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The papers collected in this volume of the Conrad Grebel Review were first 
presented at the ninth biennial Toronto Mennonite Theological Centre 
(TMTC) graduate student conference in 2021. They represent some of the 
best offerings of a gathering that was rich in theological commitment, energy, 
and insight. Originally slated for 2020, and with our planning beginning in 
earnest in 2019, the conference was postponed for a year before we reluctantly 
conceded to an exclusively online format. The conference’s call for papers 
asked for submissions to address topics related to “hope, despair, lament.”   
This call for papers named “a world marked by polarization, violence, and 
ecological catastrophe.” Living through COVID-19 added resonance to this 
theme. Authors conceived, developed, and delivered their papers during that 
challenging and prolonged time.

Each of the papers in this issue has its own arguments and refrains 
and stands well on its own, apart from the conference’s assigned theme. At 
the same time, appreciating the context in which authors first delivered their 
papers may provide insight into the purposes, arguments, and uses of each 
paper.

We begin with Nathan Hershberger’s examination of Anna Janz’s use 
of Scripture in a revolutionary Anabaptist context. One might fruitfully read 
Hershberger as presenting possibilities for the demanding pathways of a 
hopeful reception and reading of Scripture that has moved via trial through 
and beyond shallow optimism. How might we learn, this paper asks, from 
Janz’s embodied readings and her committed dependency on God’s word as 
we seek to navigate the violent temptations of despair and triumphalist faith?

Chris Sundby’s historical survey and analysis of Bonhoeffer’s reception 
among Mennonite theologians in the 20th century takes on additional 
theological contours if we read it as addressing questions related to the 
different forms Christian hope may (and may not) take. Was Bonhoeffer’s 
participation in an assassination attempt on Hitler a turn away from his 
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earlier work? Does it reflect a despairing evasion of the sacrifices of Christian 
discipleship, or might it have been a sorrowful embrace of the demands of 
Christian hope and responsibility?

Benjamin Bixler argues that the Exodus narrative constitutes a 
revenge fantasy, borne of unprocessed trauma. The essay not only offers 
hermeneutical challenges to those who inherit Exodus as canon, but also 
offers a more implicit challenge to those who seek to rely on God for their 
strength: how might we expunge fantasy from hope and revenge from justice? 
Bixler’s argument impels us to work towards ways of living that would allow 
us to address and heal from the traumas we suffer and inflict upon others, 
perhaps by finding hope in acknowledging and sharing our pain.

This issue concludes with Eliana Ah Rum Ku’s call to preachers to 
make use of the rich lament literature in the Bible. She accounts for the work 
of lament by way of an examination of the decades-long healing process of 
so-called “comfort women” who were sexually exploited by the Japanese 
army during its occupation of the Korean peninsula. Instead of trying to 
give explanations or premature hope, Ku counsels preachers to cultivate 
communities of empathetic solidarity with those in pain by using lament 
to “create a space for sorrow, allow the sorrow to be heard, and let listeners 
meet the listening and lamenting God who goes to the cross to respond to 
human suffering.”

Two additional themes unite these four papers in ways that intersect 
with the conference theme. That is, each paper engages in and comments 
upon the task of hermeneutics, and does so with a particular focus on violence, 
asking how we might identify, respond to, and navigate the violences of the 
world.

Hershberger’s paper locates itself in the Anabaptist kingdom of 
Münster, the focus of many Anabaptist reflections on violence, and follows 
Janz’s shifting and bodily engaged interpretative practices and uses of 
Scripture as she moved from violent revolutionary to a practitioner of 
nonviolent hope.  Yet Hershberger acknowledges that this interpretation 
of Janz’s life, faith, and commitment to nonviolence remains an uncertain 
matter, open to interpretation. Central to Sundby’s essay is this question: 
how might one read Bonhoeffer (and especially, how might Mennonites 
read Bonhoeffer) given his willingness to make use of violence at the end of 
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his life? Bixler consciously wrestles with violence in the Exodus narrative, 
working to identify and disavow it; further, he consciously draws on those 
voices most overtly subject to violence in contemporary times to guide his 
interpretation and describes the very product of Exodus as a relic of ancient 
Israel’s own reading of the violence it suffered. Ku’s paper not only uses the 
testimony of women who suffered horrifying violence in order to identify, 
understand, and utilize the theme of lament in Scripture; she also describes 
the healing journey of Korean “comfort women” as, in part, an interpretive 
work of learning to name and describe as violence the violence to which they 
were subject.

The confluence of themes in these papers invites the possibility 
that, at least when it comes to matters of hope, despair, and lament, there 
is something about the work of interpretation vis-à-vis violence that is 
particularly arresting for this generation of Mennonite scholars. In one 
respect, the prominence of these themes simply reflects an ongoing concern. 
It is not new for Mennonites to give accounts of peace and nonviolence and 
their importance to Mennonite convictions or to articulate and emphasize 
the particular hermeneutic methods and practices that sustain and promote 
a minority way of faith. But might we make anything more of this? 

I, Gerald, am reading C.S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia to my son, 
and I recently had occasion to re-read the High King Peter’s challenge to 
a battle of single combat that he issues to the evil usurper Miraz in Prince 
Caspian:

It is our pleasure to adventure our royal person on behalf of 
our trusty and well-beloved Caspian in clean wager of battle 
to prove upon your Lordship’s body that…your Lordship [is] 
twice guilty of treachery both in withholding the dominion of 
Narnia from the said Caspian and in the most abhominable - 
don’t forget to spell it with an H, Doctor - bloody, and unnatural 
murder of your kindly lord and brother… Wherefore we most 
heartily provoke, challenge, and defy your Lordship to the said 
combat and monomachy (177).

Reading these words, I found myself longing for the moral clarity and 
opportunity of Peter’s situation. Just once, I thought, I would like a chance to 
take such a stand, to so straightforwardly defy the violence of the world and 
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to have such a clear and dramatic course of action available to me. We use this 
individual anecdote because we all find that, while we are fortunate to know 
many good people, we do not find it easy to name villains or heroes; indeed, 
the endless decisions of each day typically appear shrouded in enervating 
ambiguity, each day’s work as much a capitulation to the world’s violence and 
drudgery as a participation in God’s goodness.

We wonder whether the prominence of violence and hermeneutics 
in the papers gathered in this special issue reflects something about these 
sorts of convictions and challenges. It appears that the Mennonite graduate 
students and emerging scholars at this conference gladly inherit and embrace 
the hope passed on to us that abounds from Christ’s gospel of peace, looking 
to take it up in our scholarship and our lives (though this is, we are constantly 
aware, a dangerous matter of interpretation). We are deeply concerned with 
violence, for we wish to defy and abstain from it, in accordance with what we 
have received and been taught.

At the same time, we often find doing so fraught, confusing, and open-
ended in ways that we have been unprepared for. Whether or not the world 
really is more complicated or even whether this sensibility en masse is in fact 
novel, is (of course, we know) up to interpretation. The speculation we are 
testing is that these papers reflect the sense that our struggle is not against 
evil, at least not initially; we struggle instead to first discern or read both 
the violence around and within us and accordant modes of action, hoping 
desperately that there may be others who see things the same way we do 
and with whom we may act in concert. This yearning for concrete work to 
do with others stands in tension with the sense that we as academics must 
continually interpret and reconsider. 

In all of these papers, the benefit of hindsight and historical perspective 
allows us to clearly name the evil that must be resisted. The challenge lies in 
identifying evil in our own times and responding in ways that faithfully reflect 
our convictions as Anabaptists in the moment. What are the hermeneutical 
and interpretive strategies that allow us to reflect the love of Jesus, name 
contemporary evils in our world, and address the violence around us? What 
biblical, theological, and cultural voices will we listen to in order to inform 
our hermeneutics?

Much of our academic work is marked by endless deferment of action, 
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at its worst a temptation to escape action via confusion and obscurity. We 
too often forget to look to scripture for strength but fixate on hermeneutics 
and can end up with more questions than answers. At its best though, and 
we think the papers gathered here reflect this, the work of hermeneutics and 
interpretation can be an involvement in proclaiming the gospel, the good 
news for the oppressed (Isaiah 61:1-2 and Luke 4:16-21). It can be a mode 
of working towards a better insight with the many communities we inhabit. 
Such work can take the form of moving through despair and lament into 
hope for a more peaceable coming together, until that time, as Hershberger 
prays at the end of his paper, “all these fragments will be gathered up.”

Lastly, we want to reflect the conference that produced these papers 
and the Toronto Mennonite Theological Centre which supported this and 
previous graduate student conferences. In light of the closure of the TMTC, 
and the reality that the conference that produced the papers in this issue may 
well be the last such conference, we offer our reflections on the influence of 
both the Centre and the conference on each of us. The TMTC conference 
in particular has been a place where we have found the best of academia: 
support, collegiality, and stimulation.

Jessie’s Personal Reflections
Toronto Mennonite Theological Centre (TMTC) has been an anchor of 
my academic journey as a Mennonite graduate student. From the first 
welcoming event during my doctoral program, my active participation 
in various gatherings and fellowships at TMTC has greatly facilitated my 
growth as a Mennonite scholar.

Among the memorable experiences, two graduate conferences hold a 
special place in my heart. In 2018, I attended the conference as a participant. 
As someone who did not attend Mennonite schools during my formal 
education, this conference in Toronto was my first academic gathering 
with fellow Mennonite colleagues. Years later, in 2021, I had the privilege 
of joining the committee for the conference. Collaborating with Kyle, the 
director of TMTC, as well as Ben and Gerald, was a rewarding experience. 
Despite the challenges posed by the pandemic, I was grateful that it ultimately 
provided the opportunity for diverse participants from Kenya, Europe, and 
North America to join the conference online. These conferences served as 
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wonderful avenues for fellowship, networking, and engaging in meaningful 
discussions among Mennonite graduate students.

While I am saddened by the closure of TMTC, I hope that Mennonite 
graduate students from various locations will continue to have opportunities 
for fellowship and academic interactions in other settings.

Benjamin’s Personal Reflections
I have presented at three different TMTC conferences: 2016 (Power in 
Perspective); 2018 (Texts, Experiences, Interpretation); and 2021 (Hope, 
Despair, Lament). Reflecting on the value of these conferences, I see how 
I was encouraged in my work as an Anabaptist PhD student. In 2016, I 
presented my first ever conference paper, about to enter a PhD program 
that fall. The conference provided a space of collegiality and support in 
which I could begin my academic journey. While studying at a Methodist 
school with no other Anabaptist students in 2018, connecting with TMTC’s 
academic community and engaging with other Anabaptists wrestling with 
some of the same questions I had validated those questions. Helping to plan 
the 2021 conference enabled me to build relationships with other scholars 
that will endure into the future.

These conferences also affirmed my pursuit of studying biblical 
studies. Simply put, I felt a bit out of place not studying theology or ethics 
at these conferences. Because there were few other Anabaptist students (at 
least among those attending) who were pursuing biblical studies, I saw the 
need for Anabaptists to be working in this area; this was a confirmation of 
the work to which I felt called.

I lament the closing of the Toronto Mennonite Theological Centre 
yet remain hopeful that these types of gatherings can continue to happen 
in some format. The future of higher education generally, and Mennonite 
higher education particularly, feels tenuous at this moment in time. The 
support that these conferences provide, especially for those of us studying on 
our own, will be important for developing the next generation of Anabaptist 
theological scholars.

Gerald’s Personal Reflections
My first TMTC conference was also the first summer of my MA program. 
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I had gotten wind of the conference through various promotional channels 
in the fall, right as I began graduate studies. Seeing it for the opportunity 
it was (a welcoming setting designed to provide opportunity to Mennonite 
graduate students), I was immediately determined to apply. I would need 
that determination in the coming months as I battled a bundle of nerves to 
craft a proposal, anxiously proofread it for typos, and then spent an entire 
morning summoning my gumption to finally hit “send” and formally submit 
it. It is hard for me to see how I would have been able to subsequently apply 
for more intimidating conferences and submit my writings for publication 
without this initial soft entry point.

That first conference itself was a blur of stimulation, engagement, 
and excitement. I was coming from a secular, Religious Studies university 
department. As a result, for me perhaps most important were the stakes 
present in the theological and ecclesial arguments and discussions people 
made at the conference. It wasn’t just that the topics we covered mattered and 
that people there were personally invested in them; even more than this, the 
sensibility was that the ideas on display mattered and would have an impact 
on the concrete communities and churches we were part of. As a result, the 
formal and informal settings of the conference not only made for stimulating 
and illuminating scholarly conversation, they reminded me of the stakes and 
the home of my own scholarship. I left the conference with new ideas, new 
relationships, fresh motivation, and a renewed sense of grounding.

The two conferences I attended after this first one continued to be 
important, even if they were less exciting and influential for me personally. 
Amazing people and scholars come to these conferences, and each TMTC 
conference I’ve been to has had a remarkable breadth and quality of 
scholarship on display (which, I’ve learned, you cannot take for granted). As 
such, as I grew in scholarly experience and confidence, the conference proved 
an environment for testing out new ideas. A place that was so welcoming 
and also contained the capacity for incisive criticism helped me to determine 
which of my own ideas I should discard and which I should pursue and 
develop.  Finally, I’m tremendously grateful for the opportunity to have had 
a hand in planning and administering this most recent conference. It was 
a valuable opportunity (one I would not have had elsewhere) to work with 
committed people, gain experience, and to help support an institution that 
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has meant so much to me.
It is because of TMTC that I know and am connected to numerous 

other Mennonite scholars. It is because of TMTC that I’ve had the opportunity 
to present and develop my work in an ecclesial context (I initially wrote and 
delivered my first peer reviewed publication for a TMTC Scholars Forum, 
and there received the encouragement to try to publish it – thanks Kyle!). It 
is thanks to TMTC that I was able to take my first small step into the world 
of writing book reviews. And in less tangible ways the work and events of 
TMTC, I believe, helped to turn the conversations I had with my Mennonite 
colleagues more often towards church and a theology rooted in ecclesiology.

We offer these reflections not only as our own interpretations 
or hermeneutical responses to what we have experienced, but also as a 
call to action. It is our hope that someone (or some institution) will take 
the initiative to find a way forward in supporting and drawing together 
Anabaptist graduate students, encouraging future generations of scholars, 
and taking an interest in their development. We believe that the papers 
that follow are a testament to the type of work that results from making an 
investment in those beginning their journey into the academy. As you read 
these papers, may you be encouraged and hopeful for the type of work that 
graduate students are pursuing, and may you also be called to respond.
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