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This study guide was jointly developed by Mennonite 
Central Committee (MCC) U.S. and RAWtools after 
several requests from churches and individuals in the 
U.S. for resources in response to mass shootings. Mass 
shootings are a reality in the U.S. – there were 610 mass 
shootings in 20201 – but they are only a fraction of all 
the gun violence that occurs in the country. The total 
number of gun-related deaths is a much larger number, 
lingering around 50,000 each year.2 With mass shootings 
continually escalating in number, congregations around 
the country are considering how they can respond.

The Gun Violence Prevention Network of MCC3 
reached out to Anabaptist institutions – schools, church-
es, universities and individuals – and found that the 
resources available to them to respond to violent shoot-
ings were without reference to Scripture and included 
very little theological input – even resources created by 
faith-based organizations. With the assumption that 
faith cannot be removed from discerning how we choose 
to respond to violence in all forms, the Network set off 
to find stories and think through the theological foun-
dations that could guide congregations and other faith 
groups in discerning practices and policies regarding 
their response to active violence. This resource is the 
result of that collective exploration and study.

Who are MCC and RAWtools?
MCC is “a worldwide ministry of Anabaptist church-

es [that] shares God’s love and compassion for all in the 
name of Christ by responding to basic human needs and 
working for peace and justice.”4 As part of its com-
mitment to peacebuilding, MCC works to educate and 
advocate on issues of gun violence. MCC convenes a 

1 An event is considered a mass shooting when four or more individuals are shot, which can include the shooter.
2 Violence Archive, accessed May 21, 2021, gunviolencearchive.org.
3 RAWtools is an active member of MCC’s Gun Violence Prevention network.
4 “Vision and mission,” MCC, accessed May 24, 2021, mcc.org/learn/about/mission.
5 Rawtools.org.

collaborative, national gun violence prevention network 
which includes staff from MCC, RAWtools and other 
partners.

RAWtools is an Anabaptist-rooted ministry working 
to end gun violence.5 Its mission is to disarm hearts, 
forge peace and cultivate justice through programming 
that is centered on three ideas in the call in Isaiah 2:1-4 
and Micah 4:1-4 to turn swords into plowshares:

•  Swords to plows – turning guns into garden tools
•  War no more – nonviolence training including   

de-escalation, mediation, bystander intervention, 
circle dialogues and restorative justice

•  Vine and fig – systemic engagement with systems 
that promote violence as a solution to conflict

RAWtools is based in Colorado Springs, Colorado, 
and is a passion ministry of Mountain States Mennonite 
Conference.

What’s inside?
This 12-week study guide is an instrument to help 

congregations in the U.S. to consider what they believe 
about situations of active violence and how they can 
respond effectively and faithfully. It is designed to facil-
itate reflection and conversation around ideas of safety 
in the face of violence and how that relates to faithful-
ness as followers of Jesus Christ.

What creates safety? When do we feel safe and why? 
Does our faith have anything to say about how we 
understand safety and how we put into practice habits 
of safekeeping in our homes, churches and communi-
ties? This study guide wrestles with these questions as 

INTRODUCTION

http://gunviolencearchive.org
http://mcc.org/learn/about/mission
http://Rawtools.org
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a means to discover together the values and practices 
of faithful responses to violence. It encourages making 
a habit of those practices and provides tips for putting 
those values into policy. Congregations will encounter 
paradox and tension as they struggle authentically with 
these questions. The goal of this curriculum is not to 
prescribe answers but rather to raise important ques-
tions that will propel a congregation toward making a 
plan for its unique context.

The first 10 sessions
The first 10 sessions of this curriculum survey histori-

cal experiences and theological motivations for nonvio-
lent responses to violence. Each session falls into cate-
gories of FEAR NOT, the curriculum title and acronym 
that helps in developing an action plan. The session 
topics explore:

• The context we’ve inherited
• How fear drives us
• The vulnerability of hospitality
• Power and privilege related to nonviolence
• Restorative practices
• Collective trauma
• Mental health
• The spiritual discipline of nonviolence
• Creativity

Each of these sessions has a story, reflection, discus-
sion questions and activity to go deeper and a step to-
ward making a plan. The final two sessions will build on 
the activities completed and discussions had throughout 
sessions 1-10 to help a congregation or other group cre-
ate the backbone of a plan that will make sense in their 
community and context, and that can be formalized into 
a policy regarding safety.

Making a plan
The “Making a plan” section is structured to consider 

four categories each week: needs, values, resources and 
actions.

• Needs – What needs arise in light of this study 
that you hope could be addressed in a safety plan?

• Values – What values can you identify based on 
this study that will be important to hold as you 
work toward a safety plan?

• Resources – What resources does your community 
have to offer that could help to satisfy the needs 
highlighted?

• Actions – What possible actions can you put into 
practice, based on the needs, values and resources 
existing in your community?

These categories will provide a practical way to think 
through translating ideas into a written policy. In the 

policy, the congregation or group will outline specific 
practices that it commits to implementing. Each week, 
groups will collectively revisit the list of needs, values, 
resources and actions, adding new ideas or changing 
previous ideas. By the end of the study, groups will have 
full lists that should help to move the congregation clos-
er to a written commitment or policy.

Guidelines for facilitators
Facilitators should read through sessions beforehand 

to have a good understanding of what material is cov-
ered and what supplies will be needed for the activities. 
Some sessions will need additional preparation. For ex-
ample, in session 2, the “Going deeper” activity requires 
several group members to share a story. In session 3, 
there is a video that could be watched between sessions 
or during the session if video equipment is available. If 
the facilitator is prepared for these activities, the group’s 
learning will be deeper.

Various materials will enhance the experience for 
groups working through this study. The “Going deeper” 
activities usually assume that Bibles and paper and pens 
are available. For the “Making a plan” activities, groups 
will need four poster boards, black markers and a va-
riety of colored markers. The posters will be used each 
week, so facilitators should plan to have them available 
for each session.

The “Making a plan” activity in each session is 
essential for creating the beginnings of a policy for the 
congregation. If the group does not finish during the 
scheduled time, participants should take time between 
meetings to do this planning. Without this activity, the 
final two sessions will not be feasible.

Getting on the same page with 
language

We come from a wide range of experiences and the-
ologies. Therefore, it can be confusing when the word 
“we” pops up. Who are “we”? While this curriculum is 
written explicitly from the theological perspective of the 
Anabaptist tradition, the word we is used throughout 
the curriculum to call on the identity of the broader 
church and those who participate in it, from the con-
text of the U.S. We, in this sense, references those from 
Christian theological foundations, unspecified by de-
nomination or doctrine, and the U.S. context.

Safety is a loaded word. It is big and it is broad, rang-
ing from seatbelts to security cameras, masks to mili-
tia. In an era where a global pandemic has ravaged the 
world, the word “safety” has come to be associated with 
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health. As awareness has risen around sexual violence, 
safety refers to protecting individuals from this kind of 
harm. In a democracy run by laws and policies, safety 
includes traffic signals and construction permits. This 
curriculum uses the word safety to refer to the physical 
and emotional well-being of individuals or communities 
in the face of violent action. At the same time, while this 
curriculum addresses safety specifically from the lens 
of situations of active violence, the lessons and wisdom 
gained from safety in other contexts will only benefit the 
learning here.

Community is a word used extensively throughout 
this curriculum. Much like safety, the term “commu-
nity” can be broad and lack specificity. The writers 
chose this word intentionally. This curriculum is written 
primarily for the context of a congregation to consider 
their theology around nonviolence as it relates to safety. 
However, the various community contexts a congrega-
tion engages with are key to these questions. It is the 
writers’ hope that this curriculum will help a congrega-
tion think outside the immediacy of their church build-
ing and consider the broader communities they partici-
pate in as they outline the needs, values and action steps 
for an appropriate and contextual safety plan.

Active violence refers to harm being perpetrated on 
individuals in life-threatening ways. “Active violence” 
includes active shooter situations; however, the writers 
intentionally use the language of active violence, recog-
nizing that there are many other forms of violent threat 
that can and should be addressed when considering safe-
ty protocol. It is the writers’ hope that this study guide 
will prove helpful for situations of threat and violence 
including, but also beyond, active shooter situations. If, at the end of this study, 

your congregation 
develops a policy, we would 
love to see it and share it 
with others. Please let us 
know about your process 
and, if you are willing, 
share your policy with 
us! Contact Jes Stoltzfus 
Buller, peace education 
coordinator for MCC U.S., 
at jessicabuller@mcc.org 
or Mike Martin, executive 
director for RAWtools, at 
mike@rawtools.org. 



Session 1

Faith  •  Engagement  •  Awareness  •  Response  •  Narrate  •  Observe  •  Transform

THEOLOGICAL
IMPLICATIONS OF SAFETY

Story
The story of Dirk Willems is well known in Anabap-

tist traditions, even with very little historic information. 
In 1569, Willems was arrested for denouncing infant 
baptism. He escaped his cell using rags tied together and 
crossed a frozen moat. He was being chased by a guard 
and ran across a pond with thin ice. History tells us that 
Willems’ light prison rations might have played an ironic 
role – he had lost weight, while his pursuer was well fed. 
As Willems crossed the ice, his pursuer fell through and 
begged for help. The thin ice continued to crack as the 
struggling guard attempted to pull himself out of the 
bitterly cold water.

This is the moment Willems decided to turn back. 
He recognized his freedom was no more valuable than 
the guard’s freedom. Willems did not know if he would 
be arrested after saving the guard’s life. Surely when he 
pulled his own prison guard out of the pond, Willems 
had to have hoped it would be enough to let him go. At 
the same time, he must have known he could again be 
taken into custody.

The rescued guard rearrested Willems (at the com-
mand of his superior) and he was burned at the stake 
four days later. Some retellings say it was a windy day 
that carried the smoke and that Willems’ death was 
worse than others who were burned at the stake.1

We know none of the dialogue between Willems and 
his captors, but we do know some things, most nota-
bly their actions. We know that the state church was a 
major player in Willems’ capture. We know that Willems 
was faithful to his beliefs, particularly the doctrine of 
believer’s baptism. We know that the actions of the pris-

1 Thieleman J. van Braght, compiler, Martyrs Mirror, 1660, translated from the original Dutch edition by Joseph F. Sohm, Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 
1950, p. 741.
2 Carol Howard Merritt and Tyler Wigg-Stevenson, Fighting for Peace: Your Role in a Culture Too Comfortable with Violence, Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2013, p. 27.
3 Ibid, p. 27.

on guard were faithful to the authorities of the church 
and state that allowed Willems’ death to occur soon 
after. We can also make an educated guess that Willems 
knew how it might end if he saved his pursuer, and yet 
hoped that it wouldn’t. He certainly couldn’t have been 
assured that it would end well once he was rearrested. 
And yet, by saving the guard, he gave the guard (thereby 
the state) agency to make a decision. He gave the church 
and state the agency to make a decision about his life. 
Willems’ martyrdom holds each party accountable for 
their action. His martyrdom holds a mirror to their 
actions and exposes them for how they chose to act in 
those moments.

Reflection
Carol Howard Merritt and Tyler Wigg-Stevenson 

partnered with Barna Research group for the project 
Fighting For Peace and found that “57% of Christians 
believed it was their right to defend themselves with vio-
lence and 11% believed Jesus would agree with them.”2 
In the same study they found that “very few adults 
would surmise that Jesus would support violence in ret-
ribution for a family attack (5%), and public execution 
of criminals (5%).”3 These stats illustrate that many 
Christians are aware that they are making a decision to 
use violence, despite their knowledge that Jesus would 
instruct them otherwise.

The truth is, we often have access to tools that we 
know will harm another person or ourselves. Even Dirk 
Willems had the option of using the icy lake to harm 
his pursuer. The significant difference in the U.S. is that 
we are saturated with firearms. In 2018, the U.S. pro-
duced more than nine million firearms, amounting to 
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one firearm manufactured about every three seconds.4 
In 2017, 75% of homicides used a firearm and 51% 
of suicides used a firearm.5 Gun violence kills twice as 
many children as cancer. It is the number one cause of 
death for African American youth under the age of 18.6 
The method matters. Of those who attempt suicide and 
do not complete suicide, more than 90% do not attempt 
again.7 Firearms are more than 95% effective in suicide 
attempts and those that aren’t completed leave life-al-
tering injuries.8 It is important to examine the access we 
have to lethal means, particularly firearms.

As we engage in dialogue about violence, especially 
violence related to guns, we find very real emotion. Both 
love and fear play major roles as motivating factors for 
owning or not owning a gun. We may not own a gun 
because we fear that it will be used against someone we 
love. We may own a gun to protect those whom we love 
out of fear that something may happen to them. We all 
have triggers in our hearts.

We also have triggers in our homes, our streets and 
our institutions. Each of these spaces can be described 
as a temple. God resides within all of us, our personal 
temple. God also resides in creation, our shared temple. 
And God resides in our churches, our schools and our 
institutions – our community temples. In all these plac-
es, God is with us.

God’s ability to be present in our lives gives us guid-
ance on how to be present in others’ lives. For many of 
us, we will not be placed in a position like that of Dirk 
Willems. But Willems decided to choose love over fear, 
despite the likely consequences. This is the choice the 
church must reflect in conversations about violence. We 
will find ourselves in positions that are vulnerable. We 
may find ourselves in what feels like lose-lose situations. 
In these times, it is helpful to remember passages like 
Isaiah 41:10, or the echo of angels throughout Scripture 
telling our ancestors to “Fear not.”

Micah 4:3-4 starts by inviting us to turn our swords 
into plowshares and ends with everyone sitting under 
their own vines and fig trees, in fear of no other. To be 
in fear of no other is quite a state for the soul to occupy. 
What must be in place for this to happen? Is it that fear 
still exists, but it has lost its grip? Does everyone get 
their own vine and fig tree at the same time? What level 
of trust in others, and systemic changes, must exist to be 
without fear? Our journeys to a vine and fig tree will all 
look different.

4 U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, “Firearms Commerce in the United States,” 2020, accessed Sept. 
29, 2021, https://www.atf.gov/firearms/docs/report/2020-firearms-commerce-report/download.
5 Giffords Law Center, “Statistics,” accessed May 24, 2021, giffords.org/lawcenter/gun-violence-statistics/.
6 Ibid.
7 Andrew Conner, Deborah Azrael, Matthew Miller, “Suicide Case-Fatality Rates in the United States, 2007 to 2014: A Nationwide Population-Based 
Study,” Ann Intern Med., Dec. 17, 2019, accessed May 24, 2021, pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31791066/, pp. 885-895.
8 Ibid.

How we navigate those moments on the way to the 
vine and fig tree challenge our capacity for creative 
nonviolence. We won’t be pursued across an icy lake, 
but we may experience similar vulnerability and emo-
tions as Dirk Willems; will we be able to practice what 
we preach? Will we have practiced so that our vulnera-
bility and emotion do not value our own life more than 
another’s?

It's clear that the ability to disallow fear-of-the-other 
from our decision-making process does not happen in a 
vacuum. There are systems in place, such as self-defense, 
policing, corporal punishment and private security, that 
legally allow lethal means to be used to solve a conflict. 
There are also non-lethal forms of abuse and discrimi-
nation that have been propagated by these systems, be 
they government or institutions of faith. We don’t get 
to enter into creative nonviolence in response to active 
violence with a blank page. Rather, we must be aware of 
and name the biases, tell the stories and do the work to 
change how we solve conflict together.

Mass shootings, along with other forms of active 
violence, do not happen without their own context. 
There isn’t a formula that shows us what leads to a 
mass shooting. But what we do know, and what we can 
influence, is how we are present with each other as we 
all navigate life. We can ask ourselves and our neighbors 
questions that help us answer why some people turn to 
violence and others do not. Do our communities have 
access to the resources they need to help solve conflict in 
a mental health crisis? Are the law enforcement officers 

He shall judge between 
many peoples,

and shall arbitrate 
between strong 
nations far away;

they shall beat their 
swords into plowshares,

and their spears into 
pruning hooks;

nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation,

neither shall they learn 
war any more;

but they shall all sit under 
their own vines and 
under their own fig trees,

and no one shall make 
them afraid;
for the mouth of the 
Lord of hosts has 
spoken.

Micah 4:3-4

http://giffords.org/lawcenter/gun-violence-statistics/
http://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31791066/
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who respond to violent situations trained in crisis inter-
vention and de-escalation? Does our system of policing 
most effectively prevent and respond to harm happening 
in our communities? Are there homelessness outreach 
teams that are not armed? Does the church offer men-
tal health training? Do we offer safe spaces for our 
community to lament and voice anger? How does our 
community express its trauma? Is there safe storage for 
firearms outside of our homes if someone living there is 
navigating a crisis? Is it easier to get fresh food or a gun 
in our community? Do we know how to communicate 
nonviolence in the midst of people who have already 
been victims of violence?

All of these questions reference the kinds of resources 
available to our communities. Part of understanding our 
context is recognizing which tools we have most avail-
able and which we are using most frequently to solve 
conflict. Then we must ask ourselves, do they bear the 
fruit of Christ? If we know our commitment to nonvi-
olence calls us to turn swords into plowshares (Micah 
4:3), does it make sense to keep making swords? Should 
we not also look to transforming other tools (including 
policy) that cause harm into tools that create life?

If this study guide results in a strategy for you or your 
church to respond to violence, then may it be a tool 
that bears the vine and fig of the life-giving Christ. It 
is likely that, through this study, you may create a new 

9 Walter Bruggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2001, p. 39.

practice in your church, school or home. For some, 
you may revive one or evaluate and alter one already in 
place, or make something unwritten, written. As noted 
before, there isn’t a resource that is rooted in Scripture 
and theology that tells us exactly how to respond to a 
potential shooter or other active violence. Many train-
ings for responses are offered by local law enforcement. 
Parts of them can be helpful for our context, but they 
do not encompass the whole picture because they are 
explicitly not coming from a place of faithful embodi-
ment of Christ’s call. It is important to understand our 
responsibility as a faith community to emulate Christ, 
even in moments of crisis – like Dirk Willems. As we ex-
amine possibilities of responding to active violence, let 
us always remember our call to be a prophetic witness to 
our neighbors.

“We need not ask whether it is realistic or 
practical or viable but whether it is imagin-
able. We need to ask if our consciousness 
and imagination have been so assaulted and 
co-opted by the royal (U.S.) consciousness 
that we have been robbed of the courage or 
power to think an alternative thought.”
- Walter Brueggemann – Prophetic Imagina-
tion (parenthetical added)9

Discussion questions
• What do you think about the results presented by the research project, Fighting for Peace, 

about Christians believing in their right to defend themselves but also believing Jesus would 
not agree with them? How do you decide if and how Jesus’ actions and words affect your 
own behavior?

• How has the Dirk Willems story affected your personal or communal faith story?

• Does your congregation have a plan to respond to active violence in your setting? If so, what 
is it? If not, what ideas are forming about what that plan might include?
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Going deeper: Dirk Willems today
It may not be common practice to run across frozen lakes from our captors, but there are always situations where 

we can choose a path that is unexpected and nonviolent. Take some time in groups of four to five people to come up 
with a modern-day example of Dirk Willems. Then, figure out how your small group might show this example to 
the larger group. Be creative in your presentation.

Take time for all of the groups to share their examples, then reflect on the following questions together:

• What is the importance of the unexpected in these examples?

• What of these examples could we try in the “real world” together?

• How do we determine success when responding to active violence?
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Making a plan
Get out the poster boards and markers for group use, as outlined in the introduction. Label posterboards with 

“Needs” and “Values” on one, and “Resources” and “Actions” on a second, mimicking the appendices on pages 
56-59. Draw various concentric circles on the final two posterboards, as are outlined in the appendices on pages 60-
62. Those who would like to take notes individually may also do so on the worksheets in the appendices. Hang the 
poster boards on the wall or where you can easily retrieve them each week; they will be used every session through-
out this study. The four categories outlined on the poster boards – needs, values, resources and actions – will pro-
vide a practical way to help translate the ideas that arise in this study to written policy outlining practices that your 
congregation wants to commit to implement.

Take some time individually to write down needs that a safety plan could address. Examples might be the need to 
feel safe, community understanding or reduction of risk. Once individuals come up with needs, compile them onto 
a list on the needs poster.

As a group, reflect on what values were discovered or renewed in this session. Together, name the values that are 
collectively important and write them on the values poster. Examples of values might be nonviolence, hospitality or 
accessibility.

Again, as a group, take some time to name resources that your congregation or community has access to in order 
to address your needs. Write them on the resources poster. Examples could be denominational experts in nonvio-
lence training, time for individuals to explore a topic or an interfaith coalition for nonviolence in town.

Next, choose one of the needs listed and place it in the smallest circle in the concentric circles diagram, which is 
labeled “need.” The second ring that surrounds the need circle is named “value.” Look over the list of values and 
write in any values that might influence or satisfy the need listed. Do the same for the resources circle.  Do this with 
each need you have listed. It may be that resources and values relate to multiple needs; if so, write them again on 
each need’s concentric circle. Lastly, as a group, look at the concentric circles you have drawn and consider if any 
actions are immediately obvious. If actions are suggested, note them on the actions poster and mark them with the 
coordinating needs’ concentric circle. See the example below for further guidance.

Act
ion

Act
ion

Resource

Resource

    
Value

Value

    
Need
Need

Design a hospitality
team that offers hospitality

and assesses risk

Denominational 
experts in 

nonviolence training

Nonviolence

Feeling safe
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UNDERSTANDING OUR
INHERITANCE

Session 2

Faith  •  Engagement  •  Awareness  •  Response  •  Narrate  •  Observe  •  Transform

Story1

John was born in Japan and grew up in a military 
family. His dad was in the Air Force and served in the 
Korean conflict, Japan and stateside before retiring in 
his 60s. John also served in the military and was honor-
ably discharged just before the Gulf War. Reflecting on 
his experience, he said, “My heart goes out to all who 
have experienced war and what it has done to so many 
souls.”

John himself was on a journey of the soul. After the 
military he made a living as a carpenter and, after 10 
years of that work, decided to take a sabbatical. This 
started a journey to one day take an open-ended road 
trip. The pilgrimage took him down random roads that 
would lead him to Hawthorne (Nevada) Army Depot, 
the world’s largest ammunition depot. There, he noticed 
an object moving at great speed. At first, he thought 
“Lamborghini”; then he realized it was a military jet. 
Within the depot’s 226 square miles there are 2,427 bun-
kers of ammunition. John described the experience:

“The serious climate of the place took 
some minutes to sink in but as it did so, I 
started to process it through the lens of 
vision quest.2 Why? Why so much of it? 
Yes, the reasons are obvious. ... especially 
viewed through the lens of history. But still, 
I entered into the question. Who are we 
being, that we need all this to protect our-
selves? Then more pondering as a vision 
quest is meant to be turned inward ... Who 
am I being? How am I being the same way 
as what I’ve seen? ... And THAT’S when I 
remembered the rifles in my storage unit.”

1 This story was written based on an interview on Dec. 17, 2020, by Mike Martin with “John,” who wishes to remain anonymous. Shared with per-
mission.
2 John’s use of the term “vision quest” is akin to what others might describe as “soul searching.”
3 The Mosin-Nagant rifle is a Russian-made military rifle used in the Korean war and various other conflicts around the world.

The rifles were inherited from his dad years before. 
One of them was a Mosin-Nagant rifle3 which came into 
his father’s possession in Korea in 1952 and was brought 
home under the U.S. military’s regulations regarding 
“war trophies” for servicemen in the Korean conflict. 
Initially, it had been made for use against Nazi Germany 
when Russia was an ally of the United States. John con-
sidered the irony decades later, that it had been passed 
by the USSR on through China to North Korean forces 
to be used against South Korea and the U.S. “Additional 
to the lives it took, most assuredly lives were lost in cap-
turing it. Given time and generations, who knows what 
its next uses would have been. What can be said for all 
weapons is that it’s out of our hands once we depart this 
world unless we do something about it while we possess 
it.”

John speaks of many experiences in his journey that 
can only be explained through a spiritual or mystical 
lens. John’s experience of his personal transformation, 
that culminated with the transformation of his inherited 
rifle into a plow, was so profound that at times he can 
still recall it to the minute. The same day he was tak-
ing in the vastness of the Hawthorne Military Depot, 
Mikhail Kalashnikov passed away. Kalashnikov invented 
the AK-47, one of the most utilized automatic weapons 
in war outside of the U.S. The same day John’s own 
legacy was changing, the origin of another legacy of 
war ended.

As John processed why he continued to own the 
rifles he had never used (and never saw his dad use), 
he thought of the “just in case” that might float in the 
back of his mind from time to time. But then he asked 
himself, “Just in case of what?!”

On this journey, John learned how to blacksmith. 
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With the model of a plow he and his brothers played 
with as kids, he turned his inherited rifle into something 
that represents life.

John explains his journey of understanding and own-
ing his inheritance like a dance. He says he is “taking 
baby steps to learning how to dance with what The One 
gives me to dance with.”

Reflection
Many people find deep, formative meaning in what is 

handed down to them. From habits to an estate, when 
we ourselves become adults (or often even before adult-
hood), we recognize the cycles we wish to continue and 
those which we wish to end or change. Subsequently, 
with or without our own children, we have an impact 
on our communities. From generation to generation, the 
pattern continues where individuals receive inheritance 
from the multiple spheres of their lives, then pass por-
tions of it on to others whom they touch. Inheritance 
can be national, communal or personal. While we often 
think of inheritance as the physical memorabilia we 
receive from our ancestors, just as tangibly, we receive 
inheritance in the form of beliefs, habits and world-
views. For those of us from the U.S., it is important 
to recognize the particular culture of violence that we 
inherit. As we consider how to respond to violence, this 
part of our inheritance is significant.

Like those who came before us in our genealogical 
line, we do not necessarily get to choose what we inher-
it. We do, however, get to decide what to do with what 
we are passed down from generation to generation. 
Making changes to the practices we inherit can be trans-
formative and empowering in our own lives and have a 
significant impact on those who look to us for guidance.

The most common form of individual gun donations 
to RAWtools is through inheritance. Sometimes indi-
viduals receive a gun through estate inheritance after 
a loved one’s passing and decide to donate it. Just as 
often, a gun is donated after a loved one used it to take 
their own life. Firearms are often donated directly out of 
evidence boxes.

The individual transformation of one gun into one 
garden tool is small and symbolic in nature. It’s not very 
hard to be swept up in cliches like that’s not how the 
world works. Yet the value of an individual changing 
their inheritance is immeasurable. While these kinds of 
sayings are meant to establish a reality that is true and 
often harsh, they also have the effect of diminishing our 
ability to change how our worlds work. As bodies of 
Christ, we have the agency to emulate a different way for 
our world.

The Bible is full of lineage. Who begot who, begot 
who, begot who … These passages are easy to skip over. 
But when we learn about each person named, we find 
out more about their influence on their lineage. They 
help connect us from one Testament to the other; from 
Adam to Ruth to Rahab to Solomon to Jesus, to the 
priesthood of all believers. We can see large scale change 
– big picture faith passed down – and we see how each 
individual played a part, how each inherited it and 
passed it on.

This is why John’s “just in case” reflection is so 
important. It’s not hard to come up with “just in case” 
scenarios. It’s also not hard to see them as the outlier, 
the justifiable exception to the rule. This is the logic that 
gets Christians to believe they can defend themselves 
with violence even though they don’t think Jesus agrees. 
It’s that one exception. The truth is, however, that when 
we live into the “just in case” scenarios, they pull us 
away from the overarching message that includes our 
story. Those “just in case” scenarios are part of what we 
impart to others. Is that the legacy we want to leave?

Anabaptists inherit a theology of nonviolence in a 
world of violence. While the U.S. offers a dominant 
narrative of violence, normalized into our lives, early 
Anabaptists modeled conscientious objection on the 
basis of their faith. The tension that Anabaptists expe-
rience is also seen in the story of Abraham and Isaac 
(Genesis 22:1-19). Much of the polytheism of the day 
required human sacrifice to appease their gods. When 
Abraham takes his son up the mountain to be sacrificed, 
God interrupts this cycle of human sacrifice, instructing 
Abraham to not kill his son. Abraham was operating 
both in the tradition he had inherited as well as in the 
traditions of others in his community. But God provided 
an alternative that would foreshadow the work of Jesus.

Much of our reasoning for self-defense is situated in 

Photo credit: John. Used with permission.
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4 Christina Embree, “We Need Some Psalm 145 in Our Churches,” ReFocus Ministry, Oct. 26, 2020, accessed May 24, 2021, refocusministry.
org/2020/10/26/we-need-some-psalm-145-in-our-churches/.

the ability to reconcile it to legal law enforcement or a 
judicial system. In 2 Corinthians 5 we are told that we 
are reconciled to God through Christ. Paul is encourag-
ing the Corinthians to live by the inheritance of faith, 
like Abraham and like Jesus. Even David danced in the 
streets with barely anything to cover him. Maybe this is 
how we, too, move forward, like John said, learning a 
new dance to pass on to the next generation.

"Our faith is passed not by a program or a 
church service or a book that we read but 
in relationship with one another where we 
know each other’s names and stories and we 
share the goodness of God with each other."4

- Christina Embree

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from 
a human point of view; even though we once 
knew Christ from a human point of view, we 
know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in 
Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has 
passed away; see, everything has become new! 
All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself 
through Christ, and has given us the ministry of 
reconciliation. 
2 Corinthians 5:16-18

Discussion questions
• What is the theological inheritance of your congregation? What is your hope for the theolog-

ical legacy of this congregation?

• How do you work with the worldly inheritance of violence and the biblical inheritance of 
reconciliation?

• What are the “just in case” scenarios that you are holding as individuals and as a congrega-
tion?

• What are the new dances that you might be stretched or asked to learn?

http://refocusministry.org/2020/10/26/we-need-some-psalm-145-in-our-churches/
http://refocusministry.org/2020/10/26/we-need-some-psalm-145-in-our-churches/
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Going deeper: Inheritance and legacy
Ask various individuals from different generations in your church to prepare their answers for the following ques-

tions. Give each person 10 or so minutes to speak.

• What have you inherited from this specific church and the greater church at large?

• What would you like to give as your faithful inheritance?

After people share, consider the following questions as a group:

• What are some themes that surfaced from each of the individuals who shared?

• How as a church are you acting on the legacy that you want to leave?

• Are there things you want to do differently based on what people shared?

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using the 

posters that were started in the previous session, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contemplated 
this session on inheritance and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group to reflect on 
the values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the correspond-
ing posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you worked on in the previous session. Begin new concentric 
circles with any new needs identified. Add the values, resources and actions identified in this session to any of the 
concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.



FEAR NOT, GO IN PEACE
Faith  •  Engagement  •  Awareness  •  Response  •  Narrate  •  Observe  •  Transform

Session 3

Story
On May 7, 2019, two individuals walked into STEM 

School Highlands Ranch near Denver, Colorado, toting 
handguns and weapons hidden in guitar cases.1 They 
opened fire at students in two different locations. We 
can only imagine the chaos that ensued.

The scene is all too familiar and horrific. Since the 
Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting in 2012, 
school shootings have become one of the most feared 
scenarios that haunt parents’ thoughts. No doubt stu-
dents who found themselves in the same rooms as shoot-
ers Alec McKinney or Devon Erikson were terrified.

Even in this moment of fear, senior Kendrick Castillo 
moved through and beyond his fear to lunge at McK-
inney. Students Jackson Gregory and Lucas Albertoni 
immediately joined, pinning the shooter down and thus 
giving others students time to evacuate the area.2 In the 
struggle, McKinney fired numerous shots, wounding 
some and killing Kendrick Castillo, the only fatality of 
the shooting.3

What made Castillo move to tackle an active shooter? 
How was fear playing out in his mind and body as he 
valiantly saved his friends and classmates? While Ken-
drick’s father, John, had reminded him that he “didn’t 
need to be a hero” if an active shooter ever arrived near 
him, Kendrick assured him that he believed he could do 
this.4

An EMT who treated one of the students who lunged 
at McKinney said, “I was impressed with the courage it 

1 Jack Healy and Liam Stack, “School Shooting Leaves 1 Student Dead and 8 Injured,” The New York Times, May 7, 2019, accessed May 24, 2021, 
nytimes.com/2019/05/07/us/colorado-school-shooting.html.
2 Nicole Chavez and Scott McLean, “This student died trying to stop the Colorado school shooter,” CNN, May 8, 2019, accessed May 21, 2021, cnn.
com/2019/05/08/us/kendrick-castillo-denver-stem-shooting/index.html.
3 Ibid.
4 Sumiko Moots, David K. Li and Ron Mott, “‘Don’t be a hero’: Dad of Kendrick Castillo, teen who died in STEM school attack, pleaded with son 
about shootings,” NBC News, May 8, 2019, accessed May 21, 2021, nbcnews.com/news/us-news/don-t-be-hero-dad-kendrick-castillo-teen-who-died-n1003476.
5 Zac Corley, First Responder, personal interview by Mike Martin, April 14, 2021.
6 besmartforkids.org/.

took for this teenager to put himself in danger knowing 
what could happen. It is also sad to me that this is what 
America has become. Schools and teachers are trained 
and train their students on what to do in these situations 
because it has happened so much. I believe these stu-
dents reacted according to their training as well as being 
prepared for it not knowing if they would ever be in that 
situation, but in my opinion their actions saved numer-
ous lives. The patient I treated was obviously in shock, 
but also was extremely calm for his young age in such 
an extreme situation and I told him numerous times just 
how amazing he was and the impact his actions had on 
all of his friends and classmates.”5 

Reflection
Being fearful is natural. It is essential for survival. 

Parents are grateful when children are fearful to run into 
the street. If a person who is allergic to bees purposely 
walks away from a beehive out of fear of a sting, their 
action can be lifesaving. Fear makes sense in life-threat-
ening moments, a reality that makes Castillo’s story 
honorable and heroic. At the same time, fear can dom-
inate our lives. If we are not intentional about how we 
deal with our fear, we can create unhealthy habits and 
patterns.

Several years ago, the city of New Lenox, Illinois, held 
a Be Smart6 training. While talking about safe gun stor-
age, which includes storing guns in a location separate 
from the bullets, several individuals in attendance were 
questioning how that would be helpful in a home break-
in situation. One of the members of the training team 

http://nytimes.com/2019/05/07/us/colorado-school-shooting.html
http://cnn.com/2019/05/08/us/kendrick-castillo-denver-stem-shooting/index.html
http://cnn.com/2019/05/08/us/kendrick-castillo-denver-stem-shooting/index.html
http://nbcnews.com/news/us-news/don-t-be-hero-dad-kendrick-castillo-teen-who-died-n1003476
http://besmartforkids.org
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who lived in the community, armed with data, said there 
had not been an armed break-in for almost a decade. 
The local data did not show reason for fear of a break-
in and yet community members were being driven by 
fear that break-ins happened at a greater rate than they 
actually did.

The idea that fear supersedes data is not limited to 
violence with guns. Unique to gun violence, however, 
is the reality that when research shows one way to stay 
safe but fear dictates a different way, it can result in dead 
bodies. According to research, a household gun increas-
es the risk of suicide and domestic violence significant-
ly.7 

According to the American Psychological Association, 
hate crimes are often not committed due to hate but 
rather fear.8 One of Robert Long’s motives for killing 
eight people in Atlanta was because he feared what else 
he was capable of.9 Dylann Roof feared that Black peo-
ple were reducing white people’s power.10 Police officers 
are both feared and are fearful themselves; and both 
fears cause death.11 Violence, especially gun violence, is 
driven by fear. Gun industry insiders know this as gun 
sales increase when scary things happen in the news.12 
As fear rises, so do gun sales.

While hate crimes may be an extreme example of how 
fear can drive people, it is an amplified example of a 
common algorithm. Fear influences our behavior. Fear 
can make people dehumanize others and reduce open-
ness to difference. Fear affects not only big decisions, 
but also ones we see as mundanely normal. For example, 
how does fear affect decisions to build gates, fences or 
walls, to mount security or body cameras, or to install 
systems that alert the police when pulled?

Fear lures us toward clear-cut answers established by 
society and culture, but our faith demands a different 
path. Being driven by fear rather than love runs counter 
to what we are told in the Bible. “Fear not” is one of the 
most reiterated commandments in Scripture. Love, not 
fear, is what God calls us to. As 1 John 4:18 reminds us, 
fear and love cannot co-exist. Jesus teaches us that he 
came so that we may live abundantly (John 10:10). Fear 
destroys abundant living by stealing the opportunities 

7 John-Michael Cotignola-Pickens, “Washington Witness: Fearful to guns,” Anabaptist World, May 4, 2020, accessed May 20, 2021, anabaptistworld.
org/washington-witness-fearful-turn-to-guns/.
8 “The Psychology of Hate Crimes,” American Psychological Association, first created August 2017, accessed May 20, 2021, apa.org/advocacy/inter-
personal-violence/hate-crimes.
9 Eliott C McLaughlin, Casey Tolan and Amanda Watts, “What we know about Robert Aaron Long, the suspect in Atlanta spa shootings,” CNN, 
May 18, 2021, accessed May 21, 2021, cnn.com/2021/03/17/us/robert-aaron-long-suspected-shooter/index.html.
10 Gretel Kauffman, “What motivated Dylann Roof? Confession offers clues,” The Christian Science Monitor, December 11, 2016, accessed May 21, 
2021, csmonitor.com/USA/2016/1211/What-motivated-Dylann-Roof-Confession-offers-clues.
11 Brendan O’Flaherty and Rajiv Sethi, “How Fear Contributes to Cops’ Use of Deadly Force,” The Marshall Project, May 1, 2019, accessed May 21, 
2021, themarshallproject.org/2019/05/01/can-understanding-fear-mitigate-police-violence.
12 Todd Frankel, “How fear and shootings drive business for the gun industry,” The Washington Post, March 25, 2021, accessed May 18, 2021, wash-
ingtonpost.com/business/2021/03/25/ruger-gun-sales-increase-mass-shootings/.
13 Wanda Stopher quoted by Mary Pannabecker Steiner in email interview, May 12, 2021.
14 Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited, Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1976, p. 36.

for reaching out beyond ourselves.

First Mennonite Church in Bluffton, Ohio, lives into 
the practice of living abundantly by keeping the doors 
of their church building unlocked. Pastor Wanda Sto-
pher states, “In a literal act of hospitality and expression 
of welcome, First Mennonite Church of Bluffton, Ohio, 
does not lock the church doors at any time. The entranc-
es are open day and night extending God's sanctuary 
and shelter to any who have need of it.”13 This sort of 
expression showcases how Jesus often worked. Jesus’ 
ministry consisted of developing relationships across 
boundaries that were all too often fueled by fear of the 
unknown. Jesus shared meals with tax collectors (Luke 
19) and wasn’t fearful of what it looked like to those not 
at the table. Jesus was unafraid to walk through Samaria 
and find similarities and truth in people who were not 
Jewish (John 4). Fear did not drive Jesus and we are 
called to follow his example.

Some people have unique opportunity to walk into 
danger despite obvious fear, like Castillo, Gregory and 
Albertoni. Even without dramatic situations of danger, 
however, we all have the possibility of working to reduce 
fear-driven responses in our own lives so that we may 
practice living out of love instead of fear.

“Our homes, institutions, prisons, churches, 
are crowded with people who are hound-
ed by day and harrowed by night because 
of some fear that lurks ready to spring into 
action as soon as one is alone, or as soon as 
the lights go out, or as soon as one’s social 
defenses are temporarily removed.”14

- Howard Thurman 

There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts 
out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, 
and whoever fears has not reached 
perfection in love. 
1 John 4:18

http://anabaptistworld.org/washington-witness-fearful-turn-to-guns/
http://anabaptistworld.org/washington-witness-fearful-turn-to-guns/
http://apa.org/advocacy/interpersonal-violence/hate-crimes
http://apa.org/advocacy/interpersonal-violence/hate-crimes
http://cnn.com/2021/03/17/us/robert-aaron-long-suspected-shooter/index.html
http://csmonitor.com/USA/2016/1211/What-motivated-Dylann-Roof-Confession-offers-clues
http://themarshallproject.org/2019/05/01/can-understanding-fear-mitigate-police-violence
http://washingtonpost.com/business/2021/03/25/ruger-gun-sales-increase-mass-shootings
http://washingtonpost.com/business/2021/03/25/ruger-gun-sales-increase-mass-shootings
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Discussion questions
• What are some examples of fear-driven behavior? How have you seen fear and violence linked? Try to think of 

ideas unrelated to gun violence.

• What are ways that fear was or could be transformed in the stories mentioned in the text? What can the 
church learn from this?

• What are ways that your faith community can lessen fear in your community? What are ways that your faith 
community might be called to transform fear?
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Going deeper: Faith and fear
Watch Rev. Shannon Kersher’s clip from Story Table: Faith and Fear.15 You need to scroll down on the webpage 

to find the video clip of Shannon speaking. The complete session involves how fear affects faith; Kersher speaks 
about the church’s role in faith and fear.

After watching, consider the following questions.

• In what ways do churches decrease fear in their communities? In what ways do churches increase fear in their 
communities?

• Rev. Kersher talks about cultivating dissatisfaction in church; do you agree that this should be the goal?

• Can you imagine ways that your church could play a role in decreasing fear of violence within and outside the 
walls of your building?

15 Shannon Kershner, “Story Table: Faith and Fear,” May 25, 2017, accessed May 18, 2021, fullerstudio.fuller.edu/story-table-faith-and-fear/.  

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using the 

posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contemplat-
ed this session on fear and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group to reflect on the 
values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the corresponding 
posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you have worked on in previous sessions. Begin new concentric 
circles with any new needs identified and add the values, resources and actions identified in this session to any of 
the concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.

https://fullerstudio.fuller.edu/story-table-faith-and-fear/
http://fullerstudio.fuller.edu/story-table-faith-and-fear/


RADICAL HOSPITALITY
Faith  •  Engagement  •  Awareness  •  Response  •  Narrate  •  Observe  •  Transform

Session 4

Story1

In 2015, First Mennonite Church (FMC) in Lincoln, 
Nebraska, had a difficult situation. An agitated congre-
gant was bullying others in the congregation – making 
accusations and verbally attacking people. The aggres-
sor said he was looking out for the good of the com-
munity, but his actions and behavior were harmful. His 
aggression escalated, and several congregants said that 
they no longer felt safe in their church. Many congre-
gants expressed concern about his aggressive behavior; 
some said they worried he might show up with a gun.

It brought about a challenging discord among congre-
gational leadership – some believed that the aggressor 
should be asked to leave, while others firmly believed 
that it went against the church’s mission and message 
of welcome to do so. Questions were raised: Is asking 
someone to leave “violent?” Can or should Anabaptists 
do such a thing? 

Leaders spoke with the aggressor multiple times, en-
couraging him to acknowledge wrongdoing and change 
his behavior. He did not see his actions as wrong or bul-
lying. After a few months, the man was asked to leave 
and he did, for about two months. 

One Sunday morning the man showed up unan-
nounced, and the leaders didn’t know what to do. They 
left him alone. The next day they contacted the police, 
and the officer suggested that they inform him they had 
a “no trespass order” and would call the police if he re-
turned. The leaders of the congregation sent a letter. A 
leader called him to verify that he had received the letter 
and understood. He said he would not return. 

The leaders also put a letter of explanation in each 
member’s mailbox. Even after the aggressor was gone, 
many congregants continued to say that they felt unsafe. 

1 This was written based on an interview on Nov. 6, 2019, with Dave Nickel, pastor of First Mennonite Church in Lincoln. Shared with permission.

They recognized their vulnerability in new ways. At the 
same time, their actions challenged their identity. Their 
questions changed to more proactive ones: What does it 
mean to be a peace church when a person’s (internal or 
external) dangerous behavior puts people at risk? How 
does a congregation balance Jesus’ call to radical hospi-
tality with the practical necessity of  safety in the midst 
of  dangerous behavior?

FMC leaders asked mental health professionals from 
the congregation to form a committee and draft a policy. 
On March 25, 2016, FMC adopted a “Policy Regarding 
Disruptive Behavior.” It is a vague policy, on purpose. 
It does not address every scenario, but it has become an 
important document for the congregation. It has opened 
valuable discussion and has guided the congregation in 
various subsequent situations.

Reflection
The experience of FMC raises important questions as 

we consider the need for safety in congregational and 
other spaces. What is the balance between protecting 
ourselves and welcoming others? Are we supposed to 
“love our enemies,” as Jesus commanded, even when 
they cause harm?

When it comes to protecting ourselves or our loved 
ones, it’s incredible how quickly we move to separate 
our theology from our practice. Nonviolence works for 
us in theory, until the violence actually touches us. As 
discussed last session, fear holds immense power over 
us and can, often unconsciously, affect how we respond 
in any given situation. When we feel threatened, the as-
sumption quickly becomes that our life is more valuable 
than the attackers’ life. This creates a pathway that in-
evitably leads to violence in the name of protection. We 
justify this in a good vs. evil narrative (good guy with a 
gun vs. bad guy with a gun). But this story that we keep 

https://www.mennonitemission.net/resources/peace/church-safety/Lincoln-First-Mennonite
https://www.mennonitemission.net/resources/peace/church-safety/Lincoln-First-Mennonite
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telling ourselves, that the media tells us, and even that 
we hear from the pulpit at times, allows for no com-
plexity. It does not recognize the humanity in the other 
which radical hospitality requires, as demonstrated and 
invited by Christ himself.

It is an instinct of our humanity to turn toward our 
own protection, and it’s one we have been doing for a 
very long time. We see the desire for protection in the 
pages of the Old Testament. After the people of Israel 
were freed of their bondage, they decided to build a 
temple. They wanted walls and security and a place to 
call theirs. For us, too, protection justifies a whole host 
of behaviors – from putting up fences and locking doors 
to a criminal legal system that puts people in cages and 
police departments that can use any means necessary to 
respond to a crisis situation.

Notably, it was not God’s idea to build the temple, 
it was human desire. Where in the Bible do we find a 
theology that says we are supposed to protect ourselves 
with the sword? Protection is not a value listed in the 
fruits of the Spirit nor is it mentioned in Jesus’ Sermon 
on the Mount. It is not inherently bad, but we must be 
careful with it. We have to live into practices of protec-
tion while continuing to embody the fruits of the Spirit. 
It is dangerous to allow the idea of protection to over-
ride our theological commitments, pulling us to justify 
death or violence so that we may be personally safe. 
As Anabaptists, we know that Christ calls us toward a 
faithfulness that demands nonviolent, sacrificial love in 
the name of all humanity.

It is not a sin to seek to feel safe nor to protect our-
selves. Safety is part of human dignity, which God 
desires for all people. There are many situations that 
call for sensible measures to protect individuals from 
abuse and violence. Placing boundaries, especially when 
we have experienced harm, is not a lack of faithfulness. 
It is important to have practices and policies in place 
that truly offer protection for vulnerable individuals and 
situations.

The problem comes when our strategies to protect 
ourselves do harm to others, essentially sacrificing the 
tenants of our faith in order to feel safe. We must ask 
ourselves: as followers of Jesus, are we willing to rede-
fine safety in the context of our faith?

We are overly comfortable with the sword as protec-
tion. Our practices of protection can get in the way of 
our call to radical hospitality. Faithful, radical hospi-
tality requires a level of vulnerability. It asks that we 
put our trust in God rather than tools of violence, as 
instructed in Psalm 20. How much are we dependent on 
the Spirit? Do we trust that God is with us? The more 
vulnerable we feel, the easier it is to let go of our com-
mitment to nonviolence.

There is a balance to strike here, between the integrity 
of our faith and the level of vulnerability we embrace. 
We could see it as an equation.

Vulnerability + Integrity = Hospitality. 

Faithfulness requires that we continually evaluate 
how we are managing the balance. We are not called to 
respond with violence, nor are we called to live at the far 
end of vulnerability where we are continually harmed in 
the process of extending grace.

Radical hospitality means discovering ways to affirm 
and protect our own dignity, while at the same time do-
ing so for an offender. Part of radical 
hospitality means finding a place 
for the offender to be whole 
again, but recognizing that it 
is often not appropriate in 
the same space where the 
victim is present. Restor-
ative justice helps us to 
do this. It is also essential 
to acknowledge that some 
of us have more “capacity” 
to be vulnerable than others, 
based on our privilege or experi-
ence.

We must live into a posture of resistance to violence 
while we still maintain a spirit of welcome and hospital-
ity. A helpful visual of this posture is to hold one hand 
out in front of you, parallel to the ground with your 
palm facing up, and to hold the other hand extended 
in front of you, perpendicular to the ground with your 
palm facing forward, as if pushing away from you. This 
position is an embodiment of active nonviolence – a 
faithful response to the question of safety.

So, how do we come up with practical solutions that 
are both radically hospitable and also resist violence so 
that we stay as protected from harm as possible? There 
are options between responding with violence and 

Now I know that the 
Lord will help his 
anointed;

he will answer him 
from his holy heaven 
with mighty victories 
by his right hand.

Some take pride in 
chariots, and some in 
horses,

but our pride is in the 
name of the Lord our 
God.

They will collapse and 
fall,

but we shall rise and 
stand upright. 

Psalm 20:6-8
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accommodating violence. In your community or neigh-
borhood, know what alternatives there are to calling the 
police, which can escalate violence.2 Personally, learn 
about de-escalation and get trained so you have tools to 
respond to violence actively. In a congregational setting, 
re-orient the chairs to a circle and worship in the round, 
so that there are more eyes on the door. Have a group of 
trained people identified to be on the lookout for poten-
tial threats. Do a risk assessment of the church building 
and find out weak areas in the church. There are so 
many ways we can actively respond to violence without 
sacrificing our faith and core theological commitments. 
Often, these things even strengthen our faith and col-
lective spiritual growth. Sometimes our most vulnerable 
moments are also when we are closest to the Divine. 
Worshiping in the round can enhance our collective wor-
ship.

No doubt, there is paradox in being free and secure 

2 Rowan Moore Gerety, “An Alternative to Police That Police Can Get Behind,” The Atlantic, Dec. 28, 2020, accessed May 24, 2021, theatlantic.com/
politics/archive/2020/12/cahoots-program-may-reduce-likelihood-of-police-violence/617477/.
3 Rachel Held Evans, Searching for Sunday: Loving, Leaving, and Finding the Church, Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2015, p. 73.

without using a tool of violence, and each individual 
(and congregation or group) has a different threshold 
for their vulnerability level. That is a necessary part of 
the conversation. But also, we must engage our creative 
imaginations to respond faithfully. In the end, protec-
tion and faithful, radical hospitality might not be so far 
apart. We are all safer when everyone is safer, not when 
we are safer from the other. Faithfulness can be success-
ful when the solution includes the survival of ourselves 
and those who may try to harm us, as well as a process 
to repair harm that includes an offender being held 
accountable.

“Imagine if every church became a place 
where everyone is safe, but no one is com-
fortable.” 
– Rachel Held Evans”3

Discussion questions
• What is the balance of being vulnerable and faithful?

• Think of an example when your family or church had to decide where the line was between 
offering hospitality and caring for your own family or church. How did that feel? What was 
the process that you used to make the decision?

• What are ways that hospitality and safety go together? What are ways that they feel like 
separate things?

• Do you think calling the police during an act of violence is hospitable? 

http://theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/12/cahoots-program-may-reduce-likelihood-of-police-violence/617477/
http://theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/12/cahoots-program-may-reduce-likelihood-of-police-violence/617477/
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Going deeper: Creating hospitable spaces
Divide into partners or groups of three and take some time to share about a situation when you felt safe and wel-

come. After everyone has shared, imagine what a church would look like that is designed around these safe and wel-
coming spaces. What would it be named? How would the physical space look? How would worship happen? What 
might be a standard prayer that would be used? How would people be welcomed? What other qualities would be a 
part of church life? Be creative, using words or pictures to describe a church that demonstrates welcome and safety.

Once groups have had adequate time to share and create, take time to share with the larger group the churches 
that people have designed. Consider the following questions together.

• Are there themes through all of the church creations?

• Are there qualities in these creations that your church already has established?

• Are there qualities that you want to adopt or make sure you have in the plan you use at the end of this study?

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using the 

posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contemplat-
ed this session on nonviolence and force and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group 
to reflect on the values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the 
corresponding posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you have worked on in previous sessions. Begin 
new concentric circles with any new needs identified and add the values, resources and actions identified in this 
session to any of the concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.
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NONVIOLENCE BY FORCE

Session 5

Story
In 1966, California state law allowed loaded guns to 

be carried openly in public places.1 As a response to 
police brutality, six black men in Oakland decided that 
the open-carry law could be a tool to ensure the dignity 
and protection of black people. This was the beginning 
of the Black Panther Party.

The practice developed and became known as “police 
patrols,” where members of the Black Panther Party 
would follow police cars and, when the police pulled 
over black individuals, the Black Panther members 
would get out of their own cars to observe arrests while 
wielding loaded guns.2 As long as they did not intrude, 
it was their legal right to be present – as well as to hold 
loaded guns on public property. Huey Newton, one of 
the founders of the party, said, “We stood at a distance 
so the police couldn’t say we were interfering with their 
arrest or the detention of the individual, and we would 
make sure there was no brutality.”3 They would often 
offer legal advice to the individuals being arrested, and 
follow the police to jail and bail out arrested individu-
als.4 

This was only one of many strategies employed by the 
Black Panther Party movement. They established a Ten-
Point Program that outlined their demands and beliefs. 
Many of their demands remain unmet today, and some 
of the related situations have even gotten worse.5 They 
also ran numerous community programs. The most 

1 “‘Policing The Police’: How The Black Panthers Got Their Start,” National Public Radio, Sept. 25, 2015, accessed May 20, 2021, npr.
org/2015/09/23/442801731/director-chronicles-the-black-panthers-rise-new-tactics-were-needed.
2  Ibid. 
3 Stanley Nelson and Laurens Grant, “Black Panthers Revisited,” The New York Times, Jan. 22, 2015, accessed May 20, 2021, nytimes.com/video/
opinion/100000003463869/black-panthers-revisited.html.
4 Andrew Beale, et al., “The Black Panther Party’s Ten-Point Program 50 years later,” Oakland North, Nov. 4, 2016, accessed May 20, 2021, oakland-
north.net/2016/11/04/the-black-panther-partys-ten-point-program-50-years-later/.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Nelson and Grant, “Black Panthers Revisited.”
8 “Historic peace churches,” Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, accessed May 19, 2021, gameo.org/index.php?title=Historic_peace_
churches.

famous of them was the Free Breakfast for Children 
Program, which grew to provide more than 20,000 meals 
a day to children in 23 cities.6 They were about creat-
ing resources for their communities and holding others 
accountable for the harms done to them. In explaining 
the reason for using the symbol of a panther for their 
party, Newton said, “We use the black panther as our 
symbol because [of] the nature of the panther. A pan-
ther doesn’t strike anyone but when he’s assailed upon, 
he’ll back up first. But if the aggressor continues, then 
he’ll strike out.”7 

Reflection
Anabaptist denominations are among those who are 

identified as historic peace churches.8 Many understand 
peace as central to the gospel of Jesus. Indeed, this 
very curriculum is written on the basis of a theological 
posture of nonviolence as it applies to situations of vio-
lence. Anabaptists claim nonviolence as a central tenant 
of Christian faith. But they are not the only ones who 
practice nonviolence, nor have they always done it well. 
In order to faithfully embrace nonviolence, we must 
reckon with the history and challenges of its implemen-
tation, within the Anabaptist tradition and beyond.

The history of the Black Panther Party challenges the 
Anabaptist narrative of the Civil Rights movement. Of-
ten, Anabaptists in the U.S. hail the nonviolent strategies 
of Martin Luther King Jr. in the Civil Rights movement, 

http://npr.org/2015/09/23/442801731/director-chronicles-the-black-panthers-rise-new-tactics-were-needed
http://npr.org/2015/09/23/442801731/director-chronicles-the-black-panthers-rise-new-tactics-were-needed
http://nytimes.com/video/opinion/100000003463869/black-panthers-revisited.html
http://nytimes.com/video/opinion/100000003463869/black-panthers-revisited.html
http://oaklandnorth.net/2016/11/04/the-black-panther-partys-ten-point-program-50-years-later/
http://oaklandnorth.net/2016/11/04/the-black-panther-partys-ten-point-program-50-years-later/
http://gameo.org/index.php?title=Historic_peace_churches
http://gameo.org/index.php?title=Historic_peace_churches
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but keep their distance from the Black Panthers because 
of their militant aspects. However, the social programs 
and community organizing of the Black Panthers were 
all about providing resources for their communities, 
much like how Anabaptists in the U.S. have worked. The 
difference of strategy involving armed weapons might 
reflect more difference in social power than ethics, how-
ever.

Anabaptists in the U.S. hold close to the historic ex-
perience of being persecuted based on religion. Stories 
like that of Dirk Willems, shared in session 1, model 
nonviolence from a position of oppression. The current 
reality is, however, that most Anabaptists in the U.S. are 
not oppressed. In fact, shortly after fleeing persecution 
in Europe, many Anabaptists settled on lands in the U.S. 
that had been violently wiped of Indigenous communi-
ties just years earlier.9 White, middle-class Anabaptists 
in the U.S. are significantly privileged.

The fact is, it is simply easier to step into nonviolence 
from a position of privilege. Privilege offers numerous 
resources that provide options for an individual (or 
community) to remove themselves from a context of 
violence. For example, quality education, financial re-
sources and community support are enormous resources 
– and those who have easy access to them can take them 
for granted.

Father Gregory Boyle, founder of Homeboy Indus-
tries, the largest gang-intervention, rehabilitation and 
re-entry program in the world, said, “Nothing stops a 
bullet like a job.”10 While “Father G” acknowledges that 
this well-known statement is somewhat superficial and 
does not address the full complexity of gang violence, 
the idea stands true that financial resources play a big 
part in creating alternative possibilities to violence. For 
many individuals and communities, an instrument of vi-
olence such as a gun is a significant, accessible resource.

In communities lacking other resources, the context 
is already violence. The school-to-prison pipeline, high 
infant mortality rates, police violence and much more 
are systems actively killing people of color. In these 
contexts, it only exacerbates oppression for privileged 
communities to enter and say, “Yes, you’re oppressed … 
but don’t use violence to free yourselves!”

We need to be mindful of how we understand and 
communicate our witness of nonviolence. As global 
citizens, we move all over the U.S. and the world, in and 
out of communities with varying levels of privilege. As 

9 For further reading, see the Study Guide from the Dismantling the Doctrine of Discovery coalition at dofdmenno.org/study-guide/.
10 Nico Pitney, “Nothing Stops A Bullet Like A Job: What happens when gang violence becomes a community health issue, not a crime problem,” The 
Huffington Post, Sept. 24, 2015, accessed May 19, 2021, huffpost.com/entry/greg-boyle-homeboy-industries-life-lessons_n_56030036e4b00310edf9c7a4.
11 Joanna Lawrence Shenk, “Beggars & Saints: What needs to be burned away so that we can hear Vincent Harding’s enduring call to revolutionary 
nonviolence?” Anabaptist World, Feb. 12, 2021, accessed May 19, 2021, anabaptistworld.org/beggars-saints/.

we embody a theology of nonviolence, we must also 
acknowledge the ways in which context is different for 
each community and individual. Nonviolent theolo-
gy, developed from a position of privilege, cannot be 
imposed on a context of oppression. It is dangerous to 
theologize without recognizing the complex realities of 
privilege and oppression.

At the same time, this complexity does not negate 
the potential of nonviolent strategies used by margin-
alized communities. In fact, many of the stories in this 
curriculum illustrate ways that nonviolence has worked 
effectively to respond to violence in contexts where 
oppression is present. For those of us in positions of 
privilege, authentic and faithful support of these nonvi-
olent movements means following the lead of marginal-
ized communities. Those who are familiar and present 
with the context must necessarily be the ones applying a 
nonviolent ethic to present realities of violence.

The story of Moses offers helpful insight. A He-
brew-born child, Moses grew up in the halls of the 
Egyptian palace. He was adopted into the most power-
ful family in the land and subsequently gained immense 
privilege. However, it was his solidarity with his Hebrew 
family that gave him merit for leading the liberation 
movement of the Israelites, not his privilege. Fleeing for 
his life, Moses left Egypt and, after having spent years in 
a foreign land living as an immigrant (Exodus 2:22), he 
was called by God to go back to his people and help free 
them. Moses had to live in solidarity with the oppressed 
Hebrew people by stepping back into their context for 
his leadership to be authentic and faithful.

Similarly, our response to violence requires that we 
learn from and stand with the people most affected by 
violence. Our response must be solidarity. When Vin-
cent Harding spoke to the Mennonite World Confer-
ence assembly in July of 1967, he said that before they 
judged the tactics of the Black Power movement in the 
U.S. or other violent methods used around the world, 
Mennonites should go walk in their shoes.11 As people 
of privilege, we have the resources to move in and out 
of spaces that have been forced on others. We can leave 
these contexts whenever we want, but the call is to stay 
and follow the lead of marginalized communities.

Harding said, “What is our peace witness when we live 
as citizens of the nations that make peaceful revolution 
impossible? We cannot escape such questions by saying 
that we do not believe in violence when we participate 

http://dofdmenno.org/study-guide/
http://huffpost.com/entry/greg-boyle-homeboy-industries-life-lessons_n_56030036e4b00310edf9c7a4
http://anabaptistworld.org/beggars-saints/
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in the violence of the status quo.”12 We must resist an 
ideology of nonviolent exceptionalism. Yes, guns are a 
tool of violence we must work to eradicate. At the same 
time, however, we must work to change the systems of 
oppression and cultures of violence that center guns as a 
valuable survival resource. Our call to nonviolence and 
peace witness in the world is only valuable when contex-
tualized.

“The major advances in nonviolence have 
not come from people who have approached 
nonviolence as an end in itself, but from per-
sons who were passionately striving to free 
themselves from social injustice.” 
– Dave Dellinger13

12 Ibid.
13 Andrew Cornell, Oppose and Propose: Lessons from Movement for a New Society, Chino, CA: AK Press, 2011, p. 133.

Discussion questions
• What are the privileges you carry that allow nonviolent practices to be accessible? What 

barriers exist to access these privileges?

• Who are people in your community whom you need to learn from and hear? Whom do you 
need to visit?

• Are there places where you already sit in solidarity with others? What values do you have 
that might lend themselves into places of solidarity?

But be doers of the word, and not merely 
hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are 
hearers of the word and not doers, they are like 
those who look at themselves in a mirror; for 
they look at themselves and, on going away, 
immediately forget what they were like.
James 1:22-24
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Going deeper: Imagining solidarity through Moses
As mentioned in the reflection, Moses’ credibility came more from solidarity than his privileged background. 

After reviewing Exodus 2-4, imagine Moses’ life. Try to imagine the specific privileges that Moses gave up to be in 
solidarity with the Hebrew people. Think about what the Egyptians who knew him “back in the day” might have 
thought when they saw him lead the Exodus. Imagine what the Hebrews might have said upon his return to them 
and what gifts he might have discovered through his solidarity with them.

After the group has done ample imaginative brainstorming around the biblical text, consider the following ques-
tions.

• What might you learn from Moses’ solidarity?

• What privileges might be especially hard to give up in your lives?

• What gifts might solidarity bring to the church?

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using the 

posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contemplat-
ed this session on hospitality and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group to reflect 
on the values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the corre-
sponding posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you have worked on in previous sessions. Begin new 
concentric circles with any new needs identified and add the values, resources and actions identified in this session 
to any of the concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.
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RESTORATION IN PRACTICE

Session 6

Story
Reverend Sharon Risher lost her mom, two cousins 

and a childhood friend in the Mother Emanuel shoot-
ing in Charleston, South Carolina, on June 17, 2015. 
She writes about her experience in her book For Such a 
Time as This.

I want others to know this: You can empower 
yourself to speak your truth. You are allowed 
to articulate how you truly feel. You can al-
low yourself to go through the process and 
then perform whatever acts you have to do 
to forgive. In my heart of hearts, I knew for-
giveness would come to me at some point. 
I understood even then that forgiveness is 
one of the hallmarks of the Christian faith. I 
had to work hard spiritually to walk toward 
forgiveness. I guess I didn’t just want to let 
go of the deep anger because the grief and 
pain were so intense. Yet, I never stopped 
praying--and, I never stopped yelling at God.
I allowed myself the time it took. I don’t feel 
like I’m any worse because I didn’t forgive 
this man instantly. I haven’t found a scripture 
that lays out how much time it takes, or how 
much time God allows us to forgive. I knew 
I would get there someday--because, as a 
Christian, I have no other choice.1 

The shooter entered Mother Emanuel during a prayer 
meeting. He was invited to pray with them. He sat with 
them in Bible study for an hour, until they bowed their 
heads, and then killed nine people in an effort to start a 

1 Sharon Risher, For Such a Time as This: Hope and Forgiveness after the Charleston Massacre, Nashville, TN: Chalice Press, 2019, p. 110. Used with 
permission.
2 Shane Claiborne and Mike Martin, Beating Guns, Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2019, pp. 140-141.
3 Restorative Justice for Oakland Youth, “How effective is restorative justice?,” Peacebuilder, Oct. 2009. Accessed May 25, 2021, emu.edu/now/peace-
builder/2009/10/how-effective-is-restorative-justice/.

race war. He expected the community, especially a com-
munity of color, to respond with violence. But that didn’t 
happen. Many of the victims’ families oppose the death 
penalty for the shooter. The response of the Mother Em-
manuel community was more restorative in nature than 
many might have expected.

Reflection
Restorative practices often include a victim and of-

fender meeting in an attempt to repair a harm, but this 
is not always the case. It is said that forgiveness is not a 
necessary part of the restorative process, yet the process 
can find it organically. Restorative practices are always 
victim-based; that is, if a victim is not ready for the pro-
cess, it doesn’t happen.

For some, the journey to forgiveness can be overnight, 
and for others, it takes years. Sharletta Evans lost her 
three-year-old son to a drive-by shooting and within 24 
hours told the Rocky Mountain News that she forgave 
the shooter, even though he had not been arrested or 
identified yet. However, it was 17 years before she sat at 
a table across from the shooter as part of the first high 
risk victim-offender dialogue in Colorado.2 

The journey toward forgiveness looks different in 
depth and length for everyone. It can also be a burden 
for oppressed people to feel obligated to forgive, while 
they see little change in their oppressors and navigate 
life in systems that know nothing of forgiveness.

Restorative practices have gained more traction as 
they provide a higher quality of accountability than the 
traditional punitive justice models and have lower recid-
ivism rates for offenders who participate in them.3  At 
their core, restorative practices are attempting to offer 

http://emu.edu/now/peacebuilder/2009/10/how-effective-is-restorative-justice/
http://emu.edu/now/peacebuilder/2009/10/how-effective-is-restorative-justice/
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an “exit ramp” from a victim-offender cycle that mimics 
the system’s myth of redemptive violence. This cycle is 
often expressed as systemic violence in a punitive justice 
system that is disproportionately populated by people 
of color. Restorative practices have proven to be more 
fiscally responsible as well.4

In the Lord’s Prayer, Christ offers direction on how 
to pray. If we look at this prayer in light of restorative 
practices, we see forgiveness as the exit ramp out of a 
cycle of debt. It’s also similar to Jesus calling us to turn 
the other cheek instead of retaliating (Matthew 5:38-40), 
to love our enemies (Luke 6:27-31), and to examine who 
our family is when we consider the body of Christ (Mark 
3:31-35).

The Lord’s Prayer may offer insight into why forgive-
ness is often an organic piece of restorative practices. 
As it is proposed in the Lord’s Prayer, forgiveness is an 
expression of mercy regarding the debt owed. It is the 
decision by a victim to not respond in kind or with undue 
punishment. In this sense, forgiveness is about giving up 
the desire for retaliation, or to see the other suffer. Jesus 
uses trial language to make a connection to an alternative 
path toward wholeness. The “justice” of the courts is not 
a fulfillment of Christ’s restoration. The way of eye-for-
eye or debt-for-debt is of the evil one.

How can we learn from expressions of forgiveness after 
active violence so that it informs how we prepare trans-
formative plans for the possibility of active violence? Re-
storative practices are put in place after trauma occurs to 
repair harm. They are community-based plans, practice 
and polity that hold healing above punishment, while still 
maintaining accountability. Such a process does not guar-
antee the avoidance of trauma, but it offers an opportu-
nity to avoid becoming part of a cycle of violence.

Evans lost her son because local teens were trying to im-
press a gang. Risher lost her mom because a white young 
adult wanted to start a race war. In both cases, the cycle 
of violence was broken. Evans has testified in state and 
federal courts against the death penalty and against life 
in prison without an opportunity for parole for juvenile 
offenders, including in support of the man who killed her 
son. Risher testifies across the country against the death 
penalty and actively speaks for gun law reform.

They both continue to deal with grief and what it means 
to be faithful as God calls them toward forgiveness. But 
it does not include the weight of vengeance, nor the need 
to arm themselves or their communities with guns as a 
way to prevent more loss. Both vengeance and violence 

4 Rebecca Beitsche Stateline, “States consider restorative justice as alternative to mass incarceration,” PBS Newshour, July 20, 2016, accessed May 30, 
2021, pbs.org/newshour/nation/states-consider-restorative-justice-alternative-mass-incarceration.
5 S. Bessey and J. Chu (hosts), “Enemies, Empathy, and Shalom with Osheta Moore,” Evolving Faith, Episode 12, Sept. 9, 2020, accessed May 30, 
2021, evolvingfaith.com/all-podcast-episodes/ep-12-osheta-moore.

have no place in solving problems for them. Instead, for-
giveness and exiting from cycles of violence are what take 
up their time. They know exactly what it means when we 
say “as we forgive our debtors,” and will tell us – it’s a 
daily grind.

Race wars need enemies. Gangs need rivals. Both need 
cycles of violence that exploit communities. As Jesus 
taught us to pray, he also taught which direction to move 
from, so that “[God’s] will be done, on Earth as it is in 
heaven” (Matthew 6:10).

“Shalom is the breadth and depth and smell 
and climate of the kingdom of God. So when 
we pray, ‘Your kingdom come, Your will be 
done, on earth as it is in heaven,’ it is us living 
into shalom, God’s dream for the world.” 
– Osheta Moore5

The Lord’s Prayer
Our [God] in heaven,

hallowed be your 
name.
Your kingdom come.
Your will be done,
on earth as it is in
heaven.
Give us this day our
daily bread.

And forgive us our
debts,
as we also have
forgiven our debtors.
And do not bring us
to the time of trial,
but rescue us from
the evil one. 

Matthew 6:9-13

http://pbs.org/newshour/nation/states-consider-restorative-justice-alternative-mass-incarceration
http://evolvingfaith.com/all-podcast-episodes/ep-12-osheta-moore


29

Discussion questions
• What are stories of restoration that are around you or have shaped you?

• What are barriers to communal and individual forgiveness?

• How might your church be an agent of restoration amid violence and hurt?
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Going deeper: The Lord’s Prayer applied
Find a partner and look at The Lord’s Prayer together. Ask the question of each verse: what does this look like 

today? Try to find concrete examples.

After taking time with partners, gather back in the larger group and share ideas that surfaced. It may be that this 
activity will have concrete examples that should be considered for the “Making a plan” section of this session.

The Lord’s Prayer
Our [God] in heaven,

hallowed be your 
name.
Your kingdom come.
Your will be done,
on earth as it is in
heaven.
Give us this day our
daily bread.
And forgive us our
debts,
as we also have
forgiven our debtors.
And do not bring us
to the time of trial,
but rescue us from
the evil one. 

Matthew 6:9-13

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using the 

posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contemplat-
ed this session on restoration and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group to reflect 
on the values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the corre-
sponding posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you have worked on in previous sessions. Begin new 
concentric circles with any new needs identified and add the values, resources and actions identified in this session 
to any of the concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.
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LAMENTING OUR WOUNDS

Session 7

Three short stories1

In 2016, RAWtools partnered with Toledo Mennonite 
Church and a local community garden for a gun vio-
lence awareness event. As a garden tool was being forged 
from a donated gun, one woman shared a story about 
losing her husband to gun violence. A news crew was 
on its way to cover the event when they were pulled to 
a different story: a 7-year-old child had found a loaded 
gun and unintentionally shot and killed a three-year-old 
child. The news crew arrived at the community event 
just in time to witness the planting of a hazelnut tree 
with the tool recently forged by RAWtools. Several chil-
dren at the event took turns with the little spade. The 
news crew shared the stark contrast they had just experi-
enced. Far too often they are assigned to stories of vio-
lence and destruction. They were struck by the hope and 
by the direct correlation between the two events they 
had covered that day, as if the weight of their equipment 
had been lightened.

John-Michael Cotignola-Pickens lives in Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania, a community that has experienced gun 
violence for decades. Just a couple of blocks from his 
house are makeshift memorials to young men who 
lost their lives due to gun violence. One day in 2018, 
Cotignola-Pickens was assisting with a memorial for 
victims of gun violence in the community, organized by 
the group Heeding God’s Call to End Gun Violence. As 
he was setting up t-shirts, a member of the community 
walked by and saw a t-shirt memorializing her son who 
had died of gun violence. She instantly fell on her knees 
and began wailing.

1 Stories shared by authors, used with permission.
2 Peter Levine, Waking the Tiger, Berkley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 1997, p. 28.
3 Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2014, p. 21.
4 “Traumagenic events are ones that have the potential to produce a traumatic response, acknowledging people may respond differently to the same 
event.” Cited from: Strategies for Trauma Awareness and Resilience: Level 1 Participant Manual, Harrisonburg, VA: The Center for Justice and Peacebuilding, 
p. 17.
5 everytown.org/.

At every RAWtools event, artists are invited to share 
artwork related to gun violence and peacemaking. 
During an event in 2019, an artist did a live sand man-
dala. She started with a blank slate, then throughout 
the event those present could see what it was becoming. 
The final form was a child hiding under her school desk, 
looking directly at the viewer. When it was finished, the 
artist shared that she was an elementary school teacher. 
For years, she has had to walk kids through active shoot-
er drills. She shared the story of one such drill, when 
one of the kids in a first grade class was making a lot of 
noise. Another student noticed and said, “Shhhhh, we’re 
practicing how to die.”

Reflection
Trauma occurs when our ability to respond to threat is 

overwhelmed.2 It comes out in millions of different ways 
in different people and various circumstances. There is 
no one-size-fits-all picture of what trauma looks like. 
Research shows that trauma can live within our bodies, 
which can have a lasting negative impact on our health. 
“Trauma is not just an event that took place sometime 
in the past; it is also the imprint left by that experience 
on mind, brain and body.”3 

The three stories above are small windows into the 
reactions of a few individuals to traumagenic events 
related to gun violence.4 Gun violence is a devastating 
reality that has the potential to cause deep trauma on 
the lives of those who experience it. Everytown for Gun 
Safety5 highlights the lasting impact gun violence has 
on children specifically. Another report indicates that 
children who witness violence will most likely strug-

http://everytown.org/
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gle with alcohol or drug abuse, depression, anxiety or 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).6 Children who 
live in neighborhoods that experience gun violence are 
less likely to spend time outside, which impacts their 
physical, mental and emotional health.7 It is also proven 
that children who experience gun violence do not do 
as well in school when compared with students who do 
not experience gun violence.8 These are just a few of 
the long-lived impacts of the trauma of gun violence on 

individuals.

The Bible is full of 
stories that outline 
traumagenic experienc-
es. Jeremiah 31 is one 
example which shines 
light on the trauma the 
Israelites experienced 
as they were returning 
home after having been 
conquered again and 
removed from their 
homes. In their dis-
placement, they lost all 
of their possessions and 

many lost loved ones. The immense pain that was felt by 
the Israelites is seen in verse 15. Rachel, who represents 
all of the mothers of Israel, refuses to be comforted as 
she mourns for the children who have been massacred, 
casualties of the exile.

This display of public grief and lament offers import-
ant lessons for the church today. White Christians in 
the U.S. especially struggle with lament. Where there is 
injustice, the tendency is often to try and fix it rather 
than grieve it. This not only creates damaging dynam-
ics of colonization and a white savior complex, but it 
also disconnects us from the experiences of injustice. 
Following the lead of Rachel, we must learn to sit in 
the discomfort, recognizing the pain that our spiritual 
ancestors, and so many people today, have lived through. 
Lament offers wisdom and healing that are only found 
when we enter the pain of our trauma and work to find 
a way through it rather than ignore it.

The Lord listens to Rachel weeping in Jeremiah 31. It 
wasn’t until then that God said she could dry her eyes (v. 
16). And yet, Rachel still doesn’t have her sons. We must 
listen as a community to the weeping in our community. 
Otherwise, it can be easy to move too fast toward a false 
“fix.”

6 David Finkelhor, et. al., “Children’s Exposure to Violence: A Comprehensive National Survey,” U.S. Department of  Justice, Office of  Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention, October 2009, accessed May 30, 2021, bit.ly/PwXoZN.
7 Beth E. Molnar et. al., “Unsafe to play? Neighborhood Disorder and Lack of Safety Predict Reduced Physical Activity among Urban Children and 
Adolescents,” American Journal of  Health Promotion, May 1, 2004.
8 Gorman D. Schwartz, “Community violence exposure and children’s academic functioning,” Journal of  Educational Psychology, 2003.
9 Elie Wiesel, Night, New York: Hill and Wang, 1958, p. 72.

When we are in lament, we need to be recognized by 
our community, or else we may remain in exile from it. 
It is with community that we are able to show ourselves 
the way back into participation with each other – even 
after immense trauma. The community surrounded the 
woman weeping at the Heeding God’s Call t-shirt me-
morial. Her wailing did not stop, but she was not alone 
amidst her pain as people gathered and wrapped her in 
their arms. God heard her cries and was present with 
her, in her immense pain.

The discomfort, the collective lament, should drive us 
to seek change in our world, changes that will ease the 
discomfort of others and create a world that is more 
equitable for all people, not just a few.

Behind me, I heard the same man asking:
“For God’s sake, where is God?”
And from within me, I heard a voice answer:
“Where He is?  This is where – hanging here 
from this gallows …”

- “Night,” Elie Wiesel9 

Thus says the LORD: 
A voice is heard in 
Ramah, lamentation 
and bitter weeping. 
Rachel is weeping 
for her children; 
she refuses to be 
comforted for her 
children, because they 
are no more.
Jeremiah 31:15

http://bit.ly/PwXoZN
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Discussion questions
• How does your congregation sit in discomfort and lament?

• What are ways that your larger community is impacted by trauma?

• What are the ways that your congregation can provide spaces for those who are hurting to be seen and heard?
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Going deeper: Lament writing
Spend some time individually with Psalm 90.

1Lord, you have been our dwelling place
    in all generations.
2Before the mountains were brought forth,
    or ever you had formed the earth and the world,
    from everlasting to everlasting you are God.

3You turn us back to dust,
    and say, “Turn back, you mortals.”
4For a thousand years in your sight
    are like yesterday when it is past,
    or like a watch in the night.
5You sweep them away; they are like a dream,
    like grass that is renewed in the morning;
6in the morning it flourishes and is renewed;
    in the evening it fades and withers.

7For we are consumed by your anger;
    by your wrath we are overwhelmed.
8You have set our iniquities before you,
    our secret sins in the light of your countenance.
9For all our days pass away under your wrath;
    our years come to an end like a sigh.
10The days of our life are seventy years,
    or perhaps eighty, if we are strong;
even then their span is only toil and trouble;
    they are soon gone, and we fly away.
11Who considers the power of your anger?
    Your wrath is as great as the fear that is due you.
12So teach us to count our days
    that we may gain a wise heart.

13Turn, O LORD! How long?
    Have compassion on your servants!
14Satisfy us in the morning with your steadfast love,
    so that we may rejoice and be glad all our days.
15Make us glad as many days as you have afflicted us,
    and as many years as we have seen evil.
16Let your work be manifest to your servants,
    and your glorious power to their children.

17Let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us,
    and prosper for us the work of our hands—

    O prosper the work of our hands!

Consider:

How is God present to us? (v. 1-2)

How would we express God’s time? (v. 3-4)

What are the ways we understand God’s power? (v. 5-6)

Where do we see God’s anger? (v. 7)

What sins do we need to confess to God? (v.8)

What are the things we need to lament? (v. 10)

What are we waiting for? (v. 13)

How might God’s answer come to us? (v. 15-17)

After individual time is spent, consider sharing with 
others in the group. If individuals are willing, work as 
a large group to bring individual concerns into a com-
munity-minded lament that could be written and prayed 
together.
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Making a plan 
Get out the markers and return to the needs, values, resources and action poster boards, and turn to the matching 

worksheets in the appendix. Using the posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that 
might have arisen as you contemplated this session on lament and trauma. Note any additional needs on the needs 
poster and assign a color to that need.

Additionally, take some time as a group to reflect on the values and resources that this session highlighted or 
raised. Add them to the corresponding posters with the color appropriate to the need they address. Now look again 
at the needs, values and resources and consider any new actions that could be taken, noting them and then using the 
coordinating need’s color to mark the action.
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RECLAIMING THE MENTAL 
HEALTH NARRATIVE

Session 8

Story1

Depression had been a part of Jane’s life for many 
years. It took on several forms and she was often able to 
easily hide it. Sometimes switching between medications 
would cause side effects that would affect her capacity 
and energy to be around others; sometimes it would 
change her physical appearance.

Jane had struggled to find a therapist who would 
respect both faith and medicine – one that wouldn’t tell 
her to pray her anxiety away nor overmedicate her anxi-
ety. It’s often a delicate balance for doctors and patients 
alike. Jane had also been ignored by the church when 
seeking help. It’s not that she needed the church to solve 
all of the problems, but to offer some sort of support 
as she navigated her struggle with depression. On a day 
when Jane was to see a new psychiatrist, which could 
mean new treatment plans bringing seemingly over-
whelming change, Jane decided to take her own life.

EMT practices in Jane’s community had been changed 
due to a first responder in another community being 
harmed by a firearm while responding to a mental 
health call. Rightfully, safety measures were put in 
place to keep EMTs from harm. Specifically, the new 
safety measures included a requirement that a home be 
checked for firearms before an EMT could enter.

A church member called 911 out of concern for Jane, 
based on a call from her, and an ambulance was sent to 
her house. However, before the EMTs could enter the 
home to check on Jane, the new safety procedures need-
ed to be covered and the house checked for firearms. By 
the time Jane was taken to the hospital, it was too late 
to save her life.

This tragedy challenged Jane’s family to wonder how 

1 This story was written by a family member of Jane. Names have been changed and the writer would like to remain anonymous. The story is shared 
here with permission.
2 Megan Ranney and Jessica Gold, “The Dangers of Linking Gun Violence and Mental Illness,” Time, Aug. 7, 2019, accessed May 25, 2021, time.
com/5645747/gun-violence-mental-illness/.

society allowed guns to be so normalized that they can 
be valued more than human beings experiencing men-
tal illness. Delaying EMT response time for the sake of 
access to gun ownership seems to be at the expense of 
community members and first responders alike.

Reflection
Mental health often makes the headlines when mass 

shootings occur. A major talking point of government 
officials is that more mental health services are needed 
and that the shooters are mentally unwell. While it is im-
portant to have conversations about equitable access to 
mental health services, it is a misnomer that mass shoot-
ers or perpetrators of gun violence in general have a 
diagnosed mental illness. Linking gun violence so closely 
with mental illness is dangerous because it perpetuates 
the idea that people with mental illnesses are inherently 
violent, which is generally not true.

The sad truth is that people who struggle with mental 
illnesses are more likely to be victims of violence than 
perpetrators of it – 10 times more likely than the general 
public.2 It is consistently clear that the narrative needs to 
be flipped and that people with mental health concerns 
need to be protected from violence rather than viewed as 
violent. Quickly pointing to mental illness as the cause 
of gun violence distracts us from having challenging 
conversations about the root causes of gun violence. We 
need to be talking about how white supremacy culture, 
systemic racism and toxic masculinity fuel gun violence. 
We consistently see young white men as the primary 
perpetrators of mass shootings, but the narrative that 
is discussed is that they have mental health issues. The 
narrative is completely different when young Black men 
commit acts of gun violence. They are criminalized and 

http://time.com/5645747/gun-violence-mental-illness/
http://time.com/5645747/gun-violence-mental-illness/
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made to sound inherently violent. We need to carefully 
analyze how racism impacts the language we use when 
discussing gun violence, avoiding language that crimi-
nalizes all people of color or that gives the benefit of the 
doubt to all white people.

An excellent piece from Time, “The dangers of link-
ing gun violence and mental illness,” discusses the value 
of talking about mental health after a shooting has 
occurred.3 The authors reference the suicides of survi-
vors from the Parkland shooting and of the father of 
one of the children who was killed at Sandy Hook. The 
trauma those individuals experienced from surviving a 
mass shooting or losing a child to a mass shooting was 
immense and should lead the church to realize we need 
to be talking about this. How do we take better care of 
people who have experienced such immense pain?

The tragedies wrought by guns occur on an almost 
daily basis. When we talk about mental health and gun 
violence, we need to nuance the conversation. This 
means talking about the need for mental health services 
for survivors rather than further stigmatizing mental 
illness by equating it with violence and undeservedly 
profiling a vulnerable group of people.

When Jesus places a blessing on those who mourn, 
those who are meek, those who are poor in spirit, and 
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, Jesus is 
showing us who has lacked community support, as well 
as demonstrating their rightful inheritance. Jesus ends 
the Beatitudes by naming these individuals as blessed, 
even as the culture around them did harm to them (Mat-
thew 5:11-12).

The crowds that followed Jesus were the very ones he 
was blessing. They were people placed in the margins by 
religious elite, often deemed unclean. These were people 
who were told to stay on the margins. Imagine how it 
felt to be told to “let your light shine” (Matthew 5:16).

Mental illness is complex, and most of us are not 
trained to help others cope with it. Still, we  need not 
keep mental illness at arm’s length because of our lack 
of training. We do not all need to become mental health 
practitioners. However, we can have a healthy connec-
tion between our faith community and mental health 
resources to offer support to individuals in a way that 
dignifies their struggle.

In many communities, mental health can be affected 
by the specific context of that community. Some com-
munities have a high active and retired military presence, 
often correlating to a higher rate of PTSD when com-
pared to other cities. Some neighborhoods have expe-
rienced chronic poverty and/or gun violence. The most 

3 Ibid.
4 Otis Moss III, “Losing Daphne,” Ebony, Aug. 13, 2013, accessed May 25, 2021, ebony.com/health/losing-daphne/.

effective suicide prevention and mental health advocacy 
is tailored to the local context. Jesus understood the 
contexts of the spaces that he frequented. It is helpful to 
explore what this might look like in your community.

“The death of my only sister forced me to 
confront Sunday school religion and weigh it 
against a grown man’s faith, built on lament 
and laughter, hope and hurt, anger and 
anointing. I was forced to cast off childhood 
spirituality and drink from a deeper well. 
Mental illness, which led to my sister’s sui-
cide, was a disease, like cancer, HIV/AIDS, 
sickle cell or heart disease. God has not set 
aside a special place in the underworld for 
people tormented by this devastating ail-
ment. The depth of God’s love cannot be 
broken by angels or demons, kidney disease 
or cancer, HIV/AIDS, schizophrenia or sui-
cide. Nothing can separate us from the love 
of God.”
– Rev. Dr. Otis Moss III4 

Blessed are the poor 
in spirit, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are those who 
mourn, for they will be 
comforted.
Blessed are the meek, 
for they will inherit the 
earth.
Blessed are those who 
hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, for they 
will be filled.
Blessed are the 
merciful, for they will 
receive mercy.
Blessed are the pure in 
heart, for they will see 
God.
Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they 
will be called children of 
God.

Blessed are those who 
are persecuted for 
righteousness’ sake, for 
theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven.
Blessed are you when 
people revile you and 
persecute you and 
utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on 
my account. Rejoice 
and be glad, for your 
reward is great in 
heaven, for in the same 
way they persecuted 
the prophets who were 
before you.
- Matthew 5:3-12

http://ebony.com/health/losing-daphne/
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Discussion questions
• What stories do you commonly hear around mental health and gun violence? Do those stories reflect your 

values? Why or why not?

• How might one’s view change if we took seriously the idea that we are broken people whether or not we have 
a mental illness?

• How does your congregation engage with mental health? What are ways that you might want to engage with 
mental health in the future?
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Going deeper: Imagining more story
Individually, re-read a favorite Bible passage that has characters in it. List or draw the characters. Using clues in 

the story and your imagination, complexify their story. Think about what their backstory is. Imagine how people 
reacted to them when they were children. What were some of their best qualities? What were some of the qualities 
for which others discounted them? How did they further the reign of God?

Divide into pairs and narrate the stories that you have chosen to one another, with the additional backstory 
you’ve imagined. After sharing together, reflect on the following questions in your pairs.

• What would it feel like if your story was reduced to several paragraphs? What might people miss that is im-
portant to you?

• What are ways that you see this reduction in present-day life?

• What are ways that you can work to see and encourage whole pictures of people?

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using 

the posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contem-
plated this session on mental health and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group to 
reflect on the values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the 
corresponding posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you have worked on in previous sessions. Begin 
new concentric circles with any new needs identified and add the values, resources and actions identified in this 
session to any of the concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.
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PRACTICE MAKES 
POSSIBLE

Session 9

Story1

The Muslim community in Steelton, Pennsylvania, 
a small town right outside the state capitol of Harris-
burg, was experiencing attacks and threats in 2016. A 
young Muslim man was attacked one evening as he was 
walking home from Friday night prayers at the mosque, 
a knife held to his throat. A woman from the same Mus-
lim community was surrounded and threatened by men 
in a grocery store parking lot. By the end of the year, 
threats had become more formal. A letter credited to 
a group who called themselves “Americans for a Better 
Way” was received by the Islamic Society of Greater 
Harrisburg in December. It was sent to several other 
mosques throughout the country as well. The letter said 
things such as, “You Muslims are a vile and filthy people 
… [President Trump] going to do to you Muslims what 
Hitler did to the Jews.”

Such a threat would drive many to reach for security 
in weapons and walls. However, long-standing relation-
ships provided a foundation and opportunity to exercise 
practices of nonviolence in this situation. The president 
of the Islamic Society of Greater Harrisburg, Asgar 
Rizwan, reached out to Dr. George Pickens, Professor 
of Theology and Mission at Messiah College in Me-
chanicsburg, asking for assistance with organizing some 
form of a response.

Although the Steelton mosque was deemed to not 
be in imminent danger, the broader community recog-
nized the importance of standing in solidarity with the 
Muslim community and mobilized. Pickens tapped his 
neighborhood, congregational, professional and other 
networks immediately, imagining a nonviolent presence 
as symbolic protection for the local Muslim community. 
Through collaborative efforts, a large group of com-
munity members, all non-Muslim, formed a circle of 
protection around the mosque on the following Friday 

1 This was written based on an interview with Dr. George Pickens. Shared with permission.

so the Muslim community could participate in their Fri-
day prayers without fearing for their lives. Furthermore, 
a press conference denouncing the hateful rhetoric took 
place soon after the letter had been received that includ-
ed participation from a local state representative and 
Steelton’s mayor and police chief.

Such a quick and significant mobilization of the 
community was in large part due to the slow but steady 
relationship building Pickens had done with the Mus-
lim community in central Pennsylvania over the course 
of many years. Long before the public threat was ever 
present, Pickens had been creating cords of connection 
and support between the broader community and the 
mosque. Additionally, he teaches classes on Islam at 
Messiah College and uses that venue to expose students 
and others to the Muslim community. The depth and 
width of the interfaith, nonviolent demonstration at 
Friday prayers would not have been possible without the 
relationship between Pickens and the Muslim communi-
ty of greater Harrisburg.

Reflection
The story of Steelton’s nonviolent solidarity for their 

Muslim brothers and sisters opens theological imagi-
nation in many ways. At one level, it speaks to creative 
options other than simply having a gun at the door to 
protect us, as was discussed in session 4. However, even 
more deeply, it begs us to ask ourselves how we are mak-
ing habits of our nonviolent beliefs. Relationship build-
ing is a practice of nonviolence. It is an embodiment of 
loving others and turning toward solidarity rather than 
violence, and one that can be practiced daily.

Similar to the Steelton experience, the Mennonite 
community of San Francisco, specifically First Men-
nonite Church of San Francisco (FMCSF), showed up 
in mass to sing and pray together outside the doors of 
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the Sha’ar Zahav synagogue the Friday following the 
mass shooting at Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh 
in 2018.2 Pastor Joanna Lawrence Shenk of FMCSF said 
of their response, “As part of the Anabaptist tradition, 
this is what we say we believe … putting our bodies on 
the line between people doing violence and those who 
are targeted by violence.”3 Significantly, the outreach 
committee of FMCSF decided that it was important to 
keep showing up, not just on the one Friday following 
the mass shooting. FMCSF held a vigil outside Sha’ar 
Zahav three Fridays in a row and then moved to a pat-
tern of once a month, a practice they maintained until 
COVID-19 restrictions shut down in person worship. 
Lawrence Shenk said, “It is a spiritual practice and a 
way to cultivate witness that our solidarity isn’t just 
about responding to a crisis, it is an ongoing practice.”4 

These thoughtful reflections and reactions to the 
events described in both stories ask us, what are the 
practices that we have in place when there’s not a crisis, 
that remind us that nonviolent witness is a part of our 
fundamental identity and commitment?

As the old saying goes, practice makes perfect. When 
we do, hear or see something habitually, it begins to 
move into our unconscious. Without realizing it, this 
affects our future behavior and even our belief system.

The world around us promotes violence everywhere 
we turn. Violence is the norm, and we watch it and 
normalize it daily. Because the status quo is violence, 
our silence also becomes violence. Perhaps more than 
anything, the entertainment and media industries foster 
violence and teach the normalization and acceptance 
of violence as a common and even righteous response 
to danger or harm. This is embedded within us uncon-
sciously. Even when we do not believe it to be true theo-
logically, our bodies and brains normalize it somatically. 
Entertainment can be a tool to desensitize us to violence 
and distract us from the ways of Jesus.

For this reason, it is critical that we give ourselves to 
practicing nonviolence in our daily behavior. We must 
organize for nonviolence with the same vigor, time and 
investment as people who prepare for war, much like 
the leaders of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee did during the Civil Rights Movement as 
they trained for nonviolent action as a means of social 
change.5 

Our practice of nonviolence needs to become so in-
grained in us that it is a natural response, not a theolog-

2 Rabbi Mychal Copeland, “At my synagogue, I’ll take 20 Mennonites over one armed guard,” The Jewish News of  Northern California, Nov. 9, 
2018, accessed June 8, 2021, jweekly.com/2018/11/09/at-my-synagogue-ill-take-20-mennonites-over-one-armed-guard/.
3 Joanna Lawrence Shenk, interview on Nov. 5, 2019.
4 Ibid.
5 Nadine Bloch, “Education and Training in Nonviolent Resistance,” United States Institute of  Peace Special Report, October 2016, accessed Aug. 8, 
2021, https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/SR394-Education-and-Training-in-Nonviolent-Resistance.pdf.

ical obligation we force upon ourselves when crisis hits. 
We must train our brains to respond nonviolently.

This requires intentionality. The kind of relationships 
that Pickens had with his Muslim neighbors did not 
come from one conversation over coffee or even one 
class taught. It was born of authentic and persistent 
investment.

The Old Testament tells us that the Israelites under-
stood the necessity of practice. In their application of 
loving God, Moses instructed them to repeat the com-
mandments, to put them in places around their houses 
and on their bodies (Deuteronomy 6:6-9). It was a true 
practice.

Consider what 
it would mean 
if we took this 
literally, writing a 
reminder to love 
our neighbors 
on our doors, 
hanging it at the 
head of our beds, 
tattooing it on 
our bodies. If 
we actually did 
this, we would be 
reminded of our 
commitment to 
faithful nonvio-
lence at least four or five times before we even left our 
house in the morning!

Of course, we assume all that work is not necessary. 
We know the commandments, the fruits of the Spirit, 
the instruction of Christ. Yet Moses insisted that the 
people of God make their remembering intentional. It 
is necessary to do so because it is hard. It’s hard to love 
our enemies and pray for those who persecute us (Mat-
thew 5:44); it’s hard to give ourselves to the things that 
make for peace (Romans 14:19); it’s hard to trust in God 
and not in tools of violence (Psalm 20:7).

We must infuse our lives with nonviolent action at ev-
ery turn: when we are waking and sleeping; when we are 
at home; and also when we are at church, in our com-
munity, at our workplace and traveling the world. The 
practice of nonviolence must go with us everywhere.

Luckily, we have some experience with this. Every 
year when Lent rolls around, we make commitments to 

Keep these words that I am 
commanding you today in 
your heart. Recite them to your 
children and talk about them 
when you are at home and 
when you are away, when you lie 
down and when you rise. Bind 
them as a sign on your hand, 
fix them as an emblem on your 
forehead, and write them on the 
doorposts of your house and on 
your gates.
Deuteronomy 6:6-9

http://jweekly.com/2018/11/09/at-my-synagogue-ill-take-20-mennonites-over-one-armed-guard/
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/SR394-Education-and-Training-in-Nonviolent-Resistance.pdf
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practice something that will bring us closer to God. We 
give up sugar, we are more disciplined in our prayer life, 
we go off social media – the list goes on and on. For 40 
days, we take it upon ourselves to embody a discipline 
that helps us look more like Jesus. Perhaps Lent is a 
good place to start practicing nonviolence in our daily 
patterns.

The way of Jesus demands that we disrupt patterns 
of violence within ourselves and outside ourselves every 
day, all the time. Jesus didn’t say, “Blessed are you when 
you choose peace sometimes,” he said, “Blessed are the 
peacemakers” (Matthew 5:9). Paul didn’t say, “Live at 
peace with people you like and keep guns in your pocket 
for people you don’t,” he said, “Live at peace with every-
one” (Romans 12:18). This is the work of faithfulness.

Understanding those concepts at a cognitive level is 
different than knowing how to embody them, though. It 
is much harder to do than to understand these. Practices 
can begin small, which makes them more accessible.

Consider learning the practice of interruption as 
a way to begin embodying nonviolence in your daily 
patterns. For instance, catching a person off-guard who 
is inflicting violence can be a productive way to dispel 
that violence. A question like, “Do you know what time 
it is?” to an intruder can completely alter the dehuman-
izing space.

Attempt practicing interruptive, conversational 
sentences when you are surprised, such as your door 
opening unexpectedly, a car door slamming or someone 

6 Kaitlyn Schiess, The Liturgy of  Politics: Spiritual Formation for the Sake of  Our Neighbor, Westmont, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2020, p. 150.

yelling. Alternatively, think of something that happens 
regularly in your life and develop a vocal response to it: 
“You’re just in time!”; “We’ve been waiting for you!”; 
“It’s been so long!”; “What’s the weather like?”; “How’s 
your family?”

Individuals who inflict violence assume that others 
will react out of fear. Therefore, training ourselves to 
respond to potential situations of fear with a calm, com-
fortable presence can provide opportunity for de-arming 
the event effectively. As we teach our minds and voices to 
respond to surprising situations with conversation, we 
become more able to respond similarly in times of fear 
or potential violence. 

It begins in normal life, much like a daily devotional. 
Starting small, we can set up patterns in our hearts and 
minds so that our lives naturally emulate the nonviolent 
posture to which Christ calls us.

“The discipline of hospitality might be the 
greatest example of this idea I'm desperate 
to advance: our political beliefs and advoca-
cy are not primarily built on grand, sweeping 
claims to which we mentally assent; they are 
often built on ordinary impulses and biases 
that we inherit and absorb in small, everyday 
actions.”

- Kaitlyn Schiess6
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Discussion questions
• What violence has been normalized in your life? In our culture? In the church?

• What daily reminders could you have around your house to practice nonviolence?

• What might your congregation be called to peacefully practice?
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Going deeper: Going to the grocery store for peace work
As mentioned in the session, it helps to consider violent situations before they happen. One way to do this is to 

role-play. Consider the following scenario. Pick people from your group to play each character and act out the scene.  
Act it out once as written with no intervention. Then act out the scene with intervention. Also, if people who are 
not in the role play think of ways to interrupt, they can give a high five to the person playing a character to become 
that character and intervene.

Naomi and her young son, Shawn, were grocery shopping at Produce and More store. It was a busy day at the 
store, with two or three people in the four register lines that were open. Shawn had said “hi” to several friends 
who were in the store at the same time. When Naomi was at the deli ordering some sliced lunch meat, a man and 
a woman started harassing Naomi and Shawn. The harassment started with teasing, then insults were yelled, and 
then the man and woman started cornering Naomi and Shawn with shopping carts, not allowing them to leave the 
deli counter.

Consider what you might do if you were different characters in the story to interrupt the harassment in peaceful 
ways. What could you do if you were Naomi? Shawn? The register clerk? A random shopper in line? Friends (or 
parents of friends) of Shawn? The deli employee?

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using the 

posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contemplat-
ed this session on practice and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group to reflect on 
the values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the correspond-
ing posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you have worked on in previous sessions. Begin new concen-
tric circles with any new needs identified and add the values, resources and actions identified in this session to any 
of the concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.
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Session 10

CREATING PEACE WITH 
UNICORNS AND COFFEE

Story1

While serving with Christian Peacemaker Teams 
(CPT) in Palestine, Rick Polhamus met Markie Re’em, 
a stuffed unicorn. Polhamus was teaching a new CPTer 
how to use a digital camera and Markie was a perfect 
subject to use to learn. From their first acquaintance, 
Polhamus found Markie to be a wonderful companion. 
Markie often went in Polhamus’ pocket when he went 
out and about.

One day, Polhamus found himself trying to deesca-
late a situation where Palestinian children were being 
detained by several Israeli soldiers. Polhamus was run-
ning out of ideas when he got Markie Re’em out of his 
pocket and put him on his shoulder. Polhamus started 
talking to Markie, explaining the current situation that 
he was seeing and the history that lead up to it. Polha-
mus saw that the kid’s faces were changing. The kids 
were losing their fear and instead were in awe. Then the 
soldiers started talking to Markie explaining their side 
of the conflict. When they realized they were talking to 
a stuffed unicorn, they told Polhamus to take the kids 
home.

Again Markie came in handy when Polhamus was 
attending to a potentially violent situation on the road 
between Bethlehem and Jerusalem. Polhamus placed 
Markie on the ground. People jumped back thinking 
it might be a threat. Once they realized it was Markie, 
however, six rows of people started laughing. Markie 
had once again defused a conflict.

Markie also became a topic of conversation. Soldiers 
would ask Polhamus about Markie, allowing important 
conversation, relationships and follow-up with soldiers.

1 This was written based on an interview with Rick Polhamus and is shared with permission.
2 Christopher Hopwood, “Don’t do what I do: How Getting Out of Sync Can Help Relationships,” NPR, July 16, 2016, accessed May 25, 2021, npr.
org/sections/health-shots/2016/07/16/485721853/dont-do-what-i-do-how-getting-out-of-sync-can-help-relationships.
3 Ibid.

Reflection
God is a creative Creator. From the beginning of time, 

God has been interrupting the status quo of the world 
in imaginative ways: Asking a family to build an ark. 
Showing the declared enemy hospitality. Having people 
march around walls to make them fall. Coming into 
the world as a wiggly baby to show people how to love. 
These are not run-of-the-mill ways to show almighty 
power. Rather, these examples model for us ways to 
think and act creatively as we showcase Anabaptist 
Christian values in our lives.

The command in Romans 12 not to be conformed to 
the world includes not allowing the box of the world to 
determine our response to a crisis. In Romans 12, the list 
of the marks of a Christian breaks status quo attributes 
and begs for creativity. If we are to hate evil and hold on 
to good, we can have stuffed unicorns in our pockets, 
ready to use them. If we are filled with zeal and patience 
while serving the Lord, we have time not to be satisfied 
with easy answers for systemic problems. We can point 
to the unicorn and perhaps those around will see the 
absurdity of the situation and work to change it. We 
can have the joy to extend hospitality while addressing 
the real needs of love and safety. We can use creative 
measures like a stuffed animal to make children feel 
safe while not dehumanizing those who are creating the 
situation of concern.

Non-complementary behavior is when a person acts 
differently than they are expected to act. People typi-
cally interact using a similar energy.2 The energy can 
be friendly, concerned or contentious, and  most often 
others will mirror that energy.3 When, however, someone 
uses a completely different energy, it can essentially “flip 

http://npr.org/sections/health-shots/2016/07/16/485721853/dont-do-what-i-do-how-getting-out-of-sync-can-hel
http://npr.org/sections/health-shots/2016/07/16/485721853/dont-do-what-i-do-how-getting-out-of-sync-can-hel
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the script.”4 This is likely why we admire people like 
Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., because 
of their ability to lead movements that show examples 
of non-complementary behavior.5 

This “flip the script” mentality has science behind it. 
In the 1990s, Italian scientists discovered what are called 
“mirror neurons.”6 “The mirror neuron system does 
more than code the observed action. It also codes the in-
tention behind the action.”7 Shelly Richardson explains 
that these neurons are the reason people can watch a 
movie and cry or watch a movie and want to jump to 
action.8 If people can identify with characters in a mov-
ie, then communities of people can empathize with and 
change outcomes for those around them.

In 2012, young men started going missing in the mid-
dle of the night in Aarhus, Denmark. There were two 
police officers who were willing to get creative in finding 
a solution. They determined that these young men were 
going to Syria to be a part of the civil war. While other 
European cities and countries were using tough mea-
sures to discourage such actions, these police officers 
instead used noncomplementary behavior. When young 
men returned from Syria, they would invite them for 
coffee. Over coffee, the police officers were able to con-
nect them with social services. Helping them get a job, 
connecting to health care and a place to live in addition 
to re-enrolling them in school were all possible because 
of these coffee times.9 And it worked. In 2012, 34 boys 
went to Syria. Sixteen were either killed or stayed in 
Syria. Of the eighteen who came home, all accepted 
the coffee date. Additionally, 330 other young men were 
taken out on coffee dates to connect them to the town 
instead of radicalizing them away from it.10 The two 
Aarhus police officers were enacting a Romans 12 ethic 
of living (and creating) in harmony and meeting people 
where they are.

In another example of not allowing evil to overcome 
good, one Sioux community came together in the sen-
tencing of a young man who committed murder. Rather 
than receiving a long prison term, the young man was 
sentenced to be a member of the family of the person he 
murdered. An elder from the victim’s community stated, 
“Smoke now with these your new relatives, for they have 
chosen to take you to themselves in place of one who is 

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Susan Perry, “Mirror Neurons,” BrainFacts.org, Nov. 16, 2008, accessed May 25, 2021, brainfacts.org/archives/2008/mirror-neurons.
7 Ibid.
8 Shelly Richardson, “Mirror Neurons: Causing Change within others,” TEDx, Aug. 25, 2017, accessed May 25, 2021, youtube.com/
watch?v=5Th0aOoX4EM.
9 Alix Spiegel (Host), “Flip the Script” in Invisiabilia, NPR, July 15, 2016, accessed May 25, 2021, npr.org/programs/invisibilia/485603559/flip-the-
script.
10 Ibid.
11 Martha Tatarnic, “Why I’ve Come back around to Substitutionary Atonement,” Christian Century, March 16, 2021, accessed May 9, 2021, chris-
tiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/why-i-ve-come-back-around-substitutionary-atonement.

not here. It is their heart’s wish that henceforth you shall 
be one of them; you shall go out and come in without 
fear. Be confident that their love and compassion which 
were his are now yours forever!”11

By being creative, we too can challenge status quo 
thinking. The Aarhus police officers were willing to 
try a new way to create peace rather than criminalize. 
Noah, Rahab, Joshua and Jesus all accepted out-of-the-
box assignments to show that God’s love and God’s way 
are beyond the systems we know. Rick Polhamus was 
willing to try to use a stuffed unicorn to create peace 
at the risk of looking silly. As talked about in previous 
sessions, Anabaptists have inherited the creative legacy 
of Dirk Willems, the faith commitment of pacifism and 
the tradition of separating faith from governmental 
structures. With these legacies, along with being new 
creations in Christ, we don’t have to fit the mold around 
us. Instead, we can create new paths to peace.

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to 
what is good; love one another with mutual affection; 
outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in 
zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in 
hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 
Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend 
hospitality to strangers.
Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 
curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep 
with those who weep. Live in harmony with one 
another; do not be haughty, but associate with the 
lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not 
repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what 
is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it 
depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, 
never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the 
wrath of God; for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, 
I will repay, says the Lord.” No, “if your enemies are 
hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them 
something to drink; for by doing this you will heap 
burning coals on their heads.” Do not be overcome 
by evil, but overcome evil with good.
- Romans 12:9-21

http://BrainFacts.org
http://brainfacts.org/archives/2008/mirror-neurons
http://youtube.com/watch?v=5Th0aOoX4EM
http://youtube.com/watch?v=5Th0aOoX4EM
http://npr.org/programs/invisibilia/485603559/flip-the-script
http://npr.org/programs/invisibilia/485603559/flip-the-script
http://christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/why-i-ve-come-back-around-substitutionary-atonement
http://christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/why-i-ve-come-back-around-substitutionary-atonement
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What would it look like if we followed this creative 
spirit in both our theology and our practice? First, if 
we are to be transformed, we can break open the box 
of society standards on how we interact with violence, 
write policy or show love. We can think big, dream big 
and declare what we want for the world. If we want to 
encourage peaceful practices that have elements of sur-
prise and holy play while defusing stressful situations, 
we are not only allowed but also encouraged to do so.

“You can’t use up creativity. The more you 
use, the more you have.”12

- Maya Angelou 

12 Maya Angelou, “Interview with Maya Angelou,” Bell Telephone Magazine Volume 61, No. 1, 1982, p 32.

Discussion questions
• What are stories in your church of flipping the script? How have these stories been held or 

celebrated?

• How can you and your congregation encourage and develop creative responses of faith to 
violence? What barriers exist for creativity?

• If those barriers are removed, what gives you the courage to imagine new responses to vio-
lence?

• Are there immediate steps that you can think of to help foster creativity?
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Going deeper: The critic and the encourager
Take a look at the story of Joshua marching around Jericho (Joshua 6), Noah being asked to build the ark (Gene-

sis 6-8), or Jochebed deciding to put Moses in the river (Exodus 2:1-4).

Assign one person to be Joshua, Noah or Jochebed. Assign one person to be the critic and one person to be the 
encourager.

Each group of three should have a conversation as if the main character is still deciding to do the creative thing 
they did in the story. The critic should point out the reasons why this won’t work, why this isn’t a good idea or why 
there is a different, less creative path to take. The encourager should point out why this will work, why this is a 
good idea and why this is the path to take.

After the dialogue, think about these questions:

• What are the gifts of the critic voice?

• What are the gifts of the encourager voice?

• What might our congregation learn from both?

Making a plan
Get out the markers, return to the poster boards, and turn to the matching worksheets in the appendix. Using the 

posters that were started in the previous sessions, name additional needs that might have arisen as you contemplat-
ed this session on creativity and note them on the needs poster. Additionally, take some time as a group to reflect on 
the values, resources and potential new actions that this session highlighted or raised. Add them to the correspond-
ing posters. Now, go back to the concentric circles that you have worked on in previous sessions. Begin new concen-
tric circles with any new needs identified and add the values, resources and actions identified in this session to any 
of the concentric circles, as appropriate. Draw additional concentric circles if needed.
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VALUE-MINDED POLICY

Session 11

“There is no power for change greater than a 
community discovering what it cares about.”1

- Margaret Wheatley

In the previous sessions, the purpose has been to 
survey historical and theological reasons why a congre-
gation would desire a nonviolent response to an act of 
violence. The last two gatherings, sessions 11 and 12, 
build on these reflections with the purpose of creating 
a written plan that outlines the theology and practice a 
congregation would like to commit to implementing in 
situations of active violence.

During the previous sessions, groups were asked to 
evaluate needs, values, resources and actions (NVRA) in 
the “Making a plan” activity. In order to move ahead, 
participants must have done that work. If  groups have 
not completed this section in each session, it is recom-
mended to go back and complete those exercises now.

Policies and procedures are essentially written out 
actions for needs that have arisen over time. Needs are 
real. The need for safety might have led the congre-
gation to pick up this curriculum, for example.  The 
following exercise will help your group move toward a 
written policy from the needs collectively named, values 
prioritized, resources identified and action steps suggest-
ed throughout the first 10 sessions.

1 Margaret Wheatley, Turning to Each Other: Simple Conversations to Restore Hope in the future, San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2009, p. 55.

Putting it all together
Have the NVRA posters available for all to view. As a 

group, consider the following questions to evaluate the 
work you have done so far: 

1. As you think about the context of safety in rela-
tion to your congregation, are there other needs to 
add? (Color-code as desired)

2. Are the values of the congregation present? If any 
key values are missing, add them.

3. Are the resources that the congregation and 
community have access to well noted? If any are 
missing, add them.

4. Do the actions outlined seem complete? Are there 
practices you would like to include in the actions 
list that are not mentioned? If so, add them.

Once the group is satisfied with the needs, values, 
resources and actions listed, divide into groups of 
three people to embody these ideas through a role play. 
Each group should plan a role play that demonstrates 
a central need and the ways the values, resources and 
actions named react to that need. One person in each 
group should personify the need and others should 
personify the values and resources that can help to sat-
isfy the need. As the values and resources interact with 
one another, they should display an action together. Be 
creative!
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After each group has had time to organize, present the role plays to one another in the larger group. Together, 
note what actions come up. Then, discuss the following questions (Take notes so that these ideas may be imple-
mented in the following session):

• What needs seem to be rising to the top that should be the focus of the written policy?

• What are the most important resources that you want to be mindful of as you write your policy?

• What values should be prioritized in your policy?

• What is the process for creating policy in the congregation?

• How does creativity play a role in this process?
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WRITING THE POLICY

Session 12

“We must not allow ourselves to become like 
the system we oppose. We cannot afford to 
use methods of which we will be ashamed 
when we look back, when we say, ‘… we 
shouldn’t have done that.’ We must remem-
ber, my friends, that we have been given a 
wonderful cause. The cause of freedom! 
And you and I must be those who will walk 
with heads held high. We will say, ‘We used 
methods that can stand the harsh scrutiny of 
history.’”1

- Desmond Tutu

Knowing what you need and what you value, as well 
as the actions you would like to take, you can now an-
swer the question, “What will be the method of your re-
sponse when an act of violence happens?”  The acronym 
FEAR NOT provides a container to outline your answer. 
Through Faith, Engagement and Awareness, you will 
Respond, Narrate, Observe and Transform.

Using the FEAR NOT acronym, take time to reflect 
on and write responses to the central question for each 
word. Have the needs, values, resources and actions 
highlighted throughout the past sessions present so 
that you write a policy reflecting what you have already 
decided to prioritize. There are other questions below to 
help orient you around the main idea of each category. 
These are suggestions only. Don’t limit answers to the 
provided sample questions, and don’t feel that you need 
to answer all the sample questions. Work through each 
category to outline a rough plan.

1 Desmond Tutu and Naomi Tutu, The Words of  Desmond Tutu, New York, NY: Newmarket Press, 1989, p 48.

Some of the categories focus on theological or val-
ue statements (Faith, Engagement, Awareness and 
Response) and others focus on actions that will need 
to happen during a violent event (Respond, Narrate, 
Observe, Transform). The “Response” category fits both 
because it reflects the values named and also orients 
toward action steps in a violent situation. The theologi-
cal and value statements, as well as the actions, are both 
important in policy and both require creativity. As the 
writing happens, it is recommended that ideas be noted 
during the session and a small group be tasked with the 
actual writing of the policy statement to be reviewed 
afterwards.

Congregations use policy often. This safety policy 
document is no different than others you might use. As 
you write this policy, do so in the style that makes sense 
to your congregation and context. No two policies will 
be alike. One example, from First Mennonite Church 
of Lincoln (Nebraska), is here: mennonitemission.net/
resources/peace/church-safety/Lincoln-First-Menno-
nite.

http://mennonitemission.net/resources/peace/church-safety/Lincoln-First-Mennonite
http://mennonitemission.net/resources/peace/church-safety/Lincoln-First-Mennonite
http://mennonitemission.net/resources/peace/church-safety/Lincoln-First-Mennonite
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Faith: How does your congregation’s faith tradition shape a nonviolent response to violence?

•  What Scripture sustains a congregation in wanting to provide a nonviolent approach?

•  How does being a part of  a church provide grounding for a response to violence?

•  What values were renewed during the last 10 weeks that will help sustain a policy of  nonviolence?

Engagement: What is your congregation’s context and how do you engage the context around you?

•  Who is this policy going to affect or protect?

•  What privileges might the congregation need to name?

•  What are the commitments of  the congregation for community engagement?
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Awareness: Understanding that you are making an action plan, what are the commitments you want to keep if you 
experience violence?

•  What is your definition of  a dangerous or violent situation?

•  Do you want to involve the police in a situation? If  so, when in the process might police be called? If  not, is 
there a way to call an ambulance without police involvement?

Response: If active violence happens in your congregation, what are the methods you should use to respond?

•  What defensive actions do you recommend?

•  Are there tactics that you don’t think should be used?

•  How might you practice creative ways to counter violence?
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Narrate: How can you communicate before, during and after a violent event?

•  What are ways that you can be clear and concise in your communication with each other during an incident?

•  How will you respond to the media?

•  Who might speak to the media about the event on the congregation’s behalf?

•  How are you communicating the plan prior to active violence?

Observe: What are ways your physical building can provide or hinder safety?

•  What spaces in the building or outside can be used to secure people?

•  Which rooms lock?

•  What are the ways you will lead evacuations?

•  What are evacuation routes that can be set up and practiced?

•  Is there an off-site gathering spot that you need to identify?



55

Transform: How will your congregation transform due to this policy?

•  How might you advocate for the safety of  the community and congregation?

•  What is your method of  transforming conflict?

•  How might your church budget change based on this plan?

•  Are there changes to the building or worship experience that you need to prioritize?
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APPENDIX
Needs, Values, Resources and Actions worksheets
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