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Introduction
Peace is a gift of God’s grace. But it is also a virtue that Christians
practice and a ministry to which we are called. Psalm 34 suggests that
peace is something we pursue, something we seek out and follow.
As Christians we are invited daily to participate in God’s redemptive work
on this earth. We are invited to live passionately, to heal and be healed, to
bless and be blessed, to encourage and be encouraged. We are daily invited
to embody peace and hope even in the midst of violence and despair.
Following Jesus Christ, who embodied hope and faith in human life, we
are invited to join the pursuit of peace, with faith and love and creativity.

Depart from
evil, and do
good; seek
peace and
pursue it.

This booklet is intended to explain Mennonite Central Committee’s
pursuit of peace. Peace and peacemaking lie at the heart of MCC identity
and ministry. Yet many people find themselves struggling to understand
what this means. Why is MCC so passionate about peace? What does
MCC understand peace to mean? How does MCC seek to manifest the
way of peace? This booklet is an attempt to offer some answers and to
stimulate your own thinking and reflecting. Our hope is that as you interact with these materials, you will take up the pursuit of peace alongside
and with MCC.
Welcome to the journey.

– Ps. 34:14
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Mennonite Central Committee and
the pursuit of peace
Consider these five examples.

1

For two decades the country of Sudan in northern Africa was racked
by a war that pitted the predominantly Arab and Muslim north
against the mostly African, Christian and animist south. It is estimated
that nearly 2 million people died, 4 million were internally displaced,
and 400,000 were forced to flee the country as refugees. In southern
Sudan where the war raged most fiercely, MCC supported the New Sudan
Council of Churches (NSCC) in relieving suffering and building peace.
NSCC provided food relief and rehabilitation for refugees. It also launched
a major peace initiative, bringing together grass roots members of longestranged ethnic groups.

2

Between 1980 and 1992, the tiny Central American country of El Salvador, with fewer than 3 million people, was ravaged by a brutal civil
war. Approximately 78,000 people were killed and many more thousands were displaced. One of the ongoing legacies of that war is a society
scarred by mistrust and violence. In this context, MCC supports programs
that offer trauma healing and training in communication skills, mediation
and conflict resolution. Participants learn to talk about the trauma of their
wartime experience and discuss ways that former enemies can learn to live
side by side. They help to heal the wounds of war and to build a culture of
peace.
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In the early 1990s Mennonite congregations in
Manitoba began to talk about family violence and sexual
abuse in their midst. As courageous women came forward to
name their experience of domestic abuse it became clear that
congregations did not know how to deal redemptively with
the individuals and families involved. Too often victims were
blamed, abusers were absolved, and churches were left deeply
polarized. In this context, MCC Manitoba helped to establish
Voices for Nonviolence to provide individuals and congregations with the tools to acknowledge and to deal with incidents
of abuse in healing ways. For over fifteen years Voices has run
support groups for victims, trained victim advocates, and
offered workshops and short courses.

4

When a major earthquake hit Iran in the 1990s, MCC
became involved with relief and reconstruction. A few
years later an educational exchange program was begun to
build relationships with a country that was considered a
pariah in the west. MCC placed North American students
in an Iranian seminary, while two Iranians and their families
studied at the University of Toronto. The exchange evolved
to include a series of inter-faith conferences in Iran and in
Canada, as well as visits by special delegations. In 2007
and 2008, when the U.S. threatened to bomb Iran because
of allegations of nuclear weapons
production, MCC hosted
several special meetings
between U.S. and
Canadian religious
leaders and the
President of Iran.
MCC hoped that
these meetings
might help to
avert war.
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Mennonite Central Committee is
the relief, service,
development and
peace agency of
Mennonite and
Brethren in Christ
churches in North
America. MCC
is motivated by
God’s reconciling
love and grace,
human need and
a concern for justice. Peace and
peacemaking
are central to all
aspects of MCC
ministry.

5
“People called to
be healers in the
world of violence
will find themselves located
in situations of
violence. This is
simply because
healers are called
into
situations that
need healing.”
—Ruth Krall

Colombia has been devastated by civil war for over thirty
years. The violence is closely connected with the drug
trade and with economic systems that enrich foreign corporations and their local elites at the expense of the poor. Many of
these corporations, including a growing number of Canadian
mining companies, use para-military forces to secure their
operations. The areas where these companies operate are
routinely the ones where the most significant violence, human
rights violations, and displacement occur. MCC encourages
Canadian churches to be advocates for economic and political justice in Colombia by pressing for laws that will hold
Canadian companies accountable to basic human rights and
environmental standards. MCC also supports the Anabaptist
churches in Colombia in their peace witness.

All of these stories reflect MCC’s commitment to the biblical vision of peacemaking and demonstrate the practical
ways that MCC attempts to implement that vision. Building
relationships, meeting basic needs, promoting trauma healing,
teaching conflict resolution, naming and responding to family violence and sexual abuse, addressing economic injustice
and oppression, and supporting the local church—these are
all ways MCC seeks to witness to God’s reconciling love and
grace, and concern for justice and peace.

For reflection
•

One of MCC’s main activities is to provide relief (food and material aid) to people in
crisis. How is relief a part of MCC’s peace witness? What about community development? What about health care?

•

Does your specific involvement with MCC express a commitment to peace?
If so, how?
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Biblical foundations
Peace and peacemaking are central to MCC work and ministry. (See “A Commitment to Christ’s Way of Peace” found
at the back of this booklet.) That commitment is rooted in
the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, as
described in the narrative of the scriptures. We claim to be
peacemakers because we are committed to following Jesus.

Prophets and others foretold of Jesus’ peace.
Even before Jesus’ birth, the prophet Isaiah announced that
the Messiah would be the Prince of Peace and under his rule
peace would know no bounds (Isaiah 9:6-7). John the Baptist
was sent to prepare the way for the One who would guide
people into the way of peace (Luke 1: 79). At Jesus’ birth the
angels proclaimed, “Glory to God and peace among all people
with whom God is pleased” (Luke 2:14).

Jesus proclaimed the peaceable reign of God.
When Jesus began his ministry he proclaimed that the reign of
God had begun, a reign characterized by the offer of forgiveness, healing and peace. Jesus forgave those whose souls were
troubled or burdened with sin. He healed those who were ill
or disabled. He offered good news of liberation to those who
were poor and oppressed (Luke 4: 18). He also befriended
those who were considered social outcasts and enemies,
namely prostitutes, tax collectors,
Samaritans and members of
the Roman occupation force.
Frequently he sent people on
their way with the blessing,
“Go in peace” (Mark 5:34,
Luke 7:50).
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“You have heard
that it was said,
‘You shall love
your neighbor
and hate your
enemy.’
But I say to you,
Love your enemies and pray
for those who
persecute you, so
that you may be
children of your
Father in heaven;
for he makes
his sun rise on
the evil and on
the good, and
sends rain on the
righteous and on
the unrighteous.
For if you love
those who love
you, what reward
do you have?
Do not even the
tax collectors do
the same? And
if you greet only
your brothers
and sisters, what
more are you doing than others?
Do not even the
Gentiles do the
same?”
—Matthew
5:43-47

Jesus taught the way of peace, love and
non-retaliation.
“Loving our
enemies is
perhaps the most
truly evangelical
thing Christians
can do. For it
draws the world’s
attention to God’s
character, the
God of costly
love.” —J. Daryl
Byler

Jesus taught people to demonstrate love and forgiveness in
their relationships. Whereas Jewish law allowed for limited
revenge when someone had been wronged–an eye for an eye
or a tooth for a tooth–Jesus called his followers to suffering
love. He commanded them not to react to evil in kind, but to
respond in creative, surprising and nonviolent ways. If they
were slapped on one cheek, they were to do the unexpected
and offer the other cheek as well. If they were commanded
to carry a pack for one mile, they were to go two miles. He
taught them to act in loving and forgiving ways toward their
enemies and those who wanted to harm them (Matthew 5:3848). As he hung on the cross Jesus demonstrated love for his
enemies by asking God to forgive those who would bear the
blame for crucifying him (Luke 23:36).

Jesus accepted torture, crucifixion and death, yet
was raised to life.
Jewish religious leaders and Roman occupation authorities
of Jesus’ time were threatened by what Jesus represented, so
they made plans to put him to death. They arrested him, tried
him, flogged and beat him, and then crucified him, a slow and
torturous form of capital punishment. At numerous points
Jesus could have resisted arrest and rallied his supporters
to oppose the authorities. He could even have chosen to
launch an armed revolt against the
occupation forces–there
were revolutionary
groups who were
eager to overthrow the
Romans by force. But
Jesus chose another way.
He willingly accepted
suffering and a
violent death which
he did not deserve.
The resurrection is
God’s vindication
of the way of
suffering love
over violence
and evil.
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The cross accomplishes salvation and peace.
Paul wrote that God’s work in Christ brings peace with God (Romans 5:1).
Through the cross, God reconciles people to himself, even while they are
still God’s enemies (Romans 5:10). This is the work of salvation. But the
peace Paul described is not just a peace between God and people; it is also
peace between people. In Paul’s context, the cross broke down the barrier that divided Gentiles from Jews so that they were no longer enemies
of one another. Gentiles were now welcomed into the household of God
(Ephesians 2: 17-20). Additionally, Paul urged the Christians in Rome to
“live peaceably with all” (Romans 2:17) and encouraged the Thessalonian
believers never to repay evil with evil (1 Thessalonians 5:15).

The apostles understood that a commitment to Jesus included
a commitment to his way of peace.
In addition to the letters of Paul, the other New Testament epistles also
express a clear understanding of Jesus’ way of peace. The writer of
Hebrews encouraged his readers to “pursue peace with everyone”
(Hebrew 12:14). I Peter, written during a time of trial and persecution,
quoted Psalm 34’s call to “seek peace and pursue it” (I Peter 3:11) and
urged, “Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse; but, on the contrary,
repay with a blessing” (I Peter 3:9). James, the leader of the Jerusalem
church, wrote: “... a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those
who make peace” (James 3:18). These letters, written in the decades after
Jesus’ death and resurrection, understood that believers should reflect
Christ’s way of peace in the way they lived.

For reflection
•

Read the Sermon on the Mount in chapters 5-7 of the Gospel of Matthew. Identify
the points at which Jesus teaches a nonviolent response to evil. How do you
respond to Jesus’ teachings? Is Jesus suggesting his followers accept evil passively?

•

The incident where Jesus cleanses the temple (Matthew 11:15-19) is sometimes
used to demonstrate that Jesus used violence in the face of evil. How can Jesus’
words and actions be interpreted as a nonviolent response to evil?
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The early church as a peace
church
“...we no longer
take up ‘sword
against nation.’ Nor do we
‘learn war any
more,’ having
become children of peace,
for the sake of
Jesus, who is our
leader.”
—Origen of
Alexandria
(AD 185-254)

The early Christian church understood that following Christ
meant pursuing the way of peace. Ignatius (50-c.115), Bishop
of Corinth, wrote that Christians should not seek revenge
on those who injure them. Rather, they should imitate Christ
who, when tortured and crucified, did not lash out but instead
suffered and prayed for his enemies. Polycarp (69 - 155),
Bishop of Smyrna, also instructed followers of Christ not to
return evil for evil, nor scolding for scolding.
Early church leaders taught that the way of peace pertained
to all aspects of life. Justin (100-165), a Greek apologist and
martyr, argued that Christians must not make war against
their enemies, and they should neither lie nor deceive others.
Athenagoras (2nd century) forbade Christians from attending
and viewing gladiator games where contestants fought to the
death. Abortion and infanticide, both of which were common
practices in the first centuries, were off limits for followers
of Christ.
Until the time of Emperor Constantine in the third century,
Christians were considered enemies of the Roman Empire
and during certain periods suffered tremendous persecution.
Maximilius Victor was twenty-one when he was called up for
service in the Roman army. He refused to be inducted, saying,
“I cannot serve as a soldier. I am a Christian and must obey
God.” The military commanders threatened him with
death, the penalty for refusing
military service, but Maximilius held his ground. The following day he was executed.
			
Christian commitment to
peace and opposition to
military service prompted one
Roman critic of the church
to declare that if all people
followed the example of the
Christians, the Empire would
fall. There would simply not be
enough soldiers to defend it.
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In 313 Emperor Constantine ended persecution of the church,
and some time later Christianity became the religion of the
Empire.1 In the centuries following Constantine, the church
abandoned its earlier critique of military service and participation in war. Bishop Augustine (354-430) of Hippo developed
a theory which identified the limited conditions under which
Christian participation in war could be considered legitimate.
His thinking significantly shaped what became known as
“just war theory.”
In 1095 Pope Urban II launched the first of Christendom’s
crusades against Muslim Turks, with the cry that Christ
commanded the extermination of this “vile race.” Believing
they were acting as Christ’s ambassadors, Christian soldiers
slaughtered thousands of Muslim residents of Jerusalem in
1099. They also killed Jews and many Orthodox (Eastern-rite)
Christians.
Likewise, when European kings set out to conquer and
colonize new worlds, the cross accompanied the flag and the
sword, and gave supposed legitimacy to their conquests. In
some instances, the cross was used to justify the genocide of
indigenous peoples. In more recent history, western leaders
have invoked the name of God to wage war against
communist, terrorist and revolutionary movements around the world. The history of Christianity is very bloody indeed.
The history of Christian churches in Canada
also reflects this. A recent example involves
the residential schools policy whereby the
Government of Canada educated Aboriginal
children. Over many decades, thousands of
children were forcibly removed from their
homes and sent to residential schools
where they were prohibited from speaking their own language, practicing their
culture and even visiting their families.
Many of these children were physically and sexually abused, and many
also died. These schools were run
by Christian churches and orders.
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“We refused...
to pronounce a
moratorium on
the Sermon on
the Mount for the
duration of the
war... We could
not suddenly look
upon our brother
man as an enemy
just because he
chanced to have
been born on the
other side of a
river or a strip of
sea.”
—Muriel Lester

“Love is the
measure by
which we will be
judged.”
—Dorothy Day

Even so, a vision for and commitment to
Jesus’ way of peace was not completely
lost. Over the centuries, many Christian movements tried to be faithful
to his commandment to love enemies
and to resist harming others.

The Anabaptist movement

•

In their critique of the Roman Catholic church, the Anabaptists shared
many of the convictions of leading Reformers such as Martin Luther,
Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin. They agreed, for example, on the authority of scripture rather than that of the pope. They agreed that salvation
was gained by grace through faith, rather than through works or through
the purchase of “indulgences” (the abuse of a practice whereby the church
offered forgiveness of sins in exchange for payment). And although they
interpreted the concept differently, they shared the idea of “two kingdoms,” namely, that God works in different ways in the church and in the
world.

•

•

•

•

In 12th century France a group of pacifist Christians
emerged under the leadership of a man named Peter
Waldo. They became known as Waldensians.
In 13th century Italy Francis of Assisi established a
monastic order which became known as the Franciscans.
The members of this order committed themselves to lives
of poverty, simplicity, and nonviolence. The Franciscans
were only one of many Catholic monastic orders which
espoused peace as a virtue and vocation.
In 17th century Britain George Fox and the Society of
Friends (Quakers) held that all people possessed “the indwelling light” of God. Therefore it was wrong to take up
arms against another person.
During World War I a British Christian named Muriel
Lester became an outspoken advocate of the poor and opponent of the war. She helped to found the Fellowship of
Reconciliation, a leading international peace organization.
In the 20th century Martin Luther King Jr., an AfricanAmerican Baptist minister, and Dorothy Day, a white activist Catholic, encouraged oppressed Americans to resist
injustice, violence and oppression with suffering love.

Despite the church’s bloody history, the Spirit has continued
to raise up women and men who have courageously witnessed
to Jesus’ way of peace.

The Anabaptist movement emerged in Switzerland, South Germany and
Holland in the early part of the 16th century. It was considered the radical
wing of the Protestant Reformation. Initially it was a very diverse movement, but eventually a common theology emerged.2

Despite their strong critique of the Roman Catholic church, the Anabaptists also shared much with the Catholics. For example, the Catholic monastic orders taught that members should live by the highest of ethical and
moral standards. The early Anabaptists, some of whom had been Catholic
monks, felt all Christians should exemplify this “higher righteousness.”
The Anabaptists held to the following convictions about life in Christ.

•

Believers receive baptism and join the church upon their free and
voluntary confession of faith as adults. This means that Anabaptists
rejected the Catholic and Protestant practice of baptizing infants. The
Anabaptists insisted that joining the church was distinct from joining
society, and should be freely chosen upon one’s confession of faith.
“Believers baptism” continues to be a hallmark of congregations in the
Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition.

For reflection
•

Who are some other courageous Christians who have sought the way of nonviolent
peace in the face of war and violence?

•

How does a particular social, political and historical context shape a faith community’s commitment to peace? What are the challenges faced by pacifist communities
in a context of hostility and persecution? What are the challenges in a context of
democracy and respect for religious freedom?
Pursuing Peace
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•

“The regenerated
do not go to war
nor engage in
strife. They are
children of peace
who have beaten
their swords into
plowshares and
their spears into
pruning hooks
and know of no
war... Since we
are to be conformed to Christ,
how can we then
fight our enemies
with the sword?”
—Menno Simons

•
•

The church is the body of Christ and the community of
believers whose lives have been transformed by Christ.
Members of the community are to practice forgiveness,
reconciliation and mutual aid, and are to discipline one
another in a spirit of love. The Anabaptists believed that
followers of Christ, both individually and as a community, were to live by an ethic distinct from the world around
them.
Believers are called to follow Jesus’ example in all aspects
of their daily lives. This was and continues to be referred
to as discipleship.
Believers reject all use of violence, including “bearing the
sword.” By this they meant a refusal to participate in any
form of police or military service. This was referred to as
defenselessness and then nonresistance; other terminology
has become more popular in recent years.

Anabaptists understood Jesus’ admonitions in the Sermon on
the Mount quite literally. They believed that his commands,
especially relating to love of enemies, were not intended to
describe life in a later age, as some Christians believed. Rather,
these commands were meant to be lived in the here and now.
The church as the body of Christ was to incarnate Christ’s
way in the world.
		
Felix Manz was an early leader of the Swiss Anabaptists. Just
prior to being executed in 1527, he wrote a farewell letter in
which he expressed his understanding and commitment to
Christ’s way of peace:
The true love of Christ shall not destroy the enemy; he that
would be an heir with Christ is taught that he must be merciful, as the Father in heaven is merciful... Christ also never
hated any one; neither did his true servants, but they continued to follow Christ in the true way, as He went before them.3
Many Anabaptists were persecuted for their radical rejection
of infant baptism and military service. Thousands of believers, both women and men, were arrested, tortured and killed
when they refused to recant their faith. Menno Simons was a
former Catholic priest and then Anabaptist leader who managed to escape execution and could therefore give sustained
guidance to the Dutch part of the movement, even though he
was in hiding much of the time. Many of the Anabaptists
Pursuing Peace
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became known as Mennonites. Others became known as Brethren in
Christ and Hutterites (after Jakob Hutter, a South German Anabaptist
leader who promoted communal sharing of goods).
Persecution drove many of the Anabaptist-Mennonites from Switzerland,
South Germany and Holland to different parts of Europe. Over the centuries, some of Dutch origin moved to Prussia and later to South Russia.
Some of Swiss-South German descent moved west to America.
Mennonites and Brethren in Christ first entered what was then Upper
Canada (later, Ontario) from the United States in the 1780s in the wake
of the American Revolution. Since the 1870s several major immigration
movements have brought Mennonites from Russia to Canada. In all these
migrations, the hope for religious freedom, including exemption from
military service, was an important factor, although economic concerns
were also significant.
Over the years Canada has generally honoured Mennonite, Brethren in
Christ and Hutterite resistance to participation in military service. A major
challenge arose, however, with the announcement of conscription in World
War II. Leaders of Canadian Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches
went to great lengths to negotiate alternatives to military service for their
young men. Individuals approved as conscientious objectors (persons
having authentic religious convictions against participation in war) could
thereafter work in national parks, on farms, and in hospitals and mental
institutions, instead of enlisting in the Armed Forces. Even so, for a variety
of reasons, one third of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ young men
chose military service rather than the negotiated alternative service option.
Today there are approximately 130,000 baptized Mennonites and Brethren
in Christ in Canada. Their congregations are found in every province except Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island, with major concentrations
in southern Ontario, the prairie provinces, and British Columbia. While
many members still trace their roots to the historic European birthplaces
of Anabaptism, congregations rooted in the Anabaptist tradition are
increasingly diverse in ethnic and
racial make-up. Across
Canada, Mennonites
and Brethren in
Christ now
worship in
approximately
two dozen
languages.
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“The unspeakable horror of
modern warfare
and the desperate conflicts in
our towns and
cities have made
people see the
futility of violence.
Whoever takes
up the sword is
likely to perish by
it. The good news
is that Jesus
has overcome
fate: We are
not doomed to
extract an eye for
an eye from one
another. Are we
as Mennonites so
persuaded of this
truth that everyone can see it in
how we live?”		

A commitment to Christ’s way of peace endures as a central
tenet in most Canadian Mennonite and Brethren in Christ
confessions of faith. But not all members and even congregations share this conviction uniformly. Some feel that it is an
obstacle to evangelism or simply irrelevant in today’s world.
Others believe it is a special gift which Mennonites and
Brethren in Christ have been entrusted to share with the wider
church and the world–a gift which is more desperately needed
than ever.
Mennonite Central Committee is the relief, development and
peace agency of the Mennonites and Brethren in Christ. It was
formed in 1920 when Mennonite relief agencies in the United
States came together to support a joint relief effort to suffering Mennonites in Russia. Canadian Mennonites supported
and participated in MCC almost from the beginning. In 1963
MCC Canada was formed to coordinate and consolidate
this support within Canada. MCC continues to claim that
peace is central to the Anabaptist-Mennonite faith; peace and
peacemaking therefore lie at the heart of MCC ministry in the
world.

New emphases and interpretations of
Anabaptist-Mennonite theology
The various portions of New Testament scripture identified in the section
on Biblical Foundations (see p. 9) still form the core of the AnabaptistMennonite understanding of peace. Ultimately, God’s peace is most fully
revealed in the story of Jesus Christ, as expressed in the scriptures. At the
same time, new interpretations of the entire biblical story, new experiences
and perspectives on the world, and dialogue with the wider church have
helped to deepen our understanding of the gospel of peace and its relevance for a 21st century context, even while the diversity of perspectives
has increased. What are some of these interpretations and understandings?

Peace as God’s will from the very beginning.
One interpretation recognizes peace as part of God’s intent from the
beginning of creation, and not only linked with, or first introduced by,
God’s revelation in Jesus. From the beginning of creation, God’s intent for
the world was peace. The garden where the first man and woman made
their home was a place of beauty and harmony and goodness–a peaceable
kingdom. This man and woman chose to be disobedient and thus brought
violence into the world. Violence increased with the passing of generations.
But a vision of God’s peace and justice did not die.
Prophets and other messengers continued to call the people to that vision
and to God’s original intent. Isaiah envisioned a new heaven and new earth
where no one would commit acts of harm or destruction (Isaiah 65: 25).
Micah prophesied that the nations of the world would beat their swords
into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks and they would not
learn war anymore (Micah 4:3). The prophets spoke of a coming messiah who would inaugurate God’s
reign of peace (Isaiah 9: 6-7).

For reflection
•

Does your church–whether part of the Anabaptist-Mennonite family or not–actively
preach and teach Jesus’ way peace? Why or why not?

•

The world of today is drastically different from the one in which the Anabaptist
movement was born. How is an Anabaptist theology of peace relevant today?

•

How do you feel about a Christian commitment to peace and nonviolence? Is it a
joy? A treasure? An embarrassment? An obstacle?
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“Seek good and
not evil, that you
may live... Hate
evil and love
good, and establish justice in the
gate...” —Amos
5:14-15

Peace as gift and grace.

Peace as justice and well-being.

As noted earlier, discipleship has been an important Anabaptist-Mennonite conviction since the 16th century. But one
of the dangers of this emphasis is a temptation to focus on
human action and agency. In other words, it is fairly easy for
Mennonites to become focused on their own human effort
to be disciples, rather than to surrender to the Spirit’s transforming power. And when we rely on our own resources to
be disciples, Jesus’ words about costly discipleship, bearing
one’s cross, and loving one’s enemies–all important aspects of
becoming peacemakers–can seem like a heavy burden rather
than good news.4

The English word peace is often understood as the absence
of war or violent conflict. However, the Hebrew word
shalom, which is translated as peace in English Bibles, has
a much richer and more positive meaning. Shalom conveys
health and healing, reconciliation and right relations, safety
and security, justice and material well-being. It embraces life
in its fullness. Shalom is absent where there is exploitation,
oppression, and wide disparities in wealth, even if no physical
violence takes place.

Rather, the starting point of Mennonite peace theology must
be our understanding of peace as a gift of God’s grace. Peace
is first and foremost gift. It is not what we do as much as it is
what we receive. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus,
God’s gift of peace is made fully known to humanity. God
makes peace with us through the act of salvation itself (Colossians 1:19-20). In other words, to be saved is to have “peace
with God” (Romans 5:1). It is this gift of peace which enables
us to engage in a ministry of peacemaking: “All this is from
God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has
given us the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18).
The gift of peace, the power of the Spirit, and the support of
the community of faith all enable us to become peacemakers.
If we rely on our own will, wisdom and strength to follow
Jesus’ call, we will invariably fail. But God’s gift and transforming grace are at work in our lives, enabling and equipping
us to be people of peace. This is good news.

Jesus himself embodied the Hebrew understanding of shalom
and holistic well-being.5 He was not only concerned about
peoples’ souls, but also their physical, economic and social
welfare. He healed people of their diseases and disabilities,
offered food to the poor and hungry, and defied social boundaries that separated people by gender, race and class. Jesus’
inaugural speech at the temple in Nazareth, announcing the
“year of the Lord’s favour” (Luke 4:18-19), was a likely reference to the year of Jubilee. Jubilee was a 50th-year celebration
which was intended to restore justice and right relations–and
thus shalom–to the people of God (Lev 25: 8-12).6
The biblical understanding of peace as shalom has had
tremendous implications for the practice of peace.

Peace as grounded in a nonviolent atonement.
In the last decade, Anabaptist-Mennonite peace theologians have been engaged in a lively conversation about the
atonement–the concept that Jesus’ death reconciles humanity
to God. Till very recently most Mennonites and Brethren in
Christ have accepted a Christian interpretation of the atonement often known as satisfaction or substitution theory. According to this interpretation, God was angered by human sin,
needed someone to die in order to satisfy his wrath, and Jesus
became the substitute for sinful humanity. In other words,
God required an act of brutal violence to save the world.
Critics of substitution or satisfaction theory argue that the
theory is built on the idea of a violent God who in essence
kills God’s own son. They are concerned that a church that
believes in a violent God is also a church that will condone
human violence, rather than regard it as incompatible with
Christian life. They insist that it was the Romans, not God,
who were responsible for Jesus’ death. God acted by empow-
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“...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

ering Jesus to respond to his torturers with loving nonviolence. God then raised him from death as vindication of this
way of confronting sin. The atonement is therefore not about
violence, it is about nonviolence!
“Mercy and
truth have met
together, Justice
and Peace have
kissed each
other.”
—Psalm 85:10

J. Denny Weaver, the main proponent of nonviolent atonement, insists that it is important that Mennonites embrace
a theology of nonviolent atonement if they wish to remain a
peace church.7 He feels that too much Mennonite peace teaching has focused on peace as being an “Anabaptist distinctive” rather than something rooted in the story of Christ. He
believes that a focus on peace as Anabaptist distinctive will
not survive. Only a theology that is committed to nonviolence
as part of its very essence–including a theology of nonviolent
atonement–will equip Mennonites to remain committed to
Jesus’ way of peace.

Peace as expressed through the Trinity
Some people say Anabaptist-Mennonite peace theology could
gain by more conversation with other Christians, particularly
on the concept of the Trinity. Their critique is that most Mennonites assume that Jesus represents the full and complete
revelation of God, and that the church alone embodies God’s
will. They say Mennonite peace theology needs a sense of God
as transcendent and unfathomable mystery, and a sense of
the Holy Spirit at work both within and beyond the church–
understandings that the wider church can offer us.
Their point is that much of Mennonite peace theology has
domesticated God with its focus on the person of Jesus and
the body of Christ, the church. God is not only compassion
and mercy, God is also judgment and punishment. God is
present in the midst of violence and indescribable suffering;
indeed, sometimes God uses violence and suffering in ways
that we cannot comprehend. Mennonites need to acknowledge this facet of God’s character.
Secondly, Mennonites need to acknowledge the moving of the
Spirit in the entire realm of God’s creation. Traditional Anabaptist two-kingdom thinking tends to discount God’s activity
beyond the church, especially in institutions like the state. A
healthy Trinitarian theology helps us to recognize the myriad
ways that the Spirit of God is moving through all of creation.
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The call for a more Trinitarian theology does not challenge
the idea that Christians are called to a life of nonviolence.
Indeed, it strengthens that theology by grounding peace and
nonviolence within the heart of the Trinity and not only
within the person of Christ.

Peace in the dualism of church and world
Within Mennonite theology there has always been a tension between the two “kingdoms” of church (the community which confesses Christ) and world (that which does
not confess Christ). How we understand the relationship of
the church to the world influences how we will envision our
peacemaking mission; that is, whether we see the mission as
primarily something that we practice and live out in the
community of faith or whether we engage in peace witness
to the wider world.
In the 16th century, a dominant Anabaptist perspective
emphasized the importance of remaining separate from the
world. Peace was lived out in the community of faith and was
a witness to the world by its separateness. But that was not
the only perspective. Moreover, this perspective only partially
describes the reality of Mennonites and Brethren in Christ
living in Canada over the past 230 years. Today there is great
diversity and even confusion about the theological understanding of the relationship of church to world.
On the one hand, there are those who insist on a clear dualism. This group believes the church is called out of the world
and set apart from it. Christians do not expect the same ethic
of the world as they do of themselves as Christians. In fact,
they may not be particularly concerned when their government wages war, as government exists “outside the perfection
of Christ.” But they will not participate in war personally and
will expect the state to exempt them from military service.
At the other end of the spectrum are those who are drawn to
monism or the notion of one kingdom. This group believes
that God has one will, and not two, for all of creation. Because Jesus is Lord of all creation and because God promises
the complete redemption of all creation, it is appropriate to
apply the church’s ethic to the world. In this paradigm, peace
churches are called to work for the transformation of society
in keeping with God’s reign.
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“For the sons
and daughters of
God, peacemaking is at the end
of the day not a
matter of tradition, denomination, or political
ideology. It is a
matter of gospel,
period.”
—Tom Yoder
Neufeld

Most Canadian Mennonites and Brethren in Christ today would likely
consider themselves somewhere between the two poles of dualism and
monism. They would likely resonate with the description of the relationship between church and world as “apart yet engaged.”8 The conversation
continues.

accurate translation of the Greek text would be “Do not repay evil for
evil” or “Don’t react violently against the one who is evil.” This would be
more in keeping with the spirit of the verse and with Jesus’ own example.10
For Jesus did in fact actively resist evil, but he did so without inflicting
violence.

Feminist perspectives on peace theology

He overturned the tables of the money changers, denounced oppression of
the poor, and condemned those who neglected to pursue justice. From this
reading, it makes sense to speak not of nonresistance, but of nonviolent
resistance, loving resistance or redemptive resistance to evil.

In the 1990s, Mennonite women across North America began to share
stories publicly about being abused and violated in the context of their
homes and/or churches. As they broke the silence on these secret sins, they
also challenged some traditional aspects of peace theology.
Survivors of abuse and feminist theologians argued that the concept of
nonresistance, and accompanying ideals of submission, suffering and
forgiveness, tacitly allowed abuse to occur. Nonresistance prevented
women from resisting their abuser, physically or verbally. It taught them
to endure repeated abuse. It taught them to put a priority on forgiving
their perpetrator. Consequently, many survivors internalized a deep sense
of shame and self-hatred. Nonresistance, held up against the light of
women’s experience of abuse, was found seriously wanting.
Feminist theologians argue that peace theology needs to be re-interpreted
so that it speaks to women’s experience as well as men’s, and to the context of the home and church, as well as the wider world. They insist that
if peace theology is to have credibility, it must speak to our most intimate
relationships.9

Changing language about peacemaking
For many years Mennonites and
Brethren in Christ used
the term nonresistance to
describe their commitment
to Jesus’ way of peace. The
term came directly from
Matthew 5:39, in which
Jesus instructs his disciples, “Do not resist an
evildoer.”

Still others prefer to use the term Christian pacifism. In an earlier era, the
term pacifism was associated with secular efforts to reform society and
was therefore resisted by many Mennonites. Today the term Christian
pacifism is appreciated because of the positive and active energy it conveys.
The term pacifism is based on the Latin root pace (peace) and is not the
same as the word passivism, based on the Latin root patior (I endure).
Clearly, the search for language to best convey a Christ-like commitment
to peace goes on.

For reflection

Many biblical scholars now interpret the
words of Matthew
5:39 in a different way.
They argue a more
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At the same time, some people suggest there is a place for both nonresistance and nonviolent resistance to evil, whatever its source. By itself, each
concept does not adequately describe the depth and breadth of that peace
to which Christians are called. A focus on nonviolent resistance alone can
easily lead to arrogance and triumphalism and a stance that is overly confrontational; a focus on nonresistance alone can lead to withdrawal from
the world. A faithful reading of scripture emphasizes both understandings
of peacemaking: resistance and nonresistance.11
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•

How do the new interpretations outlined above shift traditional understandings of
Anabaptist-Mennonite peace theology? Which of these interpretations make most
sense to you?

•

Which term do you think best represents Jesus’ call to Christians in today’s context:
peacemaking, nonresistance, nonviolent resistance, or Christian pacifism?
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An unfolding peace witness

•

World War II proved to be a turning point for Canadian Mennonites
and Brethren in Christ. Prior to this, most Anabaptist-Mennonite groups
believed that their commitment to peace was expressed primarily within
the community of faith. Christians were to live out the ethic of love and
nonviolence in the context of the church, not in prophetic witness to the
larger society.
World War II and its aftermath changed this in a number of ways. Many
conscientious objectors–and Mennonites generally–experienced harassment for not joining the armed forces. The radio brought daily stories of
the horrors of the battlefield. CO’s who performed alternative service in
mental hospitals and institutions learned about great social needs. After
the war, urbanization and the push for higher education drew Mennonites
out of their isolated communities and into greater contact with the wider
society. All these things persuaded the Mennonite community they should
do much more to alleviate human suffering and promote peace. One historian wrote,
The outside world was no longer an evil and threatening place from which
Mennonites should remain separate. It was a wounded and suffering place
in need of Christian love, care and service. The result was a ‘reconstruction
of historic nonresistance.’12
The shift that began after World War II, and which continues today, is
marked by greater engagement with the wider society and a broader
understanding and vision for peace. MCC, as the relief, development and
peace organization of the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches, has
in many ways been at the forefront of this unfolding peace witness. Some
examples of MCC ministry give evidence of growing witness.

•

•

•

In 1975 MCC Canada established an office in Ottawa,
following the opening of an MCC office in Washington,
DC in 1968. These offices symbolized explicitly that advocacy with government is part of the way MCC witnesses
to peace in the world. Over the years, staff in Ottawa
and Washington have sought provisions for conscientious
objectors and dealt with other issues that affect Mennonites in North America directly. They have also engaged in
advocacy for peace and justice on behalf of peoples and
partners around the world.
In the early 1970s a pilot project brought criminal offenders and their victims face to face outside the court system
to determine whether alternative models could more
effectively offer healing and restoration for both parties.
From this initial project, the restorative justice movement
has grown to embrace a wide range of alternative dispute
models.
Over the years, there has been deepening recognition that
much of the violence and hostility in the world is rooted
in unjust systems. If Mennonites and Brethren in Christ
wish to build peace, they must work with others for social
and economic justice. This work involves, among other
things, identifying with the poor and powerless, promoting fair trade (through Ten Thousand Villages), advocating for the cancellation of international debt, and encouraging sustainable lifestyles.

The alternative service programs developed for conscientious objectors
during World War II provided the impetus for the creation of MCC’s
voluntary service (VS) program. Initially, many VS workers were
engaged in post-war relief and reconstruction, but by the 1950s and
1960s they were involved in education, agriculture, health care and
social work in many countries including Canada and the U.S. Today
MCC service workers are active in some 50 countries and are involved
in a wide range of economic development, capacity building and peace
promotion initiatives.

Pursuing Peace

26

Pursuing Peace

27

“Perhaps the
most basic question
is this: What is
Christian peacemaking? Is it
solely deciding
not to kill during
a time of war? Or
is it a constant
YES! To living life
fully in Christ and
offering that life to
all? Is it knowing
what we believe,
and who we believe, so strongly
and consistently,
that our peace
flame shines
brightly in our
congregations, to
our youth,
our communities,
our governments,
our world,
regardless of
the ebb and
flow of current
events?”
—Susan Mark
Landis

•

•

•

•

Recognition of injustice in the world has also pointed out the injustices within our own homes, churches and institutions. It has become
clear, for example, that people with mental illness or physical or developmental disabilities are not always welcome or their voices heard
within Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches and organizations.
We have learned that family violence and sexual abuse exist within our
families and congregations. MCC has developed programs which seek
to overcome the attitudes and behaviours which permit sexual and
domestic violence to occur.
Yet another justice issue relates to that of equity within MCC and its
supporting churches. Since its origins MCC has been shaped and led
by white European-origin Mennonites and Brethren in Christ. How
can MCC more adequately reflect the growing diversity of its supporting constituencies? How can MCC become a place where people
of colour can actively participate in shaping its ministry? How can
MCC help to address historic injustices perpetrated against Aboriginal
people? These are the questions MCC is confronting as it strives for
greater equity in its boards, staff and programs.

War, militarism, and military service continue to be issues of primary
concern. MCC continues to oppose war and to educate young people
about the realities of war and military service. It advocates on behalf
of conscientious objectors. It questions high levels of defence spending when commitments to alleviating poverty at home and abroad go
unmet. It urges diplomacy and dialogue rather than war or the threat
of military force to settle disputes. MCC works with a variety of
coalitions to address government policy on issues such arms exports,
nuclear disarmament, and legal alternatives to the payment of taxes
for military purposes.

For reflection
•

Which aspects of MCC peace ministry resonate most with you? Which ones make
you most uncomfortable? Why? What do you see as the growing edge of MCC’s
peace ministry?

•

Some people have argued that the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001
pose new and difficult challenges to an Anabaptist-Mennonite peace theology
and witness. How do you describe and respond to these challenges?

•

How have the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan weakened or strengthened your
commitment to peace?

Increasingly, care of creation is emerging as an important aspect of
peace and justice ministry. God’s vision of peace involves not only
humanity, but the whole of creation, including earth, water, air, plants
and animals. Human consumption, particularly that of people living
in the global North, is contributing to climate change, water pollution and depletion, destruction of habitat, and extinction of life forms.
Moreover, it is the poorest of the poor, often those in the global South,
who are bearing the burden of increased air temperatures, erratic
climate patterns and the conflicts that erupt when resources are scarce.
MCC has joined other individuals and organizations in calling people
to preserve God’s good creation.
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The essence of our peacemaking
commitment
All MCC workers are expected to demonstrate a commitment to Christ’s
way of peace. This means we understand that peacemaking is central to
following Jesus. The call to make peace is not something secondary or peripheral to a life of faith. It is at the very heart of being a disciple of Christ.
Pragmatism says that peace is a practical way to accomplish our goals.
Humanism says that peace appeals to the goodness in all people. Rationalism says that peace can be a logical response to situations of violence.
We may agree with aspects of these positions, and we may work with
those who hold to them, but ultimately our motivation to pursue peace
arises out of our faith in the One who is our peace, Jesus Christ.

•

•

Christian peacemaking begins with God’s grace. The starting point
of Christian peacemaking is the conviction that God has made peace
with us through the gift of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. Our own
ministry of peacemaking is a response to the gift of grace and peace
which is offered in Jesus Christ. God’s grace in turn empowers us to
follow Christ as peacemakers.
Christian peacemaking is born out of and sustained by the church
community. Participation in the church community grounds and sustains our commitment to peace. As we corporately join in the practices
of worship, Bible study, prayer, service, pastoral care, forgiveness, and
modest lifestyles, we are formed into people of peace. These communal practices, imperfect as
they may be, shape and
sustain our attempts
to offer peace to each
other, our community and our world.
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•

•

•

•

Christian peacemaking is carried out in a spirit of humility. It is not humanly possible to be perfectly nonviolent.
We all continue to sin and all of us are complicit in systems of violence and oppression. We constantly fall short
in proclaiming and living out Christ’s peace. So we must
continually and humbly confess our failures, our complicity with evil, and the need for God’s grace in our lives.
Christian peacemaking is concerned with means and
ends. It is not unusual to hear people talk about pursuing
peace through violent means. Presidents, prime ministers
and generals, for example, frequently argue that wars are
necessary in order to bring peace to troubled parts of the
world. Pacifist Christians, however, do not distinguish
between means and ends. They say true peace cannot be
achieved through violent means. Peace must be the means,
if it is to be the end. In the words of American Quaker
A.J. Muste, “There is no way to peace; peace is the way.”
Christian peacemaking takes many forms. It has to do
with how we raise our children, spend our money, relate
to our neighbours and forgive those who hurt us. It may
involve visiting a prisoner, confronting an abuser, writing
a letter to government, sponsoring a refugee, practicing
a sustainable lifestyle, or mediating a conflict. Christian
peacemaking may be expressed through more traditional
means such as refusing to enlist in the armed forces. It
may also find expression in more radical forms of nonviolent direct action, such as prayer vigils, public protests,
and acts of civil disobedience. Whatever form it takes,
Christian peacemaking is grounded in prayer and discernment with the community of faith.
Christian peacemaking takes us into ever new relationships and experiences and calls for a variety of skills and
tools. Christ invites us to step into the pain and suffering
of others. The skills and tools we take into these encounters and learn along the way include: the ability to listen
with care and patience, to mediate and resolve conflicts,
to analyze political and historical realities, to seek out
voices unheard, to support community-based action, to
be courageous allies, to imagine and create options and
alternatives, to embody hope.
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“Peace is not
something tacked
on after the gospel is proclaimed;
it is an integral
part of the offer of
salvation. Calling
forth peace convictions, grounded in biblical
theology, should
be as basic as
talking about
Jesus, the Bible
and the meaning
of salvation.”
—J.R. Burkholder

•

“The manner in
which we pursue
peace is, in fact,
the peace..”
—Ruth Krall

•

•

Christian peacemaking is rooted in love. 1 Corinthians
13 reminds us that without love, all wisdom, knowledge
and understanding is without value. We might add that
without love, all peacemaking activity is meaningless. A
Jesuit priest and avowed pacifist insists that the beginning
of Christian peacemaking is remembering that all people
are children of God and loved by God. We cannot expect
to offer peace to the world if we do not have love for
God’s children.
Christian peacemaking is about who we are. It is not as
much about strategy as it is about conviction, commitment and character. There is an important place for expanding the repertoire of ways we engage in peacemaking
and improving the techniques we use. But more importantly, peacemaking is about the formation of Christian
character and the training of Christian virtues. Our peacemaking commitment must stem not so much from what
we do as from who we are as Christians.
Christian peacemaking accepts suffering. There are times
when the active pursuit of peace will be considered unpopular, even traitorous. On occasion, we may be harassed, taunted and persecuted for our beliefs and actions.
At times, this suffering will result from our identification
with those who are poor and oppressed. At other times, it
will be a consequence of our posing a threat to the powers
that uphold evil and injustice. With the grace of God, we
will seek to respond to our own suffering, not with retaliation and revenge, but with goodness. Where we contravene the laws of the state, we will accept the consequences
willingly.

For reflection
•

What additional elements would you consider part of the essence of Christian
peacemaking?

•

How do you nurture a spirituality of peacemaking? What are ways to sustain a
commitment to peacemaking, especially in the difficult times?

•

What suffering do Christian peacemakers live with today? In our own country?
In other countries?
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Frequently asked questions
MCC workers and other Christian pacifists are frequently challenged for
their commitment to nonviolent peacemaking. Sometimes they struggle
with their own doubts and questions and often feel that they are not able
to respond adequately to these challenges. This section offers some of the
most frequently posed questions and some possible responses, as a way of
helping you to formulate your own thoughts and answers.

1

If peace is God’s will, how do we understand the Old Testament
stories of God condoning or even encouraging warfare?

One interpretation suggests that Christian peacemakers should not seek
to impose their own modern-day categories on ancient texts. God is not
a pacifist, because God is much greater and more mysterious than all our
human categories. God demonstrates profound mercy and compassion but
also exercises judgment and wrath. Such judgment should not be confused
with human violence.13
Another interpretation suggests that the biblical writers were mistaken
when they wrote that God commanded the killing of enemies such as the
Canaanites. Most ancient societies worshipped tribal gods who supposedly
ordered the extermination of enemies. It is not unlikely that the writers of
ancient biblical texts imagined God in similar ways to the tribal gods of
their neighbours.
Perhaps the most common Anabaptist-Mennonite interpretation is to look
to Jesus as the lens through which to interpret stories of warfare and,
indeed, all of scripture. The main question for us is: What did Jesus teach
about the nature of God and the way God’s people should relate to their
enemies? Jesus taught and demonstrated that God’s love embraces even
enemies, since God makes the sun shine and rain fall on the evil and the
good, the unjust and the just (Matthew 4:46). As God loves enemies, so we
are to love our enemies. Earlier, the law had allowed for limited violence,
as in “an eye for an eye.” But Jesus showed a new way: “But I say unto
you... love your enemies, bless them
who curse you...” (Matthew 5: 44).
Jesus’ way is authoritative for
us and we read the entire biblical text through the lens of Jesus.
This means that we will regard
scripture passages in which God
calls for the destruction of the
Canaanites as less authoritative.
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2

Shouldn’t Christians be more concerned about finding personal
spiritual peace with God than working for peace in the world?

Experiencing peace with God is important. This is where peace begins.
But it does not end there. Because God has made peace with us through
Christ, and because we have experienced God’s peace in our lives, we are
called to participate in a ministry of peace and reconciliation (II Cor. 5:18).
The peace of Christ transforms us personally. It also transforms our relationships with others in the human family.

4

Can pacifist Christians support military peacekeeping
under the auspices of the United Nations?

Since the 1950s the UN has frequently sent military peacekeepers into situations of conflict to enforce ceasefire agreements, to protect civilians, or to create the space needed for
peace negotiations. Until recently, Canada has been a strong
supporter of and participant in UN peacekeeping operations.
Christians should keep in mind the following:

As demonstrated previously, the biblical understanding of peace includes
spiritual, physical, social and economic dimensions. It touches people as
individuals, families, communities and societies. As people of faith, we
pursue the kind of peace which includes all of human experience. The
peace we seek has to do with the state of a person’s soul, the war that is
destroying her home, or the economic system that makes her poor.

3

Is it appropriate for MCC or Christian individuals to criticize the
government when it resorts to the use of force? Isn’t this part of the
state’s God-given mandate to maintain order and to restrain evil?

Romans 13 says that God has established governing authorities to support
the good and to punish the wrongdoer. This refers to government’s ordering function, policing role and judicial processes. However, this is not a
blanket authorization for war, as sometimes interpreted. Moreover, our
nation’s best ideals call for freedom, justice and peace for all people.
Calling on governments to live up to God’s mandate and to their own
ideals is both biblical and in keeping with our duties as citizens.
Romans 13, though frequently quoted, is not the only New Testament
text offering Christians insight into their relationship to the state. Revelations 13 describes a context where the state becomes totalitarian, violent
and idolatrous. In such situations Christians are called to remember their
primary allegiance and to denounce and nonviolently resist the state for
having abandoned its mandate and calling.
Christians should recognize that there are varying levels of force and
some have greater legitimacy than others. A military invasion intended to
overthrow a regime and bring a society to its knees is very different than
the use of a limited armed force to protect the lives of people who are in
great peril. Christian pacifists will condemn the former, but perhaps not
the latter.
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a) Military peacekeepers are first and foremost soldiers,
trained in the art of warfare. They carry weapons and are
trained and authorized to use them.
b) Military peacekeeping is no longer about simply enforcing
a peace agreement as it was in the first few decades. Today,
peace support operations often involve imposing “peace”
where there is no agreement. These kinds of operations involve significantly greater levels of force.
c) Some peace support operations actually perpetuate violence
by taking one side in a civil war.
Because of these realities, Christian pacifists should be wary
about enthusiastically supporting military peacekeeping.
That said, there are tragic occasions when conflicts become
so violent and cause such tremendous suffering, that a UN
peacekeeping mission may be the best available alternative to
ongoing bloodshed.14
It is important that Christian pacifists continue to imagine,
explore and test nonviolent interventions in situations of great
violence. One way of doing this is by supporting and strengthening the work of groups such as Christian Peacemaker
Teams.15

5

How do pacifist Christians view policing?

Mennonites and Brethren in Christ have been uneasily silent
about the issue of participation in domestic police forces.
Most people avoid training for or joining a police force
because of the traditional resistance to “bearing the sword.”
At the same time, these same people have few qualms in calling on the police for protection when they are threatened.
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“The first thing
we have to give
up is to seek to
dominate others;
to seek to make
history come out
right. This is not
our job, it is
God’s work.”
—David
Schroeder

“The job of the
peacemaker is...
to stop war to
purify the world,
to get it saved
from poverty
and riches...to
heal the sick, to
comfort the sad,
to wake up those
who have not yet
found God, to
create joy and
beauty wherever
you go, to find
God in everything
and everyone.”
—Muriel Lester

By promoting restorative justice principles and programs,
Mennonites and Brethren in Christ have made significant contributions to the development of alternatives to the criminal
justice system. We believe that restorative justice processes
are appropriate ways to deal with those who commit crime.
But offenders still need to be apprehended and brought to the
restorative justice table. And that may require some measure
of force. What do we have to say about this?
Mennonites and Brethren in Christ have begun to talk more
about policing. Some suggest that pacifists should be in the
system, helping to promote and train officers in conflict
resolution, mediation and other techniques which lessen the
tendency to resort to force. Other people suggest that Mennonites should support community policing–a model of policing in which officers develop strong and healthy relationships
with particular communities, thereby reducing the need for
guns and the threat of violent force. Still others suggest that
Mennonites should be helping to envision, develop and test
completely nonviolent forms of policing. Minimally, it is important that congregations help individuals who are interested
in policing as a career to discern God’s will for their lives.

6

7

What would you do if someone tried to attack a person you love?

This is the classic question used by non-pacifists to challenge the thinking
of pacifists. It assumes that, if the pacifist had a gun or other means as his
or her disposal (which is highly unlikely), he or she could neatly kill the
attacker without any harm to the loved one being threatened. There is no
assurance of such an outcome.
The truth is that few of us know how we will react when suddenly faced
with such a frightening scenario. Yet, when we strive to live in the spirit of
Christian nonviolent love in the little things of our everyday lives, we will
be more likely to respond nonviolently in terrifying moments of crisis. We
will also recognize that there are many things that we can do to respond in
the situation. We can try to insert ourselves between the attacker and the
loved one. We can try to reason and appeal to the humanity of the attacker. We can try to distract the attacker with unexpected behaviours. We can
even try to restrain the attacker in ways that do not cause serious harm.
Ultimately, we cannot ensure that we or our loved one will be unharmed.
What we can do is to entrust ourselves, our loved ones and even our
enemies to God’s merciful care.

What about evil people like Adolf Hitler?

People who commit abhorrent acts of violence should be held
accountable for their crimes through national and international mechanisms of law, such as the International Criminal
Court. Christian pacifists should support legal and nonviolent
means which hold evildoers to account for their actions.
At the same time, Christians should remember that the struggle against evil is not against particular individuals, as much
as it is a struggle against “principalities and powers.” Moreover, as Alexander Solzhenitsyn has written, “If only there were
evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and
it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and
destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through
the heart of every human being.”16
The task of Christian peacemakers is to recognize evil wherever it exists–including within ourselves–and to witness against
it. Additionally, we are called to take the long view, helping
to build the conditions that cultivate justice and peace, rather
than injustice and alienation.
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8
“Responding to
evil with more
evil will not break
the cycle but
only escalate it.
As disciples of
Jesus we are
called to imagine
other responses,
responses as
radical as turning the other
cheek or going
the second mile,
responses...that
undermine the
violence by refusing to contribute
to it. We must find
ways to pull the
rug out from evil’s
feet.”
—Sheila KlassenWiebe

Isn’t the use of violence justified as a last resort—
when nothing else has worked?

In truth, violence is rarely, if ever, used as a last resort. Much
more often it is chosen as an option of first, second or third
resort. There are few instances where all nonviolent options
have been exhausted before violent force is employed.
It is important that pacifist Christians learn about and participate in the range of tested practices that help to limit
or prevent violence. These practices include: meeting basic
human needs, addressing injustices, monitoring human rights
violations, accompanying people in peril, resolving conflicts,
and engaging in nonviolent direct action. A critical role for
Christian pacifists and peace churches today is to continue to
imagine, practice and offer nonviolent alternatives to violence.
It is also important to learn about and tell the stories of
people who have successfully used organized nonviolence to
resist oppression, injustice and violence: the Danish resistance
to Nazi occupation during World War II, the Indian independence movement led by Mahatma Gandhi, the American black
civil rights movement of the 1960s, the Filipino people power
revolution of the 1980s, and the nonviolent movement which
dismantled the Berlin Wall and ended the Cold War.

Conclusion
Let’s stop talking about the ‘peace position.’ Peace is not a position. Peace
is a way. Peace is a journey we are called to walk. And I’d rather be on
a journey, inviting others to walk with me, than to be at one particular
position, and having to defend it. Taking a journey is something you do on
the move. Taking a position and defending it is something you do standing
still. Give me the journey, any day.–Phil Kniss
Peacemaking is indeed the journey as well as the destination. And the way
is not always clear, whether we are dealing with a personal relationship,
a social issue or a global conflict. Despite our understanding of scripture,
theology, history, and psychology, or our experience with conflict resolution practises, the answers to the violence in our world are often not
clearly evident. Nevertheless, we step forward in faith–seeking and pursuing peace–in the assurance that Christ will light the way.
Go in peace.

At the same time, pacifist Christians need to be reminded that
our concern is not primarily to find what “works”–for we can
never know this fully–but to be faithful to Christ. Perhaps the
most important way we can witness for peace is to continually
imagine peaceful alternatives to the violence in our world, and
live in ways that bring those images to life.

For reflection
•
•

How would you answer the questions listed above?
What additional questions could you expect to encounter from someone skeptical
about Christian pacifism?
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Endnotes
The alliance of Christianity with the empire is referred to as Constantinianism. John Howard Yoder, a key Mennonite theologian of the 20th
century, was very critical of Constantinianism, saying that whenever the
church aligns itself with political rulers and instruments of the state, it
abandons its central calling to witness to Jesus’ way of peace and reconciliation. Recently, some theologians have argued that the critique of
Constantianism has led Mennonites to regard all church history between
Constantine and the Reformation as somehow poisoned. They call for a
more careful examination of this entire period.
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MCC peace statement
A commitment to Christ’s way of peace
In 1950, delegates from Mennonite and Brethren in Christ church bodies
in North America met at Winona Lake, Indiana, to consider their commitment to the biblical way of peace. Their “Declaration of Christian Faith
and Commitment” stands as a testimony that has guided our churches in
the past 40 years.
Much has changed in our world since 1950, and we as churches have also
changed. While the people of God have given a strong witness to peace
during this time, the forces of violence have not diminished. We have seen
a vast growth in technological means of destruction, with the development of nuclear bombs and missile systems. We have experienced wars in
which highly sophisticated weapons distanced many soldiers from seeing
the enemy as human beings. While the East-West power struggle which led
to a massive build-up in destructive capacity has ended, conflicts between
rival groups threaten the hope for peace in many parts of our globe. People
everywhere long for an end to war and strife.
As our congregations have reached out to become more diverse, we have
grown in our awareness of the effects of sin and the need to be peacemakers. We have learned that violence can be done not only in warfare, but
also through economic structures. We have seen the world’s fragile ecosystem endangered by careless treatment of the natural environment. We
have struggled against the effects of racism. We have come to realize that
violence can reach into our churches and into our families.
As our churches have done at various points in our history, we find it
helpful to once again state clearly our convictions regarding the church’s
calling to be God’s people of peace. We look toward the future with hope
because of God’s promise to be with us in all situations. We are committed to speaking clearly and courageously as messengers of the good news
in a troubled world. Recognizing our own sinfulness, and relying on God’s
grace and strength, we make the following affirmations and commitments.

1

We believe that God created the world and all its inhabitants as
good. Despite human sin, God in Christ through the Holy Spirit
continues to offer forgiveness and reconciliation to all. As we personally
acknowledge our sinfulness and repent, we are reconciled to God through
Christ our Savior, united with the church community, and entrusted with
the ministry of reconciliation. Acts 2; II Cor. 5.

2

We believe that through the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus Christ, God has saved us and proclaimed peace to us. This
message of peace is central to our witness to God’s suffering love which is
redeeming the world. Is. 53; Luke 1-2; Matt. 5-7; Eph. 2.

3

We believe that God calls the church to demonstrate by its life
the gospel of peace, which it has received through the reconciling
work of Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace. Nurtured by the Holy Spirit, the
church gives witness through expressions of love, peace and justice within
its own community and beyond. We believe that God is creating a people –
the church – as a sign of God’s renewal of the world. I Cor. 12-14; I Peter
2-3; I John.

4

We believe that peace is the will of God, and that peace cannot
be separated from the pursuit of justice. God calls us to abandon
hatred, strife and violence in all human relations, whether between individuals, within the church, among nations and races, or between religious
factions, and to pursue a just peace for God’s whole creation. Is. 2:1-5;
Rom. 12-14.
We have chosen to follow Jesus as our Lord, and to serve him as disciples.
As his representatives, we are called to be peacemakers. This call encompasses all of life, requiring certain attitudes, duties, and commitments. We
recognize that the strength to pursue these goals comes from God, as we
together seek God’s will in the context of a spiritual community. Asking
for God’s grace and guidance, we adopt these commitments as a definition
of our path and direction.

1

We strive to share with all people the good news that the grace
of God in Jesus Christ, experienced in forgiveness and discipleship,
changes lives and enables us to be peacemakers. Our love and ministry
reach out to all, regardless of race, religion or status, whether friend or
foe.
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2

7

3

8

We seek to build up the church as a community of love, which
welcomes people of every race, class, sex and nation, uniting even
those who were enemies. Though the church in its human expressions
remains imperfect, it is the body of Christ, heralding the reign of God.
Membership in this body which transcends national boundaries unites
believers throughout the world in communion and witness.
We will contribute to the relief of human need and suffering by
giving ourselves and our resources. The needs of our world and the
cries of people in many places for justice call us to respond as Jesus did,
with compassion. At the same time we recognize our own spiritual and
moral poverty and seek to receive the gifts that others, some of whom may
be materially poorer than we are, have to share with us.

4

We will live in relationships of love and mutual respect. We seek
to model such relationships in our homes, churches and work places,
and to refrain from behavior which violates and abuses others physically
or emotionally. In the spirit of Christ, we will oppose and seek to correct
abusive relationships within our church family.

5

We will pray for and witness to those in authority over our countries. We recognize that governing authorities have an ordering role
in society. Some of us may be called to ministries of reconciliation, relief
of human need and protection of the environment through service within
governmental institutions. As Christians and citizens, we strive to live
consistently according to the values of God’s reign, and so we offer our
witness to the state, reminding those in authority that they are called by
God to use their power in ways that are constructive and life-giving rather
than violent and life-destroying. As Christians, we are keenly aware of our
primary allegiance to follow the way of God which may at times conflict
with the demands of government.

6

We will strive to show by our lives that war is an unacceptable
way to solve human conflict. This calls us to refuse to support war,
or to participate in military service. When war or war preparations lead
to the conscription of ourselves, our money, or our property, we will
seek alternative ways to serve humanity and our countries in the spirit of
Christ. We support ministries of conciliation which search for peaceful
resolution of conflicts. Recognizing the subtle ways in which our loyalties
and resources can be conscripted in modern industrial states, we will strive
to continually examine our complicity in systems which treat others as
enemies.
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We will resist evil and oppression in the nonviolent spirit of Jesus.
Our stand against unjust treatment of people employs the “weapons”
demonstrated by Jesus – love, truth, forgiveness and the willingness to suffer rather than inflict suffering. Our witness anticipates God’s transformative power in human hearts and institutions. In loving resistance we will
stand with people against the power of sin, and proclaim the liberation
and reconciliation which come with the rule of God.
We will work together to discern what God’s reign means for our
lifestyles and economic systems. As Christians we are called to be
compassionate and just in our economic practices, domestically and internationally, and to critique all economic systems according to their impact
on the poor. In our nations, military expenditures are used to sustain and
shape our economic systems. We seek to resist being trapped by the consumerism so prevalent in our societies, and to live modestly as witnesses
against greed and militarism.

9

We will work to restore the earth which God has created. God
made the earth good, and wills the redemption of the whole creation.
The threats to the future of the creation posed by nuclear weapons and
environmental degradation are the result of human sinfulness. We seek to
live in sustainable ways as inhabitants of the earth, and to respect all of
God’s creation.

10

We submit ourselves to the study of scripture, the giving and
receiving of counsel, and the practice of prayer, as ways to receive
the gift of God’s peace. Our world is confronted with problems which are
beyond the power of unaided human reason and resources to solve. Jesus
relied on prayer in his ministry, and continues to intercede for us. In humility we confess that Christ shows us the way and provides strength, guidance and comfort as we walk in the way of peace.
We thank God for the many opportunities we find to learn from diverse
people around the globe. We yearn to work together in the ministry of
peacemaking with all Christians. We are grateful for the faithfulness of all
God’s people who have sought to follow the way of Jesus Christ, and for
our own tradition which has affirmed Christ’s way of love and nonresistance, expressed again in these declarations and commitments.
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In humility we confess our failures in following this way, and our shortcomings in both demonstrating and proclaiming Christ’s love. As we renew our commitment to Christ’s way, we acknowledge our need for God’s
grace and each other’s help in learning and obeying. With the hope that
God gives us, we once more commit ourselves to live holy lives worthy of
our calling and to discover anew Christ’s message of reconciliation and
peace for the world today.
This statement was adopted by the Mennonite Central Committee at its
annual meeting in February 1993. The wording of Conviction 4 was
revised in June 1994. MCC commended the statement to Mennonite
and Brethren in Christ churches in North America for their study and
adoption. The statement is the work of the Peace Committee, an advisory
committee to the MCC Overseas Peace Office. The statement summarizes
current understandings on peace within the North American Mennonite
and Brethren in Christ conferences that make up Mennonite Central
Committee.
This text is available in brochure format. Please contact your nearest
Mennonite Central Committee office about obtaining copies. In Canada
call toll free: 1-888-622-6337.
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