses their voices.

Yoder, of course, was a white male, as are most of his followers. They operate in a patriarchal church that only
recently has made important strides to include women. These patriarchal structures did not protect women in the
church. Since Yoder assaulted many of his female students and rising female church leaders, his actions directly
impacted a generation of women’s leadership. The continuing absence of women in so many centers of pacifist
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theology at Mennonite institutions today means that new generations of pacifist theologians may also not be
informed by a gender or power analysis or take into consideration the privilege and entitlements that males enjoy.
Even putting Yoder’s behavior with women aside, new generations of pacifist theologians need to bring other lenses
and voices to engage with Yoder’s theological concepts, including “revolutionary subordination.” The church at large,
and pacifist theologians in particular, need to critique patriarchy and embrace a wider set of ideas about pacifism and
how it relates to people in different social positions.

(3) Christian pacifism is not dependent on the credibility or idolatry of Yoder.

The outline of this afterword came together as I was explaining to my
fourteen-year-old daughter the three ways Yoder’s life and works
impacted my life. First, I told her that Yoder’s theology influenced a
generation of my mentors and colleagues at the Center for Justice and
Peacebuilding at Eastern Mennonite University. Mennonites worked for
peace before Yoder. But without Yoder, it might have taken much
longer for the Mennonite Church to translate pacifist theology into
institutionalized efforts in restorative justice and peacebuilding. I have
spent most of my life attending or working for Mennonite institutions. I
grew up in a church that often seemed to be as Yoder-centric as it was
Jesus-centric. Countless people have come to see Jesus as a “Jewish
pacifist” and have understood the political message in the Bible
because of Yoder. I might not be working in the field of peacebuilding had it not been for Yoder’s contributions to
those who mentored me. But I came to devote my life to peacebuilding and pacifism without ever having read Yoder.
Other mentors and authors in the church—not Yoder—taught me to support peace and justice.

The two Mennonite professors who had the most impact on my understanding of pacifist theology were mental
health clinician-theologian Ruth Krall(7) and musician Carol Ann Weaver, whose own academic training prepared
them to bring a wider set of questions to teaching theology. These women steered me toward a reading list on
feminist theology, liberation theology, and black theology. I read Mary Daly and Starhawk alongside Martin Luther
King and Gandhi, two other powerful pacifist men from patriarchal contexts who faced allegations of sexual
impropriety. From this broader theological perspective, Yoder’s theses in “The Politics of Jesus” did not seem radical
when I read them later in my life. The final chapter in this volume, Gerald Mast’s “Sin and Failure in Anabaptist
Theology,” is an important effort to begin to have a dialogue between Yoder and theologians who self-identify as
feminist, womanist, black or liberation theologians.

Second, I draw on Yoder’s work to explain why it makes sense for me, a Mennonite, to be married to a Jew. My
daughter identifies herself as both Jewish and Mennonite. Yoder’s writing on Jesus as Jewish pacifist and on the
Jewish-Christian schism, discussed in Weaver and Mast’s and Weaver and Zimmerman’s chapters, will make
important contributions to my children’s ability to theologically justify their identity to the wider Christian church (if
they ever care to do so!).

Third, when other Mennonites denounced my work to educate the United States government and military about
peacebuilding, Yoder’s theology as well as his own work with the ROTC program at the University of Notre Dame
helped me articulate a theological justification to the church for this practical engagement of the U.S. military.
Yoder’s concept of speaking about religious ethics through secular terms or “middle axioms” gave me theological
justification for talking to governments and military forces about human rights, violence against women, the structural
causes of violence, and how to build peace. I did not start to work with the military because of Yoder. Rather, Yoder’s
writings helped me articulate the theological basis for my work to a conservative Christian audience who questioned
reaching out to “the enemy.”

As a peacebuilding practitioner, I recognize that all of us who work for peace are less than perfect. If we were to wait
for a perfect messenger to speak on peace and justice, we would greatly hinder any progress toward improving the
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human condition. Yet the true measure of the quality of witnessing for peace is not what you say, but what you do.
The inconsistencies in the lives of most peace and justice practitioners are far less dramatic than Yoder’s.

The real-world applications of pacifist theology in the fields of restorative justice and peacebuilding provide the next
generation of theologians with a much more compelling vision of pacifism. It is much easier to “see” a pacifist Jesus
in the men and women who are running victim-offender reconciliation programs, facilitating dialogue between
Muslims and Christians, advocating for social justice, or training the Congolese military in how to respect women’s
rights. I would choose to admire the silent, humble generosity of a quiet peacebuilder long before I would applaud an
articulate theologian who pushed women down and jumped on them.

Yoder has a place on our bookshelves, but not on a pedestal. The integrity of pacifist theology does not depend on
Yoder. Idolatry of Yoder is wrong. First, it diminishes the voices of the victims he hurt. Second, it stumbles and
contorts itself to align a theology of peace with the actions of an abusive man. Third, it pulls attention away from the
many other pacifist voices whose lives and writings better illuminate the pacifist path. The authors of this book
deserve to be read in their own right. They make important contributions to Christian pacifism. a new generation of
Christian pacifists should be read not for their insights on Yoder, but for their own unique contributions.

(4) Pacifism and feminism require the same ethical commitments.

“This world is crazy.” My daughter shook her head as I told her of Yoder’s assaults. Like most women around the
world, I have a duty as a mother to prepare my daughter to live in a world where some people will devalue her
humanity and underestimate her intellect. She needs to learn how to respond to the epidemic of men who assault
women (approximately one in three women will be assaulted in their lifetime).

There is no gap between pacifism and feminism. Ruth Krall taught me to ask this question: “Why is sexual violence
and domestic violence tolerated by Mennonites when military violence is not tolerated? Both forms of violence
shared in the sinfulness of the human community. Both destroyed human life and well-being. Neither represented a
divine will for the human community.” So I explained to my daughter that as a Mennonite pacifist, feminist,
peacebuilding practitioner, I care just as much about ending war in Afghanistan and Syria as I do about the safety of
girls and women who suffer a shocking level of attack on their humanity. The link between public violence and
private violence is evidenced in the rape of women in the midst of war, in the alarming rates of domestic abuse on
military training bases, and in the level of sexual violence in the patriarchal church.

Unlike Yoder and many other Mennonite pacifist theologians, my life’s work has been about connecting the public
violence of war with the private violence of domestic violence and violence against women. Pacifism and feminism
both recognize the dignity and humanity of all people while seeking to end the harm that comes in any act of
violence, domination, or subordination. Weaver’s book The Nonviolent Atonement is an example of a male pacifist
who embraces feminism. Mast also cites feminist and womanist writers in this book. But all too often, women alone
are left to speak out on sexual violence or devote their careers to the difficult work of raising issues of sexual violence
in the church.

Feminism is a call to a new relationship between men and women based on mutual respect. Feminism fosters
opportunities for women’s leadership and appreciation of women’s contributions to society. Feminism is the radical
notion that women are human beings. Feminism is not about hating men. Most feminists are married to men. Men
can be feminists too. Feminism is inherently pacifist. There are no calls for women to take up arms against men or to
punish men.

Feminism requires a commitment to stop sexual violence against women and men. Because there is so much
violence in the world against women, many feminists are indeed angry and want to stop this selective violence.
Feminism requires listening to women’s unique perspectives, acknowledging the differences in men’s experiences
and women’s experiences without deeming one more valuable than the other.

Peacebuilding is a process of putting hands and feet on pacifism and feminism. Peacebuilding requires practical
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Art by Laurie-Lynn McGlynn, Soul in State: Pain

strategies of empowerment, building relationships that illustrate
the dignity of every human being, and advocating for just social
relations. Peacebuilding requires that we view as equally
damaging any harm done to children, women and men, to
workers, to the environment, and to countries gripped by war.

When a country invades another country to secure its oil
interests, that is violence. When a corporation exploits workers
and destroys the environment, that is violence. When a man
pushes a woman down and gropes her in his office, that is
violence too. When the church criticizes women for naming
abuse committed by a powerful church leader, and when it
demands harmony, silences women’s voices, and protects a
perpetrator, that too is violence. An engaged pacifist theology
needs to be concerned about all these forms of violence.

Yet to this day, there are two places where I am usually the
only woman in the room: when I am training the military in peacebuilding and when I am discussing pacifist theology.
When it comes to security and theology, the men who hold powerful positions in the U.S. military and in the church’s
theological institutions often actively exclude women’s voices and approaches. What is the explanation for this? Are
women less intelligent? Less ambitious? Do we have fewer opportunities for higher education? Are many women
just not interested in security and theology? Or do men actively exclude, overlook, or even denigrate women
because it is easier to work with “their own kind” and it can be difficult to “fit in” a woman’s perspective?

In my opinion, women are left out of discussions on security and theology because we have a different set of
experiences that lead us to hold different opinions. In both settings, we define violence differently. Some men are
uncomfortable with our anger and our perspectives. So we are left out of conferences, books, and collegial circles
between our academic peers. Because women’s understandings of security and theology are so different, women
also self-select not to put themselves in situations where they will be a minority voice. Women seek safer pastures in
which to tend their intellectual sheep.

Future generations of pacifist theologians need to interrogate this pattern. Pacifist theologians need to engage
directly with feminist writers. Pacifist theologians need to read and engage the community addressing sexual
violence with the same intensity with which they address violence by the state. They need to study women’s
writings, advocate among men to stop violence against women, and illustrate with their lives their desire to empower
women’s leadership and to make space for women’s voices.

(5) Yoder and the Church that loved him damaged a radical pacifist agenda and undermined the politics of
Jesus.

Jesus questioned the authority and self-interest of Jewish leaders in his day. Early Anabaptists shared this
skepticism of church and state authorities. Like Jesus, they seemed to have no interest in creating or maintaining
institutions. As part of the anabaptist tradition, Yoder questions church and state authority with a pacifist ethic. Unlike
other theologians who seem to have more interest in consolidating the power and control of the church over its
followers than in following Jesus, Yoder asks Christians to question authority.

In the authority-questioning tradition of Jesus and the anabaptists, pacifist theologians should question the self-
interest of the church in addressing sexual violence. Ruth Krall documents the Mennonite Church’s delays in
responding to Yoder’s violence:

For more than twenty years denominational administrative personnel officers and chief executives
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managed allegations, rumors, and gossip about Yoder’s behavior by secrecy and by facilitating
geographical and professional work relocations. They chose, therefore, a preferential option to
maintain Yoder’s theological career as a spokesperson for a Mennonite theology of non-violence and
cultural identity rather than a preferential option to provide safety to vulnerable women potentially in
Yoder’s grasp. Thus, denominational leaders, knowingly or unwittingly, created a hostile religious
climate in which Yoder’s behavior could continue and proliferate. Victims and potential victims were
left to fend for themselves. Ideology, institutional authority and denominational leader power,
therefore, trumped a viable living communal praxis of justice, accountability, individual healing and
collective reconciliation.12 Women who did try to warn other women of Yoder’s potential assaults
were chastised for “gossiping” and disrupting the harmony of the church. When women later brought
their stories—first privately and then publicly—to the attention of Mennonite leaders in the hope that
they would stop Yoder’s behavior, Yoder threatened a lawsuit against them and accused some of
them of not being “sophisticated.” Some people in the church accused them of making up the stories
or of seducing Yoder themselves, asking, “why didn’t they just say no?” (Reports suggest that Yoder
accepted “no” from some women, but harassed others for many months after they said no.) Some in
the church accused the women of hurting Yoder’s family and spreading false rumors. In other words,
Yoder and the church punished the victims and the victims’ supporters for speaking the truth.13

Yoder is responsible for hurting his victims. Yoder, not his victims, is responsible for hurting his family.
And Yoder, not his victims or their supporters, are responsible for hurting the pacifist agenda.

Krehbiel argues the church’s response was “too little, too late, and more about institutional damage control than
about justice or healing for Yoder’s victims.”14 While the field of restorative justice drew theological inspiration from
Yoder’s writings,15 there was nothing restorative about the church’s process of addressing Yoder’s abuse.
Restorative justice is victim-centered. Church institutions offered forgiveness to Yoder, not the victims. Restorative
justice does not seek to punish. Rather, in restorative justice offenders acknowledge and take responsibility for the
harms they have done to others. The church “punished” Yoder in a variety of ways, including banning him from
attending church. But the victims were not in the center of the church’s first attempts at addressing the abuse.

Some of the women who experienced Yoder’s assaults wrote letters to him, first asking him to stop writing them
inappropriate letters. Yoder did not stop. Some women also assert that they themselves wrote Yoder long letters
detailing the pain and harm his assaults caused in their lives.

Reportedly, Yoder never felt remorse for his actions that caused this pain, nor did he apologize directly to these
women.16 As noted earlier, his professional writing after the church process laid out a complex justification for his
behavior and seemed to blame women themselves for the pain they suffered.

The church’s efforts to protect Yoder’s family also seem inept at best, if not a double victimization of their own
suffering related to Yoder’s actions. Yoder reportedly cooperated with church leaders in what may have been
numerous painful meetings at the kitchen table, most likely led by well-meaning church leaders with little experience
or knowledge of sexual abuse. Krall notes, “By not recognizing Yoder’s suffering and by not recognizing the women’s
suffering their shared faith community failed in its collective spiritual task of bringing healing to them.”17

The church has evolved in the last twenty years. There are new safeguards in place for women in the church. The
Mennonite Church’s process of discernment is a positive sign that the church is taking responsibility for addressing
the harms that Yoder and the church itself did to Yoder’s victims. Future generations of pacifist theologians will need
to continue to challenge institutions to use a moral compass and not their status, power, or financial interests to
guide them through the thicket of sexual violence in the church.

It is ironic that Yoder, the radical theologian, advocated biblical teachings on justice and peace with his words but led
9/12

http://religiondispatches.org/the-woody-allen-problem-how-do-we-read-pacifist-theologian-and-sexual-abuser-john-howard-yoder/


the church away from Jesus’ radical teachings with his actions. In this book, Zimmerman quotes Yoder regarding the
split between Swiss reformer Zwingli and the anabaptists: “To place the unity of Zürich above the faithfulness of the
church is not only to abandon the church; it is also the demonization of the state, for persecution becomes a
theological necessity.”18 In the same way, to place the unity of the Mennonite Church above the faithfulness of the
church is not only to abandon the church; it was the demonization of the church, since the required silencing of
women’s voices—a form of persecution—became a theological necessity.

Naming wrongdoing by Yoder and the institutional church is not out of lack of care for Yoder’s legacy or the church.
Rather, it illustrates that we do care about the pacifist agenda and the integrity of the church.

Future generations of pacifist theologians can restore credibility to pacifism not by downplaying Yoder’s actions but
by naming the abuses, lamenting the harm done to the victims and to Yoder’s family, and working to end sexual
abuse in the church.

(6) Moving forward requires all of us to do things differently.

The magnitude of the impact of Yoder’s abuse and the church’s long delays in
addressing it require action to make things right. Peacebuilding requires truth-
telling, victim-centered restorative justice, new initiatives to prevent future sexual
violence, and both lament and trauma healing for Yoder’s victims, family, and the
church as a whole. Krall argues that in order to move forward, we need first to
collectively reflect.

[It is in] acknowledgement of the factual truth of an abuser’s fully embodied life
that we and future generations begin to free ourselves and our communities to
make different behavioral choices than he chose to make during his lifetime.
Acknowledging the legacy of good he did in his lifetime frees us from the need to
demonize him. Recognizing the legacy of harm he did to us and to others frees
us from idolatry. Once free, we can view his life as a precautionary tale that teaches us, and future generations,
what not to do. In recognizing and speaking the factual truth of our lives, we individually and collectively free
ourselves and future generations from the tyranny of his legacy of abuse. If we allow it to do so, a perpetrator’s
abusive life and the harm he did to others can serve as a searchlight that reveals the fault lines in the communal
realities we once shared with him. If we allow his life, in all of its complexities, to teach us, we can examine the
painful realities and fault lines of our own lives.19

Perhaps this book is a start on that journey. I laud the authors of this book for naming Yoder’s actions as abusive
and beginning to question the church that protected him. But there is more work to do.

Barbra Graber lays out specific strategies for moving forward. These include the following:

1. Anyone writing or speaking about Yoder should directly name Yoder’s actions as “sexual assaults and abuse”
rather than call it “inappropriate behavior” or other ambiguous terms relating to his social skills.

2. Journalists should acknowledge the harm Yoder did along with his accomplishments.

3. Church leaders should commit to doing justice for Yoder’s victims and in every sexual abuse case.

4. Men should learn more about sexual violence against women and take steps to address it in their own
communities.

5. Peace and justice educators should make clear that sexual violence is an issue of equal concern as war and
public violence.

6. Church leaders should speak out on sexual violence in sermons and in their congregational life, to enable public
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conversation to address private violence.

7. Victims should find ways to get support and voice their experiences, so as to prevent violence against others in
the future.

I would add one more to Graber’s list. The widespread impact of Yoder’s theology on global scholars and
practitioners requires a broader set of voices from authors of diverse identities. My colleague Howard Zehr has made
a commitment to question any invitation to speak on a panel that is made up entirely of white men. white men
concerned about peace and justice should make a commitment to advocate for the inclusion of women’s voices and
men of other ethnic and racial backgrounds in their professional speaking and writing careers. Like all people, white
men are not objective or neutral. We are all subjective. White men’s perspectives are valid and real. But because of
society’s structures, white men’s experiences are different from others. Some of us have institutional power and
others do not. So a further strategy for addressing Yoder’s impact is to make a commitment that any edited book,
conference, or panel about Yoder will include the voices of women, including those named at the beginning of this
chapter, who write critically on Yoder’s negative impact on pacifist women in the church.

This afterword is just the beginnings of a map for future generations of pacifist theologians to bring together
orthodoxy (right belief) with orthopraxy (right action).  Addressing Yoder’s violence is only a part of this
peacebuilding process. Our larger task is to ensure that the radical message in some of Yoder’s writings gets
translated into radical acts of inclusion of other voices on pacifist theology so eloquently articulated in this book.

Passing the pacifist torch requires that the church itself, and those leading pacifist theology, listen to the voices of
those not in power.

 NOTES

1. See Stutzman, “John Howard Yoder discernment Group.”

2. See for example Heggen, Sexual Abuse in Christian Homes.

3. Krall, Elephants in God’s Living Room, 370.

4. Yoder, “Chapter 5: with and Beyond Girard.”

5. Krall, Elephants in God’s Living Room, 14.

 6. Yoder, “Chapter 5: with and Beyond Girard,” italics added. an adaptation of this quote can also be found in Yoder,
“You have It Coming,” 183. however, in the published version, the editor, John C. nugent, removed the three
italicized words from Yoder’s original text.
7. Dr. Krall holds an MS in psychiatric-community mental health nursing and a doctorate in theology and personality.
In addition, she taught peace studies at Goshen College for eighteen years.

11. Krall, Elephants in God’s Living Room, 20. 388

12. Ibid.,10–11.

13. This information comes from an e-mail exchange with one of the women who experienced aggressive sexual
behavior from Yoder.

15. See Zehr, Changing Lenses.

16. Krall, Elephants in God’s Living Room, 109.

17.  Ibid.,150.
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19. Krall, Elephants in God’s Living Room, 61.
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