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Hans-Jiirgen Goertz, John Howard Yoder — Radikaler Pazifismus im Gesprich.
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013.

This thematic overview of Yoders thought by Hans-Jiirgen Goertz (the
title can be translated as “Radical Pacifism in Dialogue”) argues that the
foundations of Yoder’s peace theology must be re-established because of the
repeated, serious, unanswered critiques raised over many years by various
scholars, including Goertz himself. The book’s purpose is not to look at
Yoder’s biography but to wrestle critically with his core arguments, drawing
upon practically the entire corpus of Yoder’s writings. Goertz describes the
unity and consistency of Yoder’s thought as a root-chord (Grundakkord),
composed of three notes originating from his relationship with key mentors:
in Anabaptist history (H.S. Bender), in theological ethics (Karl Barth), and
in New Testament studies (Oscar Cullman). Goertz repeatedly questions the
cogency of Yoder’s appropriation of the three.

The book is structured as follows: Introduction; I. Early Years in
Europe; II. Conversations with Anabaptists; III. Unity of the Churches; IV.
Peace Theology; V. Extended Dialogues; and VI. Church and the World -
Difference and Relationship, which summarizes Yoder’s ecclesiology and
is followed by a brief afterword. Chapters II-IV are each divided into two
main sections. Goertz first presents a theme, drawing liberally upon the
interpretations of most available studies of Yoder, including the most recent
works by younger scholars. Then he presents a Kritik, where he explicates
objectionable issues, also drawing upon others’ critiques.

The author contends that Yoder’s historical scholarship asserted
the normativity of an ecclesiology expressed by early Swiss Anabaptists.
Exalting the “Grebel-Sattler line” as a norm for assessing authentic historic
Anabaptism, he further raised it as a standard for contemporary Mennonites
and judged any deviations to be results of “borrowings” Thus Yoder’s
contemporary reforming agenda blurred the line between norm and model
(norma normata becomes norma normans) (51).

Rather than accept a premise or critique from a dialogue partner, Yoder set
the terms of the discussion. He led dialogue partners “toward his own argument
and required that they give up their own questions, premises and concepts in
the course of the dialogue” (74). Dialogue in this sense is coercive (79).

Arguing that the church’s visible character can be spoken about only
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in a “broken manner” (105), Goertz believes Yoder’s ecclesiology negatively
impacts the argument that the church’s responsibility is in witnessing to the
lordship of Christ rather than in changing history. The N'T scholarship (O.
Cullmann) Yoder used to base his main arguments on the lordship of Christ
has been largely discredited (see, for example, Ernst Kdsemann). Ultimately,
“the relationship between Church and world is closer, the love toward the
world more insightful (verstidndnisvoller) and more intense than Yoder’s
writings intimate” (154).

Yoder’s ontologization of both church and state, as expressed in his
notion of visibility, disallows the church’s engagement with the world in
practical or effective ways. Goertz suggests that Yoder never adequately
embraced Barths later theology, which moved beyond his formerly
ontological concept of the church. Agreeing with critiques by Gordon
Kaufman and James Reimer, Goertz affirms that the messianic community
as the locus of salvation was not formulated as a message (Botschaft) but as a
fact (Tatsache), i.e., the community is itself salvation (213).

The author argues that Yoder remained remarkably consistent
throughout his career and despite his later extensions into further fields,
his basic theological convictions remained intact and, perhaps even to his
demise, unquestioned.

Whether Yoder himself considered his ethical arguments or his peace
theology to be grounded in the NT narrative or church history would be
disputed by those who read him as an anti-foundationalist, although the
idea that Yoder saw the Jesus narrative as foundational for his ethics is quite
obvious to many.' Apart from the foundationalist question, Goertz argues
that Yoder’s peace ethics can and should be re-worked so that its weaknesses
do not hinder the goals, impulses, and visions Goertz and many others share
with Yoder. The author calls this method arguing “with Yoder against Yoder”
(223), which he recommends as a fruitful direction for future Yoder studies.
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! See, for example, J. Denny Weaver, who argues that Yoder’s “conviction that the particular
story of Jesus in the New Testament was the basis from which to address any issue”
“Introduction,” John Howard Yoder: Radical Theologian, ed. J. Denny Weaver (Eugene, OR:
Cascade, 2014), 13. Weaver then calls the NT account of Jesus’ life the “foundational narrative”
for Yoder’s thought (ibid., 20).



