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Book Reviews

Disquiet in the Land: Cultural Conflict in American Mennonite Communities.
Fred Kniss. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1997.

Disquiet in the Land is an ambitious, unconventional, and thought-provoking
look at conflicts in American Mennonite churches and communities over the
past 125 years. In this volume, a revision of Kniss’s doctoral thesis in sociology
at the University of Chicago, conflicts among Mennonite people (208 cases,
to be exact) come under scrutiny for what they reveal about Mennonite
religious ideology and late nineteenth- and twentieth-century adaptations to
American life. Kniss’s ideas about a conflict-ridden heritage are important
and provide linkages between this faith tradition and contemporary analyses
of social discord such as James Davison Hunter’s Culture Wars (1991). Even
before the publication of Kniss’s book, the author’s emphasis on conflict
was stimulating debate in Mennonite academic circles – for example, at a
June 1996 symposium at Goshen College. But in the end, this book is
disappointing: it seems more a study in academic hyperbole than an authentic
portrayal of Mennonite strife in all its richness.

The book promotes a revised version of “resource mobilization theory”
– a theoretical perspective on social movements that, in Kniss’s view, is
helpful in explaining how socio-religious groups like Mennonites respond to
and contribute to societal changes over time. Kniss is particularly interested
in cultural interactions among Mennonites as well as interactions between
Mennonites and others, and he argues that ideas and symbols (such as
nonresistance and nonconformity) are resources that serve as sources of
identity but also portend disunity within the group. Thus, the inevitability of
conflict in Mennonite communities is a recurring theme here.

In the volume’s two major sections – a historical survey of conflict in
selected Mennonite communities from 1870 to 1985, and theoretical
explanations of patterns of conflict – Kniss seeks to convince his intended
audience of non-Mennonite scholars of several key points. One is that
Mennonite individuals and groups, despite their “quiet in the land” image,
have quarreled over issues such as Sunday schools, military service
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obligations, and proscribed dress, with outcomes ranging from victory and
compromise to defeat and schism. Another key point is that American
Mennonites are perhaps as likely as any religious group to experience frequent
and sustained conflict because of what Kniss identifies as two paradigms
existing side-by-side in Mennonite ideology and practice. The first,
“traditionalism,” connotes an emphasis on traditional moral values and the
importance of biblical and collective authority, while the second,
“communalism,” bespeaks Mennonites’ concern for mutual aid, racial justice,
pacifism, and congregationalism.

Disquiet in the Land serves up plenty of evidence that, indeed, conflict
has been an ongoing facet of American Mennonitism, and that the ideals of
traditionalism and communalism, both deeply rooted in this distinctive
religious heritage, have not coexisted easily. Kniss suggests that “it is possible
to interpret Mennonite history as a dance between two ideological partners,
with first one leading, then the other” (137-38). He neglects to explain that
“dancing” would have itself been a loaded proposition for his subjects in
say, mid-century, and that the metaphor is rather a funny one. But this very
issue – of writing for an audience perceived not to know very much about
Mennonites in the first place – creates a climate in which Kniss glosses over
finer points and unfortunately misses a number of opportunities to give readers
a realistic feel for Mennonite church conflicts.

Troubling signs appear as early as the introduction, where Kniss’s use
of anecdotal evidence is glib. Disquiet in the Land opens with a 1925 incident
in a Mennonite congregation in Elida, Ohio, in which several parties disagreed
over enforcement of dress regulations. According to an unnamed witness,
one participant carried a “carnal weapon” when the dispute escalated to a
face-off over control of the church building. Although Kniss does not fully
elaborate this incident or explain its outcome, he claims that “although more
dramatic than most, this conflict typified many that were sweeping through
Mennonite communities in the 1920’s and 1930’s” (2). Later in the
introduction he revisits Elida’s “gun-toting Mennonites,” apparently
exaggerating the earlier description of a single weapon. Kniss suggests it is
profoundly ironic that people who value “unpretentious and peaceable lives”
should find themselves in conflict with each other. Scholars outside the
Mennonite tradition might very well find the juxtaposition of “peaceable
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lives” and conflict intriguing. But certainly Mennonites in the midst of
conflict, or reflecting on past friction, do not regard their struggles as somehow
inconsistent with peace theology!

Too often Disquiet in the Land overreaches in interpreting Mennonite
experience. Within congregations the historical consciousness of many
members is considerable. In working with Mennonite congregations preparing
for church anniversary celebrations, for example, I’ve noticed that their
historical memory is remarkable: major conflicts, even those fifty years
distant, are well-known and not necessarily perceived as aberrations.

Kniss’s book also seems to homogenize American Mennonitism rather
than give due attention to regional and denominational diversity. Although
Kniss claims to provide a new model for explaining religious conflict by
using some nineteenth- and twentieth-century Mennonites as a case study,
he does little to explain how the particular people he focused on, Mennonite
Church (MC) folk in four eastern states, differed significantly in historical
development, religious ideology, and cultural accommodation from other
American Mennonites. This is surprising in light of other sociological
literature produced in this decade that highlights Mennonite religious identity
as a “mosaic.”

Disquiet in the Land overreaches in its use of evidence as well. For
example, Kniss remarks that the 208 examples of conflicts he found by
perusing primary and secondary documents in Mennonite archives in Indiana,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Virginia represent an entire population of identifiable
conflicts among MC persons in that region. But the kinds of conflicts revealed
in the official papers of church leaders and historians are hardly representative
of all church conflicts. Had Kniss examined other kinds of sources as well –
oral history, for example, or women’s diaries – he might have been able to
claim knowledge of a cross-section of Mennonite conflicts, but even then he
would need to acknowledge the selectivity of sources chosen.

Readers will find in this volume a devil’s advocate spirit of debate, as
in the assertion that “there may be many good reasons to join or remain in a
religious community, but the desire for calm consensus, shared values, and a
retreat from uncertainty is not among them” (18). When one thinks of present-
day church debates over homosexuality, for example, the point is well taken.
Disquiet in the Land, despite its flaws, does help put contemporary
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controversies into historical perspective. But the statement quoted above is a
needless exaggeration. Most Mennonites I know will insist that “shared
values” are alive and well within their religious communities.

RACHEL WALTNER GOOSSEN, Goshen College, Goshen, IN

Women Against the Good War: Conscientious Objection and Gender on the
American Homefront, 1941-1947. Rachel Waltner Goossen. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1997.

The terror, futility, and destructiveness of war have been with us since time
immemorial. Because conflict is central to the story of humanity, scholars
have studied and been fascinated by war and its narrative power. Facing this
strong current, however, are scholars who elect to study peace history, and
within this committed and small subset of historians we now find those who
concentrate on women’s peace history. Rachel Waltner Goossen is a peace
historian who has chosen to examine women conscientious objectors during
World War II, the so-called “Good War.”

Goossen, a member of the Mennonite Church, did not investigate the
complete spectrum of women’s conscientious objection to WW II; instead
she concentrated on the previously hidden history of the 2,000 women pacifists
who worked as volunteers, professionals, or paid mental health workers in
the Civilian Public Service (CPS) camps and programs set up throughout the
United States during the war. Goossen studied archival oral interview
transcripts and created a questionnaire that she sent to women who were
regular attenders of CPS reunions. In this manner, the stories of 180 women
came to light; most of these individuals belonged to the three historic peace
churches that administered the camps (Mennonite, Brethren, and Friends),
and many were relations or sweethearts or wives of the conscientious objectors
(C.O.s) who worked for the CPS.

Goossen argues effectively that the pacifist women whom she studied
belonged to church-based “cultures of nonconformity” which encouraged
their service-oriented witness against war. Interestingly, many young women
in this religious nonresistant pacifist tradition experienced some conflict
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between the teachings and practices of their respective conservative
patriarchal churches and their pride in being “C.O. girls” or “C.O. women.”
Mennonite women in particular, Goossen suggests, came to hold an expansive
sense of agency or identity that went beyond the traditional view of the
helpmeet pious woman of the faith. Interviews and questionnaire responses
reveal that the wartime public service of these C.O. women led them to social
activism: “For the rest of their lives, they would regard this wartime program
as a foundation for their interest in a multitude of causes, including antiwar
activism, racial justice, and – especially for many women alumni [of CPS] –
issues of gender equality” (15).

Goossen convincingly presses home the point that the C.O. women
were “good citizens” whose alternative service to the state during wartime
was motivated primarily by a nonresistant religious tradition. In contrast to
World War I suffragist-pacifists, the World War II C.O. women in her sample
did not connect conceptually the promotion of peace with the feminist goal
of gender equality. It is intriguing to speculate about the extent of feminist
consciousness among secular C.O. women in the era of the Good War. If
Goossen had expanded her study to include the wartime alternative service
of women pacifists who were not members of the historic peace churches –
for instance, women members of the War Resisters League (WRL) or of the
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) – would
she have discovered a feminist sensibility or an incipient feminist sensibility
among women in these groups? Historian Harriet Alonso argues in her
overview of the U.S. women’s peace movement, Peace as a Women’s Issue
(1993) that even in the “non-feminist” interwar and WW II eras, WILPF
(founded in 1915 by WW I suffragist-pacifists) always remained feminist:
the structures and values of a patriarchal warmaking state and violence against
women, children, and other disadvantaged groups in society were linked in
the minds of its members. And as Carrie Foster points out in her study, The
Women and the Warriors: The U.S. Section of the Women’s International
League for Peace and Freedom (1995), during World War II WILPF members
worked closely with the CPS. My own scholarship locates the beginnings of
the WRL (founded in 1924) among the feminists, pacifists, C.O.s, and civil
libertarians of the WW I era. (See Frances H. Early, A World Without War:
How U.S. Feminists and Pacifists Resisted World War I [Syracuse University
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Press, 1997]). An analysis of WRL women’s WW II activism (and CPS-
related work) is needed.

Rachel Goossen is to be congratulated for bringing to light this peace
narrative of Mennonite, Amish, Brethren, and Quaker women C.O.s. Her
scholarship is sound and her prose is clear. Goossen’s study is a welcome
addition to the field of women’s peace history, and is suitable for
undergraduate classes in peace and conflict studies, women’s studies, and
history programs. Photographs and a bibliography enhance the book’s value.

FRANCES H. EARLY, Mount Saint Vincent University, Halifax, NS

Whose Historical Jesus? William E. Arnal and Michel Desjardins, eds. Wilfrid
Laurier University Press, 1997.

Burton L. Mack begins his essay in this volume by describing an area of
loose shale in the Mission Mountains in Montana. A single step off this high
ridge of shale can start a hiker on a thousand-foot slide down the mountainside.
“You need good boots and a bit of balance if you want to enjoy the ride,”
observes Mack. “It is dangerous otherwise.” He uses this analogy to describe
what happened when he stepped into the idea of Jesus as a Cynic-like
character. He inadvertently fell into a long slide down a trail he hadn’t intended
to explore!

This volume has a similar impact on readers who may be only slightly
interested in the current flurry of books and thinking about the so-called
“Third Quest” for the historical Jesus. If readers hope for a nice, succinct
summary of the Jesus Seminar and its opponents or proponents, then they
are in for quite a ride. This is not a “nice” or “succinct” book; it is, however,
quite a breathtaking one. If you want to get a sense of the diversity and
breadth of current North American scholarship on Jesus, this book will fill
the bill.

The essays here emerge from the annual meetings of the Canadian
Society of Biblical Studies in June of 1993 and 1994. The papers are
consolidated under two broad headings: “Recent Concerns” and “Enduring
Concerns.”
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The first half, Recent Concerns, includes essays by notable Jesus
Seminar participants John Dominic Crossan (“Itinerants and Householders
in the Earliest Jesus Movement”) and Burton Mack (“Q and the Cynic-Like
Jesus”), and by other scholars. This section focuses on the recent interest in
the socio-economic context of Jesus’ life, particularly in the Hellenized context
of Galilee, where Cynic preachers abounded. Considerable attention is given
to this geographic/social context in essays by Sean Freyne, L. Gregory
Bloomquist, and Wendy Cotter.

Two essays differ considerably in style from the heady academic
musings of their colleagues, and offer highly readable personal accounts of
the value and cost of being scholars. One is Jane Schaber’s “A Feminist
Experience of Historical-Jesus Scholarship.” This author details her academic
and personal alienation after a Detroit journalist wrote a profile of her work
and thinking. The other is Grant LeMarquand’s “The Historical Jesus and
African New Testament Scholarship.” LeMarquand describes the
“unabashedly confessional” character of the African quest for the historical
Jesus. In introducing these two essays, Sandra Walker-Ramisch observes
that “disinterested disengaged scholarship is radically at odds with the feminist
and African quests for a ‘useful’ Jesus, quests carried out within the context
of political struggles.”

The second half of this volume focuses on enduring concerns that
persist in the “Quest.” Among these concerns are four strands: the relationship
between Jesus and the Jewish sects, especially the Essenes; the eschatological
dimension of Jesus’ vision of the Kingdom of God; the distinction between
the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith; and the question of bias among
scholars.

The essays in this half are valuable in their review and assessment of
the last century of scholarship. Particularly engaging are those by Harry W.
Henaut (“Is the ‘Historical Jesus’ a Christological Construct?”) and Larry
W. Hurtado (“A Taxonomy of Recent Historical-Jesus Work”). Henaut regards
Martin Kähler’s 1896 statement (“I regard the entire Life-of-Jesus movement
as a blind alley”) as prophetic but notes that Kähler was correct to insist that
“we cannot reject this movement without understanding what is legitimate
in it.” Henaut sees positive contributions in the historical-Jesus movement:
the reconstructions of Jesus’ teachings have gone against traditional and
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dogmatic understandings of tradition, thus warding off intolerance and
fanaticism; the quest for the Jesus of history has also been an agent of renewal,
providing an appealing figure to imitate and follow. But, adds Henaut, we
must guard against the temptation to follow ideological fads in the name of
higher criticism.

Two important threads weave their way through these essays. One is
the Jewishness of Jesus. William Arnal, one of the editors, points out
contrasting currents on this issue. Some insist that Jesus must be understood
as a Jew in first-century Palestine, while others minimize Jesus’ Jewishness
and seek to place him into a broader Roman, Hellenistic, or Mediterranean
milieu. Methodologically, says Arnal, those holding the first view tend to
rely more exclusively on the synoptic gospels for their data. Those holding
the second view tend to make use of extra-canonical early Christian writings,
especially the Gospel of Thomas. This methodological difference cuts to the
core of the current debate about Jesus and is the area that causes the most
trouble for scholars who wish to take the established canon as primary.

The second thread is the concern about hermeneutical presuppositions.
Hans Georg Gadamer’s insistence that thinkers need to identify their “horizon”
or bias remains a vital reminder in the face of historical-Jesus scholarship.
Larry Hurtado’s essay is particularly helpful in deciphering agendas and
preconceptions which impact various views of Jesus. With this caution in
mind, it is harder to be completely convinced, for example, of the validity of
Mack’s “Cynic Jesus,” much as I enjoy his hiking metaphor.

E. Vaage observes that debates about the historical Jesus often function
as “academic junk bonds, suggesting real growth in knowledge but serving
mainly as a chance for scholars to engage in intellectual competition with
each other.” That competition may be observed at a few points in this volume,
but the scholarly engagement evidenced in these essays does not so much
reflect undisciplined rivalry as careful, considered, joyful work.

ADELIA NEUFELD WIENS, Canadian Mennonite Bible College,
Winnipeg, MB
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Visions of Jesus: Direct Encounters from the New Testament to Today. Phillip
H. Wiebe. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.

This book is an insightful investigation of a crucial topic in the psychology
of religion. Phillip Wiebe, a philosophy professor at Trinity Western
University, writes in the tradition of William James, who emphasized the
importance of open-minded description when studying religious phenomena.
Wiebe’s approach is methodical and thorough as he establishes the historical
and psychological context of what he calls “Christic visions.” He recounts
some thirty visions in detail and examines the changes they brought about in
the lives of the subjects. Surprisingly, a thorough analysis of Christic visions
is lacking in our culture; ironically, Marian visions have been studied more
than Christic ones.

Subjects for this study were drawn mostly through ads in newspapers
and religious periodicals in Canada, the United States, Great Britain, and
Australia. None of the subjects induced their visionary experience through
ascetic practices, hallucinogens, or suggestion. Wiebe weighs carefully the
reasons given for their certainty that the vision was in fact Jesus. One of the
chief reasons cited was the cultural expectation of what Jesus looked like; in
most of the visions, Jesus had long dark brown hair parted in the centre, a
fairly long, dark brown beard, blue eyes, and light brown complexion. The
feelings evoked – majesty, reverence, being loved, joy – gave percipients the
sense they were encountering someone transcendent. The radiance that
sometimes accompanied the experience also contributed to the identification
of Jesus.

At the outset, Wiebe discusses the most appropriate term to describe
these phenomena. He uses the words vision and apparition interchangeably,
and notes that in the literature, the word “apparition” is used mostly by
theologians. The primary word applied to this kind of phenomenon in the
psychiatric world is hallucination, but it prejudges the reality status of the
experience, since it refers to the perception of an external object when no
such object is actually present. Wiebe observes that hallucination is heavily
theory-laden and not really a straightforward descriptive term. While he
recognizes that in certain psychological disorders the pathological character
of hallucinations is clear, he does not find the term helpful in understanding
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the cases he examines, because it places “a negative evaluation on the
experience of another” (195).

The study of apparitions raises fundamental questions about what is
ultimately real. Wiebe maintains that visions erode the materialistic illusion
that the world of the senses is the only reality. Visions cannot be judged by
the usual scientific standards which call for repeatability, control of variables,
quantitative measurement, and experiments to test competing theories of
explanation. This difference leads some to dismiss the whole issue of Christic
visions as a matter of psychopathology. To those who, in the name of scientific
objectivity, admit only visible and measurable evidence as establishing reality,
Wiebe points out that even normal scientific theorizing depends on
unobservable phenomena. Following philosopher Stephen Braude, he
characterizes his method as “semi-experimental,” meaning that he studies
phenomena reported to occur repeatedly, even if not obtained in a controlled
laboratory setting.

Wiebe’s description of the wide variety of types of Christic appearances
is itself a valuable contribution to the literature. Wiebe classifies them into
five groups: 1) people have fallen into a trance or dream state; 2) people
experience a change in the physical environment they know themselves to
be in; 3) people experience the physical environment as they know it to be,
apart from the presence of the visionary figure that appeared in it; 4) two or
more percipients are simultaneously affected, including cases where they
apparently see the same thing; and 5) people experience a reenactment of
some event in Jesus’ life.

Wiebe compares the contemporary reports he has collected with New
Testament accounts of Christic visions. He observes that the scriptures, in
contrast to current reports, present little information about Christ’s
appearances. Despite this critical difference, he notes significant similarities
between NT and contemporary Christic visions: 1) they are experienced as
happening outside the percipient’s conscious control, 2) they are sometimes
experienced in a “changed place,” and 3) Christ appears to have a radiant
face.

Religious experiences of the type Wiebe examines are foundational
because they give intimations of the transcendent dimension of life –
psychologically speaking, the most fundamental aspect of religion. They also
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ground people with a reason to live, awaken a moral attitude, and evoke a
sense of the infinite. Wiebe’s work adds to our understanding of the possible
origins and functions of visionary religious experience. Interested laypeople
and psychologists of religion will find much of interest in this careful study.

JAMES GOLLNICK, Dean, St. Paul’s United College, University of
Waterloo, Waterloo, ON
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