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Christian Voluntarism: Theology and Praxis. William H. Brackney.
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997.

Voluntarism is at the heart of contemporary church practice, regardless of
denomination. Whether we consider Sunday school teachers, ushers,
committee members, youth sponsors, women’ s mission groups, or deacons,
the church could not survive without a myriad of volunteers supporting the
church’svisionin very tangible ways. However, little theological reflection
has been done on this topic as it relates to current church practices. In
Christian Voluntarism, William Brackney examines the biblica and
theological foundations of voluntarism in the church and provides a
historical survey of Christian voluntarism over the centuries, focusing
particularly on Britain and North America.

The Judeo-Christian Scriptures exemplify a voluntary impulse which
was central to cultural activities; the New Testament emphasizes the
voluntary human response to a sovereign God, embodied by the self-
sacrificial nature of Jesus. Theissue of human capability and will in relation
to God's sovereignty has been widely debated ever since. Brackney traces
thisargument from writers such as Origen and Pel agius, who stressed human
free will, to Augustine, who reacted against it. Later, under the influence of
the Renaissance, a more “enlightened” Christianity emerged, with a greater
toleration and renewed emphasis on human freedom. Writers such as John
Locke, and such Christians as the Baptists, Puritans, Anglicans, and
M ethodists, made significant contributions toward a“practical” theology of
voluntarism which eventualy spread from Britain to North America
Brackney includes not only a historical description of the theological issues
surrounding voluntarism but also asociological reflection of itsinternal and
external patterns. He examinesthelife cycle of atypical religious voluntary
association and reflects on the functions of associationsin their religious and
social contexts.

In the second half of hisbook, “Praxis’ (it isnot clear whether he uses
thisterm simply to describe church “practice” or to reflect the more accurate
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meaning of “transformative action”), Brackney examines voluntarism in the
contemporary North American church, specifically exploring voluntary
associations related to the church and the interrel ationship of the church and
parachurch. He concludes by describing the enduring values of Christian
voluntarism for the church and the world.

As a Mennonite steeped in the believers church tradition and one
whose family was immersed in the work of the congregation, Mennonite
Central Committee, and church conferences, | was intrigued by the book’s
subject matter, both theologically and practically. Unfortunately in an
attempt to provide breadth, a number of critical issues are dealt with
minimally or not addressed at all. Particularly striking isthe obvious absence
of the radical reformation as providing a significant theological basis for a
volunteer church, with the author describing John Locke as “among the first
to define sharply the nature of the voluntary church and its theological
foundation” (35). The correlation between voluntarism and believer's
baptism as described and practiced by the early Anabaptists cannot be
ignored and clearly needs further theological reflection.

Few would argue against the merits of Christian voluntarism for both
the church and society—the survival of the church has depended upon thefree
commitment of time and energy to serve. Yet even the virtue of service
reflected by voluntarism has come at a cost. A number of years ago while
attending council meetings for the Mennonite World Conference in
Zimbabwe, my Mennonite sisters and brothers in developing countries
reminded me that even our best intentions as North Americans can lead to
dependency, loss of dignity, and ultimately loss of identity on the part of
those who are on the receiving end. What happens to those who are
volunteered to? This question is unasked and unanswered.

Thereisyet another potential cost to aconcentrated focuson Christian
voluntarism and service. Our Mennonite emphasis on discipleship, service,
and obedience has sometimes led usto forfeit an equally strong emphasison
the grace and mercy of God. We act out of faith. It is through the grace and
love of God that we are empowered to become obedient to Christ through
discipleship. We know from the Biblical text that love of God and love of
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neighbor are intrinsically related. Brackney does well to remind us in the
conclusion of his book that we need to ground our ethics, our action, in the
action of God.

IRMA FAST DUECK, University of Toronto

AWbrld Without War: How U.S. Feminists and Pacifists Resi sted World War
I. Frances H. Early. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1997.

This book is a history of the “Bureau of Legal Advice,” an organization in
New York created to defend civil liberties of personsvictimized by intolerance
inWorld War |. The Bureau lasted from 1917 to 1920. It wasthefirst effective
civil liberties association sponsored by the radical wing of the peace
movement. Its history has been obscured by popular fascination with the
Civil Liberties Bureau and its charismatic leader, Roger Baldwin, and by a
gender bias which hasignored the contributions of women.

Francis May Witherspoon, founder and leader of the Bureau, wasfrom
afamily of lawyersin Mississippi and was agraduate of Bryn Mawr College
near Philadelphia. Witherspoon and her lifelong partner, Tracy Dickinson
Mygatt, were middle-class idealistic socialists and pacifistsqoiners and
creators of humanitarian organizations. Their Bureau mobilized the good
work of abattery of lawyers, the most important of whom was Charles Recht,
aBohemianimmigrant radical who wasalso apoet, linguist, and nonreligious
conscientious objector to war. By theend of thewar, the Bureau had sponsored
some forty-five court cases in behalf of persons whose rights of speech and
personal behavior had been violated in the overheated context of war.
Witherspoon's work with the Bureau also included advocacy for persons
caught in the military conscription system, both draftees and their dependents,
against their rights and consciences. Local draft boards did not respect the
rights of alien Germans and Austro-Hungarians to be exempt from fighting
against their countrymen. After the war the Bureau intervened creatively in
behalf of the “Ellis Island Deportees,” a group of fifty-three men and one
woman who had been detained without charges and held for deportation as
radical aliens. The Bureau went out of existence in 1920, as the radical
feminist-pacifist movement fell apart in an age of postwar reaction.
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The distinctive contribution of this book, in addition to mining the
untapped rich sources of the Bureau of Legal Advice, istheauthor’sinsightful
interpretation of gender issues and relationships among left-wing pacifists
in World War 1. Witherspoon had to struggle with the fact that her anti-war
civil libertarian alies, such as Roger Baldwin, exhibited an anti-feminist
bias. Mae leaders in the Socialist party tended to slight female |eadership.
Early shows how the war elevated the ultramasculine soldier ideal, and how
militant patriots subjected conscientious objectors to “gender ridicule.”
Pacifists were not real men. The correspondence of Bruno Grunzig, an
absol utist political conscientious objector who volunteered to hel p the Bureau,
showed him defending his masculine self-image over against religious COs
who were scorned as unmanly.

Theauthor eva uatesthework of Witherspoon and her pacifist-sociaist-
feminist allies in terms of their contribution toward “Creating a Peace
Culture’—the title of the final chapter of the book. Witherspoon, Early says,
developed “afundamental critique of the patriarchal warmaking state.” She
confronted the fact that gender inequality afflicted the anti-war subculturein
profound ways. Her recognition of theseissuesearnsher status, in the author’s
view, as an important contributor to an evolving peace culture.

This book covers a smaller range than its title suggests. Nor does it
include aclear definition of the* peace culture” concept whichissoimportant
to its interpretive frame. Readers from the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition
will be prompted to make comparisons of the New York anti-war radicals
with the anti-war stance of the nonresistant religious sectarianswho supplied
the strong majority of conscientious objectorsin World War |. Thetraditional
M ennonite subculture exhibited its own forms of patriarchy. Mennonite COs
struggled with accusations that they were unmanly as surely as did secular
COs. One point of agreement between historian Frances Early and the
Mennonite tradition isthat a genuine culture of peace must reflect peaceable
relationships at the personal and local level, as well as in national and
international poalitics.

FrancesEarly ischair of the History Department at Mount Saint Vincent
University in Halifax, Nova Scotia, and has served as president of the bi-
national Peace History Society. Her book appears in, “ Syracuse Studies on
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Peace and Conflict Resolution,” one of the most extensive and distinguished
seriesin the burgeoning field of peace studies.

JAMES C. JUHNKE, Bethel College, North Newton, KS

Dallas Wiebe. Our Asian Journey: A Novel. Waterloo, ON.: MLR Editions
Canada, 1997

In the late 1990s cultural studies pundits are shifting signifiers yet again.
Once post-structural and then postmodernist, we are now, | am given to
understand, post-historical. The term is not surprising, and even if it never
gains the popularity of the more inclusive earlier terms, it does serve as a
highly useful indicator of contemporary programs generally. We dwell in a
time in which histories are either conveniently forgotten or re-formed
according to prevailing winds of doctrine.

Nor isit surprising that in aso-called post-historical era, the historical
novel should be undergoing arevival. With singular certitude Foundational
nominalistsinsist on the priority of pluralities and object in full abstractions
toall other abstractionsas culturally imperiaistic. Beside such juxtapositions,
particularly as traditional narratives fall into disrepute, new fictional
representations of history are required to replace forgotten and fragmented
explanations of the past. Canadians, struggling with national unity, have
Margaret Atwood's Alias Grace (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1996), a
narrative“embroider[ing] around each one[of her characters] with red feather-
stitching, to blend them in asapart of the pattern,” in somerenovated Edenic
Tree of Life, itself a quilted fabrication, graceful and grace-giving at the
close of a millennium (460). There are some interesting parallels here with
the British author, Jane Rogers, who opens her Mr. Wroe's Virgins (London:
Faber and Faber, 1991; also based on an early nineteenth-century incident,
John Wroe's formation of a Christian Israelite sect) with an epigram from
Thomas Paine—*We haveit in our power to begin the world over again”—and
closeswith adescription of afemale protagonist’s death asacrucified Christ.
For post-historical men and women new beginnings appear understandable
only in old frameworks.
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Both Atwood and Rogers provide epilogues to their works, briefly
outlining the “real” history on which their narratives are based. The pattern
iscommonin such fiction recently (cf. Rudy Wiebe's A Discovery of Srangers
(Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994). It is a rhetorical ploy on the part of the
author to assure the modern reader that the ‘novel’ isindeed ‘true’

Dallas Wiebe—perhaps closer to atradition than Rogers, certainly less
self-assured than Atwood, and possibly more aware than either of theimplicit
ironies and contradictionsin the post-historical writing of historical novels—
chooses a different path. Like them he writes through the eyes of a first-
person narrator, but unlike them he shapes his narrative with an eye to the
novel not only as aesthetic form based on historical sources but also as
historical source. At the heart of hiswork isa262-page diary kept by Joseph
Toevs between 1880 and 1885 when he journeyed with Claass Epp Jr. on the
latter’s great trek eastward to Tashkent in Turkestan to be present at the
Second Coming in 1889. Epp is never mentioned by namein the book; asort
of apotheosis takes place in which his own delusion that he was the Son of
God turns true and he becomes ‘the leader,’” the one focusing the reader on
the end times, which always draw near and never appear.

The diary (section 4) is framed by Toevs' own commentary (section
1), afictiona “author’s’ commentary (sections 2 and 3),and letters Toevs
received from the Soviet Union (sections 5 and 6) when, as an old man he
looks back on his adventure from his new homein Aberdeen, Idaho (section
7). Thewholeisthus structured chiagtically: thefirst, central, and final sections
written by Joseph Toevs; the second, third, fifth and sixth by outsiders, “the
author” and former Mennonites in Khiva respectively. Each of the sections
aretitled after (and according to the order of) one of the seven citiesto which
John is directed to write in Revelation 2. The observant reader will need
little direction in applying the messages of the letters in Revelation to the
respective chaptersin the novel.

That Wiebeis concerned with the links he is establishing between the
novel and history isindicated not only by the seeming necessity of including
the subtitle A Novel lest his piece as a whole be confused with reality, but
also by theintroduction of afirst person narrator, “the author,” whose father
purchased the Toevs diary, who himself trand ated it beforeit was stolen, and
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who enters into the narrative somewhat too bluntly in sections 2 and 3, and
the first paragraph of section 4.

One need not be attuned to postmodernist rhetoric to appreciate the
problem of “the author.” Early hearerdreaders of Chaucer’s Canterbury
Talesalready knew very well that the |-personawas not identical with Chaucer,
nor did they have need of learned articles by Wimsatt and othersto avoid the
pitfalls of ascribing authorial intention to any particular character or situation
in the work. But Chaucer’s narrator, guileless or not, is integrated into the
narrative as a whole. Wiebe'sis not. As a late-twentieth-century person he
cannot be. He is aflippant sophomore with dangerously small German, less
Greek, and an empty mind. Hecan, one must suppose, transcribe nineteenth-
century German Schrift (in which the original would have been written) and
tranglate the result, but he tells us that the manuscript has cometo himin a
mutilated fashion and yet gives no indication of where the mutilations occur
(92-93). He lost the original, offered a fifty dollar reward for its return, but
expects a $500 fee for a full bibliography to his fina work. He's full of
himself, and thinks he's a comic genius, a learned scholar, and a complex
theol ogical mind. He misconstruesthe adjectives*“gracious’ and “wonderful”
in the lengthy Toevstitle for his diary, drops commonplace French into the
text to prove himself intelligent, and leaps from colloquialism to pedantry in
a single sentence: “Wonderful,” you got to accept, even though adjectives
are usually adipose.” (See 42-45 passim.)

But what can one expect other than this? Wiebe's “author” is after all
the paragon of our day, the archetypical postmodern into whose hands have
fallen mutilated |eaves from the past. And what can he do to introduce them
to his fellows? Glibly offer a childish play for an epigram. He invents an
author on the first page, a P. S. Seiltanzer, and offers the words of this
Nietzschean tightrope-walker as a postscript at the beginning: “We are
obsessed with the end of things,” the end of an age, the end of history, the
end of thismillennium in much the same way as Claass Epp was. And then a
second epigram-its source, according to our author, isunknown-tellsus“We
shall be changed [in amoment, in the twinkling of an eye]. But into what?’

Our Asian Jour ney offers some answersto the question and some hope:
“theauthor” stands after history; he hasreceived it and isthus post-historical,
but he has at least enough sense after the first one hundred pagesto hold his
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tongue and let the historical narrators take charge. Perhaps he is simply
attending to their voices for the last three hundred and fifty. At least we hear
of him no more. And perhaps he will learn with Toevs at the close of hislife
“that worthy isthelamb that wasslain, . . . worthy the king of kingsand L ord
of hosts, . . . worthy the holy spirit, . . . worthy our [deserted] leader and
[misunderstood friend] Gerhardt, . . . worthy Jantzen's goats, . . . my dog
Sergeant, . . . [and we] poor, Bible-haunted Mennonites’ (449).

PETER C. ERB, Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, ON.

Daniel R. Finn. Just Trading: On the Ethicsand Economics of International
Trade. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996.

InBook 1V of The Wealth of NationsAdam Smithwrote, “| have never known
much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good.” These
words capture Smith’'s view that a country is better off when trade between
countriesisallowed to proceed without government interference. Yet, inlight
of increasing environmental damage, vanishing rural communities, and
declining job opportunities, Smith’swords ring hollow for many Christians.
Indeed, international trade is often cited as a contributing factor to these
problems. Daniel Finn addresses this dilemma by asking what position
Christians should take toward ever-increasing international trade in today’s
world.

Finn employs both theological and economic analysis in discussing
the morality of international trade. He begins by summarizing the basic
argumentsfor and against increased international trade (heis careful to avoid
theterm “free trade” since al trade, both domestic and international, occurs
in the context of market regulations and is never redly “free”). He places
these argumentsin their proper historical context and discusses how various
subtleties have evolved over time. He then identifiesimportant “ background
commitments” that everyone carries when considering the merits of
international trade. For example, prior commitments either to environmental
preservation or to the free will of individuals will likely impact a person’s
perspective on international trade. Finn discusses these background



Book Reviews 121

commitments within a Christian context. He should be commended for
recognizing God's special concern for the poor and disadvantaged in all
societies.

What makes this study rewarding is the author’s discussion of socia
problems and the role of international trade. He identifies three issues often
used to justify trade restrictions. 1) the decline of rural communities in
North America; 2) environmental deterioration; and 3) the loss of quality
jobs in North America. He understands that all three problems are real and
have painful consequences for the people involved, but he concludes that
international trade is neither the primary cause of these problems nor
necessarily even a contributor. He also shows that where practical and
effective solutions to such problems exist, they often have little to do with
restricting trade. Regarding environmental deterioration, he explains the
economic logic behind policy proposals such as emissions taxes.
Alternatively, if increased trade restrictions are empl oyed to reduce pollution,
developing countries will experience income decreases and will thus find it
difficult to bear the costs of pollution abating equipment.

However, Finn is not an advocate for the status quo. He argues that
the current scheme is plagued by inadequate representation by developing
countries on international trade agencies such as the World Trade
Organization. Broader representation by these countries would lead to
decreased agricultural protection in developed countries and increased
agricultural exportsinthe developing world. Theresulting increasein export
earnings would help to alleviate the international debt burdens of many
developing countries. The difficult question is whether Christian farmersin
North America and Europe would accept reduced protection in order to help
their brothers and sisters in the devel oping world.

A particular strength of this book isits appeal to non-economists and
non-theologians alike. Nonethel ess, Finn is occasionally guilty of relying on
the language of the economist, although he does try to avoid it. He also
discussesinternational trade evidence in the Bible. Although it ishelpful to
learn that little direct guidance can be gained from these passages, Finn
devotes too much space to them. Despite such minor weaknesses, this book
isaseminal contribution and is possibly the first discussion of international
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tradethat adequately synthesizes sound economic principleswith aChristian
concern for biblically-based justice and morality.

Finn recognizes that there are strong elements of truth in the words of
Adam Smith. He is aso keenly aware that relying on those words alone is
morally inadequate. M ost important, Finn teaches usthat international trade
is neither the savior nor the demon of modern society.

CHRIS D. GINGRICH, Eastern Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, VA.

Michel Degardins. Peace, Violence and the New Testament (The Biblical
Seminar 46). Sheffield Academic Press, 1997.

Michel Desjardinswriteson peace, violence, and the New Testament twenty-
five years after he first encountered this vexing topic in university studies.
He observes that while scholars and general readers extol the NT's peace-
making ethos, they rarely note or discuss its violence-promoting aspects.

Degjardins devotes a lengthy chapter to the peace-promoting face of
the NT, helpfully showing the many levelsand foci in which peace emphases
permeate it. These include Jesus' life and teachings (in all four gospels), the
Pauline corpus, and thelife of Simon Peter—all aspart of the“founding fathers’
tradition; the second generation of Christian leaders, in which the pastoral
letters are considered; and exhortations to al Christians, in which various
NT writers are cited. He offers considerable analysis of the Sermon on the
Mount and its peace-promoting emphases. He also discusses the parablesin
alengthy section, and continues with a section on “the imminent demise of
theworld.” Inaddition hereviews Paul’s ethic of peace, which isoriented to
the new “in Christ” reality that collapses walls of division and provides new
perspectiveson sexuality. Degjardinsrightly concludesthat the NT “ message
of peace is distributed widely.”

While Desjardins’ presentation is extensive, it fails to provide a
christological foundation for peace-making (asin Rom. 5:1-10 and Eph. 2:14-
17). It also overestimates the importance of “end-time expectations’ to the
peace-making ethic (e.g., Matt. 5:9, 45 are not grounded in an eschatol ogical
warrant, but in divine character).
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Degardinsfollowsthe same approach for exposingthe NT’ sviolence-
promoting face. His analysis includes an examination of vocabulary, an
overview of violent exhortations and actions, the non-pacifist stance of many
scriptures, and the apocalyptic worldview. He follows these sections with
oneontherole of women and theinsider-outsider mentality. Intheseespecialy
he observes that, while there are significant breakthroughs toward a love
ethic, there are still many violence-promoting exhortations and stances
(especialy theview of the Jewsinthe gospels). He concludesthat “ Violence
abounds within the New Testament” (108).

In afinal chapter Degjardins reduces the hermeneutical dilemma to
two options: the two views are either consistent or inconsistent. He argues
for the latter, quoting at the end a gnostic text from The Thunder: Perfect
Mind, with which he also began the book, to tantalize us with the yin-yang
relationship of denial and confession, truth and lie, ignorance and knowledge.

Desjardins’ descriptive narration of the many topics and ethical
admonitions, or passing references, that constitute the peace-promoting and
violence-promoting faces of the NT is important and helpful. For readers
oriented to the scholarly studies of war and peace in the NT, however, there
islittle new.

Degjardins makes two strategic decisions in his opening chapter on
method that produce both controversial and deficient elements in his work.
First, he expandsthe definition of violencefrom “overt physical destructive’
acts to cover acts that include, reflecting current psychological agenda,
anything that “‘violates the personhood of another in ways that are
psychologically destructive. . .'” (12). He acknowledges that what is to be
included in this more subjective category will vary in peopl€’s judgments.
Second, he intends to present an academic study but not to provide a
“historical-critical” reading of these texts . . . ” (14). Occasionally, he
nonethel ess utilizes some aspects of historical-critical analysis, as on pages
58, 66, 116.

By putting these two strategies together, Degjardins tacitly chooses
not to compare the NT’s peace-ethics and violence-ethics with those of the
NT’s contemporary world (as did Klaus Wengst, at least partialy, in his Pax
Romana and the Peace of Jesus Christ). Rather he compares the NT texts
with the “enlightened” ideals of twentieth-century ethical rhetoric (not the
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actual practices). Degardins observesthat many of the NT violence-producing
images are in passing descriptive references, to armies, soldiers, etc., and
that the peace-promoting aspects are in explicit ethical admonitions, quite
consistently so. But he fails to observe the significance of thisin his final
hermeneutical arbitration of the two faces.

In bracketing out the historical-critical task, Degardins overlooksthe
need to analyze hisdataby some hermeneutical grid, e.g., whether thedatais
to be authorized asmoral imperativefor believers(cf. R. B. Hays, The Moral
\ision of the New Testament) or ssimply part of the scenery of the contemporary
world in which the NT was written.

Another thorny issue that Degjardins passes over too quickly in his
analysis of violent “images of God” iswhether Christian ethicsistobein all
aspectssymmetrically or asymmetrically related to God's nature and actions.
What istherole of God as judge, whose acts of punishment against sin and
evil are described with violent imagery? How is this reality evaluated
theologically and practically?Inthe NT, God'sjudgment of evil isthe standard
rationale for why we humans are not to retaliate. This point, as well as the
christological basis for ethics, Degjardins fails to assess.

For thesereasons Degardins's contribution isnot atheological analysis
of war and violencein the New Testament, but ahel pful description of textual
content that needsto be assessed in atheol ogical and hermeneutical analysis.
Numerous recent sources on the study of peace and war/violencein Scripture
were not considered; these could have helped to move his treatment to a
more profound level theologically.

Nevertheless, | recommend this book as a provocation to discuss one
of the most pertinent issues of ethical reflection for our modern world.
Certainly, Jesus and the New Testament count much in thisdiscussion, and it
isahermeneutical challengeto draw the lines between the text and our world
in such away that we are freed from the violence we deplore. To do thiswe
need to attend to “ spiritual warfare” inthe NT, atopic dlighted in thisvolume,
despite reference to it several times.

WILLARD M. SWARTLEY, Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary,
Elkhart, IN



