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Learn to think deeply about the relationship between church and state in a way that goes beyond
mere policy debates and current campaigns.Few topics can grab headlines and stir passions
quite like politics, especially when the church is involved. Considering the attention that many
Christian parachurch groups, churches, and individual believers give to politics--and of the
varying and sometimes divergent political ideals and aims among them--Five Views on the
Church and Politics provides a helpful breakdown of the possible Christian approaches to
political involvement.General Editor Amy Black brings together five top-notch political
theologians in the book, each representing one of the five key political traditions within
Christianity:Anabaptist (Separationist: the most limited possible Christian involvement in politics)
- represented by Thomas HeilkeLutheran (Paradoxical: strong separation of church and state) –
represented by Robert BenneBlack Church (Prophetic: the church's mission is to be a voice for
communal reform) – represented by Bruce FieldsReformed (Transformationist: emphasizes
God's sovereignty over all things, including churches and governments) – represented by James
K. A. SmithCatholic (Synthetic: encouragement of political participation as a means to further the
common good of all people) – represented by J. Brian BenestadEach author addresses his
tradition's theological distinctives, the role of government, the place of individual Christian
participation in government and politics, and how churches should (or should not) address
political questions. Responses by each contributor to opposing views will highlight key areas of
difference and disagreement.Thorough and even-handed, Five Views on the Church and Politics
will enable readers to consider the strengths and weaknesses of the most significant Christian
views on political engagement and to draw their own, informed conclusions.

About the AuthorJ. Brian Benestad (PhD, Boston College) is the D-Amour Chair of Catholic
Thought at Assumption College in Worcester, Massachusetts. The editor of Fellowship of
Catholic Scholars Quarterly, his published works include The Pursuit of a Just Social Order and
Church, State, and Society: An Introduction to Catholic Social Doctrine. Robert Benne (Ph.D.,
University of Chicago) is Jordan-Trexler Professor Emeritus and research associate at Roanoke
College. He founded the Roanoke College Center for Religion in 1982 and is the author of
twelve books including Good and Bad Ways to Think About Religion and Politics, Reasonable
Ethics, and A Christian Approach to Social, Economic, and Political Concerns. Bruce L. Fields
(Ph.D., Marquette University) is associate professor of biblical and systematic theology and
chair of the biblical and systematic theology department at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School.
He is the author of Introducing Black Theology: Three Crucial Questions for the Evangelical
Church. Thomas W. Heilke (Ph.D., Duke University) is associate dean of graduate studies and
professor of political science at the University of British Columbia, Okanagan. He is author, co-



author, or co-editor of more than 40 publications, including Voegelin on the Idea of
Race and Nietzsche's Tragic Regime: Culture, Aesthetics, and Political Education. James K. A.
Smith is professor of philosophy at Calvin College where he holds the Gary & Henrietta Byker
Chair in Applied Reformed Theology & Worldview. The author of many books, including the
award-winning Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism? and Desiring the Kingdom, Smith is a Cardus
senior fellow and serves as editor of Comment magazine. --This text refers to the paperback
edition.
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BLACKChristians throughout the centuries have asked questions about how to interact with
governing authorities and the broader culture. Followers of Christ owe ultimate allegiance to
God, yet they also have rights and responsibilities as earthly citizens.The Pharisees and
Herodians even tried to drag Jesus into political controversies of his day. Knowing that either
answer would very likely cause him trouble, they hoped to trick Jesus into making a dangerous
statement, asking, “Tell us, then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar
or not?” (Matt. 22:17).Unwilling to take their bait, Jesus responded with a command and a
question. First, he told them to show him the coin used to pay the tax, and then he asked them
whose image it bore. When they answered that the coin bore the image and inscription of
Caesar, he offered this enigmatic response: “So give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to
God what is God’s” (Matt. 22:21). With this reply, Jesus refused to take a side in the fierce
political debate of his day over the poll tax and “implied that loyalty to a pagan government was
not incompatible with loyalty to God.”1Much as in Jesus’ own time, political debates today on a
wide range of issues divide people, including those in the church. And Christians still debate
what it means to give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s. Historical
traditions have offered varying interpretations of the extent to which followers of Christ should
engage with governing powers and what it means to be faithful citizens. Yet many Christians are
unaware of how these rich traditions can guide them to think more deeply about the relationship
between their faith and politics. This book introduces five of these historic traditions of Christian
political thought: Anabaptist, Lutheran, Black Church, Reformed, and Catholic.Five Traditions in
ConversationNot every theological tradition has a robust and distinctive set of teachings that we



might call a “political theology,” but four in particular (Catholic, Reformed, Lutheran, and
Anabaptist) stand out for their enduring influence on conversations about church and state over
many centuries. A fifth tradition, that of the Black church, is specifically rooted in the United
States and represents a distinctive theological perspective, not to mention forms of communal
practice, that is too often discussed in isolation or simply ignored.This book places these five
approaches in conversation with one another, aligning them along a spectrum representing the
extent of their Christian political engagement. Borrowing terms from H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic
Christ and Culture,2 the essays in this book outline five different views on church and
politics.The Christian traditions represented in this volume are rich and diverse. Although most
are historically centered on the work of a particular individual or small group of thinkers, each
has developed and changed over centuries. Modern Lutheran denominations, for example, draw
deeply from ideas presented in Martin Luther’s writing and teaching. At the same time, they have
developed doctrines and practices that address situations and contexts incomprehensible in
Luther’s era and veer far from what Luther could have imagined. The endurance and adaptation
of each of the traditions in this book, despite vastly changing political contexts, highlight their
value for understanding present and future contexts, not just the past.Each of the contributors to
this volume writes from within a particular tradition and with keen awareness of its variations,
strengths, and weaknesses. The authors do not intend to speak for the entirety of their traditions.
Instead, they write from their own perspectives and offer insights into ways that their historical
traditions inform thinking about the relationship between Christian faith and politics. Their essays
and responses to one another provide a rich introduction to ways in which Christians across time
and traditions have understood both the relationship between church and state and the rightful
place for individual and collective political participation.To prepare for the detailed accounts from
our contributors, I will briefly describe here some of the basic stances of the different views. Like
the essays that follow, I will begin with the Anabaptist tradition, which advocates the strictest
churchly separation from secular politics, continue with each view across the spectrum, and end
with the Catholic tradition, which is most open to churchly engagement in political life.The
Spectrum of Views: Introductory DescriptionsAnabaptist Political ThoughtOn the side of the
spectrum advocating the most limited possible Christian involvement in politics are Anabaptists.
This tradition arose in the sixteenth century when a group of “Radical Reformers” including
Menno Simons spoke against the infant baptism characteristic of state churches at the time,
teaching that baptism is reserved for adult believers. Early Anabaptists faced intense suffering,
persecution, and even execution because of their beliefs, a legacy that has deeply shaped
Anabaptist political thought.When introducing the Anabaptist tradition, I find it helpful to mention
briefly how Anabaptists differ from modern Baptists. Anabaptists trace their roots to a radical
reform movement in sixteenth-century Switzerland. Although the history is still somewhat
debated, many historians trace the emergence of modern Baptists to movements arising out of
English Puritanism and Separatism in the seventeenth century.3The two largest streams that
emerged, General Baptists and Particular Baptists, differed over their views of atonement but



shared commitments to believers’ baptism, congregational autonomy, and religious freedom.
Anabaptist thought has clearly influenced the Baptist movement, but the two traditions are quite
distinct. The Baptist tradition emphasizes the individual, whereas Anabaptists focus on
community. Although modern Baptists have tended to advocate for separation of church and
state, they have not adopted nonviolence or the distinctive Anabaptist practice of abstaining
from government interaction such as serving in the military, running for public office, or taking
public oaths.4The Anabaptist tradition emphasizes the life and teaching of Jesus, expressed
most fully in his Sermon on the Mount. Jesus explicitly taught what it means to prioritize
forgiveness and grace — even to the point of loving our enemies. Jesus personified this
teaching by rejecting the violent tendencies of the Zealots, by refusing to resist his own death,
and by giving his life as a ransom for others.As a result, Anabaptists take a posture of
nonviolence; they do not endorse use of lethal force or coercion, whether at the hands of
individuals or the government. This commitment to pacifism includes rejecting violence even for
self-defense, recognizing that suffering and pain could ensue: “For Anabaptists, nonresistance
was not a calculated survival strategy but a principle for Christian life and conduct; an assumed
nonpolitical kingdom ethic revealed by Christ.”5 Such a stance calls for radical peacemaking in a
violent age.Because governmental actions are tainted so much by violence, Anabaptists have
an uneasy relationship with politics. They strongly affirm that the church should lead the way in
modeling the actions of Jesus. For many in this tradition, such a stance leads to complete
separation from the work of the state and the belief that individuals should not participate in the
government because of its coercive power. Other Anabaptists permit some forms of political
involvement, expecting that Christian presuppositions will shape all political interactions and
believers will oppose violence in every form. They realize that this stance is unlikely to lead to
political success, and they grapple with the fact that nonviolence could entail greater oppression.
Through all of these actions, they point to the witness of Jesus, who suffered and calls his
followers to do the same.Instead of looking to government as an agent of change, Anabaptist
thought emphasizes the centrality of the church and her call to serve as an alternative
community that embodies the truths of the gospel. The church should not seek to influence the
broad social and political realms as much as it should be a distinctive social ethic that prefigures
the kingdom of God in all its Christ-like particularity. Thus, the church simply cannot engage in
politics or in violence on the world’s terms. Love of God and neighbor must permeate every
Christian and church in every context. This requires a countercultural voice and a unified
community that lives in light of Jesus’ radical commands.Lutheran Political ThoughtThe
Lutheran tradition stems largely but not exclusively from the teachings of Martin Luther. Core
elements of the Lutheran tradition include emphases on justification by faith alone, the reality of
human sinfulness, the significance of the Word and sacraments, the “two-kingdoms doctrine,”
and vocation.Lutherans differentiate between life in society, the order of creation for all people,
and the gospel order of redemption that is given to the people of God. God has chosen to rule
the earthly kingdom through universal principles and laws that can be rightly regulated through



governmental institutions. But human effort and laws cannot redeem sinful hearts. Good works
should be a response to God’s love, not efforts to merit salvation.The Lutheran tradition warns
against the dangers of conflating these two systems — the kingdom of creation and the kingdom
of redemption. People can wrongly look to law as a means to salvation or turn God’s love into an
earthly ethical norm.According to Lutheran teaching, the state resulted from the effects of
humanity’s fall into sin, but it exists in order to fulfill the God-ordained purpose of restraining evil,
protecting citizens, and seeking justice, which sometimes entails the legitimate use of force.
Christians can participate in government because government is the means by which God
governs a fallen world, and Christians can fulfill their call to love their neighbors by helping the
government effectively pursue justice and punish wickedness.The church as an institution is
called to maintain its focus on the gospel of redemption, preaching the Word of God and
administering the sacraments instead of placing definitive hope in the temporal and limited
power of government or cultural transformation. Thus, the institutional church refrains from direct
involvement in politics, focusing instead on molding the hearts of Christians to love and serve
people well. Christians, moreover, bear the power of Christ wherever they live or work, so no
activity or job escapes the powerful influence of the gospel.The Lutheran doctrine of vocation
places sacred importance on any occupation, activity, or sphere of life. Some individual
Christians will be called to share the church’s social concerns with the world and “translate the
concerns of God’s Word into arguments appropriate for civil government.”6 Therefore, Christians
are able to act in partnership with non-Christians while also sometimes disagreeing on political
matters with other believers.Political Thought of the Black ChurchIn the middle of our spectrum
stands the Black church. Unlike the other four traditions discussed in this book, the Black church
is distinctly American. Transcending common denominational boundaries, this tradition is rooted
in the response of African-Americans to their tragic history. For much of American history, whites
sought to dominate all aspects of black lives, including their religious practice. Historically black
denominations emerged from this oppression, creating safe spaces for African-Americans to
worship freely and independently.Given this complex history, the Black church is best placed in
the middle of our spectrum. African-Americans’ historical experiences have indelibly shaped
how they view the church, government, and broader society. Having faced great oppression yet
also borne distinctive witness to some liberation, this tradition is well aware of the potential
benefits and shortcomings of governmental action.At the centerpiece of this tradition stands the
cross, a reminder to view human suffering in light of the One who faced the greatest suffering to
free others from it. With the cross and the harsh realities of life in mind, the Black church
emphasizes God’s heart for the marginalized, the downcast, the “least of these.” Attuned to the
sin and suffering that invade the people and institutions of this world, this tradition speaks truth
to power with a prophetic voice.The goal of the Black church in politics — and the rest of life —
is the relentless pursuit of liberation, justice, and reconciliation. The tradition has a mixed view of
the role of government. On the one hand, it emphasizes the positive role that government can
play in serving justice, seeking the good of all people, and promoting reform and reconciliation.



At the same time, the Black church is acutely aware that power can be a means of oppression,
because her people have faced it firsthand.The Black church tends not to view the church or
politics in an individualistic sense: Life is a communal endeavor, and everyone must play a part.
The church is thus meant to seek holistic justice as a community and serve as a unified voice for
peace. This communal outlook calls attention to institutional wrongdoing and systemic sins,
especially evidenced in racism, and seeks the transformation of social and political institutions.
Corporate sins require structural changes, instituted through political means. Thus, a central part
of the church’s mission is to be a voice for such communal reform.In the work to apply the heart
of the gospel to the messy places of human life and associations, the Black church advocates
on behalf of the poor and marginalized, with the hope that redemption and reconciliation can be
accomplished by God’s grace. Here the church is more politically active than in the Anabaptist or
Lutheran traditions, but less comprehensively or optimistically than the Reformed or Catholic
tendencies. Above all else, the Black church places her final hope in the eternal kingdom of
God, where peace and justice will ultimately reign, and all things will be made right.Reformed
Political ThoughtThe Reformed tradition developed from sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers
including Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin, and John Knox. This tradition emphasizes God’s supreme
sovereignty over all things, including people, the church, and governments. Nothing lies outside
God’s sustaining providence, and nobody else deserves to receive the ultimate glory due to
God. At the center of the Reformed tradition is the narrative of creation, fall, and redemption, a
perspective that helps Christians understand God’s relation to humanity.Reformed thinkers
emphasize that God created the world very good, bestowing beauty and granting humans the
ability and responsibility to fill the earth and multiply the good in it. However, humans bear the
scars of the fall — the wounds of depravity that affect every aspect of life, including politics. In
his mercy, God allows sinners outside of Christ to do good through common grace — a gift that
enables wicked people to live rightly and receive earthly blessings, “to develop many virtues and
express many truths.”7God’s particular grace in Christ provides the only way to attain right
standing before God. This kind of grace brings the most complete manifestation of God’s
redemption in this world. It allows individuals to find union with Christ and forgiveness of sins. By
contrast, common grace gives rise to the possibility of institutions such as government that can
act for the good of the people. While total redemption is not possible in earthly life, Christians
should be agents of renewal and restoration, even as they yearn for the complete harmony and
glory that will come in eternity.Government is thus a good gift from God that, along with other
fundamental societal institutions such as schools, churches, families, business, and labor, can
be an agent of transformation. Because God instituted government, obedience to government is
an expression of obedience to God. On the other hand, “to despise human government is to
despise the providence which set that government in place.”8 Christians are called to engage
the world in all its dimensions, to spread the transforming power of the gospel into each area of
life, and to let the light of Christ shine more and more brightly in society at large.From this
theological perspective, it follows that the church can advocate explicitly for beliefs and policies



in the public realm, with the recognition that success cannot be forced or guaranteed. Christians
can love all people in all places while fully realizing that only the cross of Christ has the power to
save. Government should promote justice and the common good, and Christians should have
tempered expectations of what government can and cannot do.Catholic Political ThoughtThe
opposite end of the spectrum is anchored by Catholic political thought, the oldest tradition
discussed in this book. The core of this tradition centers on the unity and mission of the church,
with emphasis on the incarnation and the sacraments.Catholics emphasize that the incarnation
of Jesus Christ highlights the dignity of humanity by God’s Son taking on human form. Just as
Christ came to earth and lived among us, so God designed all people to live in deep
communion, taking responsibility for the needs of each other and God’s created world. The
sacraments physically connect Christians with Christ as the center of life in the church. They
also provide regular rhythms of shaping our perspective around Christ and the church.These
principles help undergird some core elements of Catholic Social Teaching (CST), a tradition that
lays out fundamental principles for engagement with society. CST identifies seven central
themes for the church’s posture toward the world: the dignity of all human life; the call to family,
community, and participation; rights and responsibilities; preferential care for the poor and
vulnerable; the dignity of work; solidarity; and care for God’s creation.9Because humans are
created in the image of God, human life is sacred. All people and institutions should protect
human life and uphold human dignity. God created humanity to live and flourish in community,
beginning with the foundational relationships of marriage and family and extending outward to
other forms of community. Rights and responsibilities indicate the way in which justice ought to
govern life on earth. Special concern for the poor is modeled after Christ’s sacrificial love and
care for the “least of these.” The dignity of work and the rights of workers give meaning to life in a
fallen world by upholding central ways of participating in creation. Solidarity binds the members
of communities together in a mutual commitment to the common good.Finally, the Catholic
Church teaches care for creation; humans have the responsibility to be good stewards of the
world God made.Informed by the teaching of Thomas Aquinas (and, through him, Aristotle),
Catholic political thought recognizes the essentially political nature of human life, while
highlighting the responsibility of the state to cultivate the common good. In holding to both of
these ideas, this tradition upholds the God-given nature of governmental institutions and views
the state through the lens of human flourishing, which has both individual and communal
dimensions. Thus, the church encourages citizens to participate in government as a means of
furthering the common good of all people. The Catechism of the Catholic Church outlines three
specific obligations of all Christian citizens: voting, defending one’s country, and paying taxes.10
Duty to country extends beyond national borders to the entire world community, especially to the
goal of promoting peace.Although the Catholic tradition sees many ways in which church and
state can and should work together to achieve common goals, it now also advocates that the
two should remain separate to protect religious freedom. Above all, the church has a
transcendent purpose only she can fill — to follow Christ and further the gospel. Government



has a necessary and important role, but it cannot meet all societal needs on its own. The
principle of subsidiarity upholds the value of other institutions and associations — like churches,
families, and community groups — to perform their own respective roles at the most local levels
appropriate to meet societal needs. Thus Christian engagement in politics is held in tension with
a commitment to a sacramental life shaped by the church.Organization of the BookThe chapters
that follow will describe each of these traditions in richer detail. The authors have been asked to
focus on several important elements as they introduce their traditions.First, they all briefly trace
the historical developments of their tradition, noting some foundational principles and
theological distinctives.Each chapter also considers the tradition’s view on the role of
government: Is it primarily optimistic, emphasizing the ways in which government promotes
human flourishing and contributes to the common good; pessimistic, focusing on the need for
government to restrain the effects of sin; or a mix of the two?The authors also demarcate the
extent to which individual Christians should participate in government and politics, as well as the
role churches should play in addressing political questions.Engagement with these questions
helps outline the hallmarks of each perspective, but it focuses primarily on the theory animating
each view. To help the reader understand more about how these different traditions have put
their political thought into practice, each chapter ends with a short case study that illustrates how
its perspective informs policy debates about domestic poverty.After each author presents his
own tradition, the other authors will offer short responses to further the conversation by
identifying points of agreement and disagreement.The book concludes with reflections that help
situate each of these historic traditions in the context of contemporary American politics.In these
complex political times, it is easy to lose sight of important principles that can provide a helpful
foundation for meaningful Christian political engagement. The five traditions presented in this
volume have spent centuries wrestling with questions about the proper role of government, the
rights and duties of citizens, and the place of individual Christians in politics and government.I
invite you to learn from this history and explore these different frameworks, looking for points of
agreement and disagreement that can help shape your own understanding of the relationship
between church and politics.1. Gordon J. Wenham et al., eds., New Bible Commentary: 21st
Century Edition (Leicester, England, and Downers Grove, IL, USA: InterVarsity Press, 1994),
933.2. Niebuhr’s account has been criticized in many circles, especially by those who claim his
descriptions of various traditions are unfair in favor of his transformationist perspective. Even
though many of these critiques have merit, his descriptive terms are familiar to many and provide
a useful basis for our spectrum of views. He admits that his types are oversimplified, but he
demonstrates how they connect us to key motifs that often reappear in the basic decisions
people make about how to relate the Bible to culture.3. W. David Buschart, Exploring Protestant
Traditions: An Invitation to Theological Hospitality (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006),
146.4. Glen H. Stassen, “Anabaptist Influence in the Origin of the Particular Baptists,” in
Mennonite Quarterly Review 36, no. 4 (October 1962): 34f.5. Werner O. Packull, “An Introduction
to Anabaptist Theology,” in The Cambridge Companion to Reformation Theology, ed. David V. N.



Bagchi and David Curtis Steinmetz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 209.6.
“Render unto Caesar . . . and unto God: A Lutheran View of Church and State,” in A Report of the
Commission on Theology and Church Relations of the Lutheran Church — Missouri Synod (St.
Louis: The Lutheran Church — Missouri Synod, 1995), 67.7. Corwin Smidt, “Principled Pluralist
Perspective,” in Church, State, and Public Justice: Five Views, ed. P. C. Kemeny (Downers
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2007), 131.8. David C. Steinmetz, Calvin in Context (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 204 – 5.9. “Seven Themes of Catholic Social Teaching,” US Conference
of Catholic Bishops. http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-
teaching/seven-themes-of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm (accessed April 27, 2015).10.
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd ed. (Washington: US. Conference of Catholic Bishops,
1997), 540.CHAPTER ONETHE ANABAPTIST (SEPARATIONIST) VIEWTHOMAS W.
HEILKEIntroductionIn 1994, Richard J. Mouw, then-President of Fuller Theological Seminary,
wrote a foreword to a collection of essays by Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder. He
suggested that — thanks in good part to Yoder’s work — adherents of the Reformed, Lutheran,
or Roman Catholic traditions could no longer either ignore or politely condescend to the claims,
arguments, and practices of the Anabaptist tradition.Professor Mouw’s observation was a
remarkable and generous nod to Yoder’s theological project, and perhaps a confirmation of a
growing assertion among Mennonite theologians and historians that Anabaptists do have
“modern relevance.”1 But the descendants of the early Anabaptists make up today, as they did
five centuries ago, an exceedingly small portion of global Christianity: “Anabaptism forms but a
rivulet in the stream of Christian tradition.”2 Nevertheless, Mouw argued that Christians who are
not of this tiny minority should pay attention to what it has to say. Why?In this book, five scholars
have been asked to explicate five Christian views of politics. Along with at least two other
traditions represented in this book, the Anabaptists arose in the early sixteenth century, a
European era of vigorous and widespread political, economic, and religious disruption and
dissent. Modern-day groups that trace their heritage or origins to the Anabaptists include
Mennonites, Swiss Brethren, Amish, and Hutterites. When Anabaptism has been recognized at
all, it has traditionally been “for its ethics.”3Politics is perhaps at the pinnacle of “applied ethics,”
but the “separationist” political ethic that has generally been attributed to Anabaptists would
seem to exclude them from seriously addressing political problems with anyone outside their
tradition. I will suggest, however, that the Anabaptist “radical wing” of the Protestant Reformation
offers a clear alternative to those Christian traditions in the West that are situated in some more
or less recognizable “Magisterial” stream. Perhaps the Anabaptist movement — with all its flaws
— expresses an ever-present possibility of the Christian gospel that is gaining traction as the
magisterial churches are becoming gradually “disestablished” and therefore find themselves
confronting a world in which their sociopolitical status looks increasingly similar to that of
minority groups like the Anabaptists in what was once Christendom.4Aspects of the Anabaptist
movement have been multiply expressed in other movements from some of the traditions
identified in this book (for example, in the simple asceticism and missionary impulse of St.



Francis of Assisi, or the emphasis on ethical probity in the Lutheran pietism of Nicholaus Ludwig
von Zinzendorf, or the missionary impulse of early Calvinism). But does Anabaptism, broadly
speaking, really possess distinctive characteristics that together form a coherent body of
thought concerning political questions that deserves the kind of consideration implied in
Professor Mouw’s praise for Yoder’s work?The early Anabaptists never produced a coherent
work of “political thought,” and neither are their modern-day heirs generally noted for such.
Nevertheless, I will argue that the early Anabaptists did leave deep traces of political thought.
General impressions notwithstanding, a number of contemporary authors who are self-
described heirs of the Anabaptists have produced substantive, engaged, practically minded
accounts of social and political life. The work of Yoder, to which Mouw was responding, is the
most widely known of this group. Other authors include Duane Friesen, Ron Sider, and more
narrowly, John Redekop,5 along with the Mennonite fellow traveler and Methodist theologian
Stanley Hauerwas.6Anabaptist BeginningsAnabaptism began more or less as a recognizable
movement on January 21, 1525, when Conrad Grebel, the son of a Zurich patrician, baptized
(“re-baptized”)7 George Blaurock, a Roman Catholic priest, at the Zurich home of Felix Manz.
This “rebaptism” had profound ecclesiastical — and therefore political — implications, and the
participants were aware of those possibilities. Several of these soon-to-be Anabaptists belonged
to the circle of friends and students around the Zurich reformer Huldrych Zwingli, who swiftly
condemned the baptism.Zwingli’s opprobrium became part of a complex of persecution and
condemnation such that, within ten years of this first baptism, nearly the entire first generation of
Anabaptist leaders had been executed. It was from this group that an initial political theology, or
even a general tradition of political-theological inquiry, gradually arose. Robert Friedmann points
out, in his search for a core Anabaptist theology with which to account for Anabaptist
distinctives, that “[i]t is clear that besides Balthasar Hubmaier (d. 1528), who was a doctor of
theology (from a Catholic university), there were no trained theologians in the broad array of
Anabaptist writers and witnesses.”8 In Franklin Littell’s assessment, however,Although the best-
educated leadership was martyred during the first years, the early leaders — Grebel, Hubmaier,
Denck, Hetzer — were men of marked accomplishment in the university world, a world inspired
by the new Humanistic studies.9Michael Sattler was a prior of a Benedictine abbey before his
conversion to Anabaptism, and Menno Simons was a Catholic priest. Both had received
theological training. Nevertheless, neither a definitive political-philosophical treatise nor a strong
tradition of articulated political thought emerged from the work of the early Anabaptist leaders.As
the Anabaptist movement developed, most of the disparate groups identified under that label
continued to encounter a hostility often connected to a well-tuned violence that offered little
leisure in which to formulate a coherent, systematic, and focused theology. Anabaptists tended
to focus on personal ethical behavior (“discipleship”) and a corresponding unity and purity of the
community of believers. Both emphases derived from Anabaptist emphasis on the life and
example of Jesus as the model for Christian behavior individually and communally, with a
diminished focus on traditional political-philosophical questions of who should rule, in what



manner, with regard to what ends, and why.Beyond questions of Christian behavior and several
of the usual doctrinal questions in dispute during the sixteenth century, the next and largely
pragmatic concerns of Anabaptist leaders had to do with the survival of the community of
believers.10 Ongoing persecution that forced the dispersion of Anabaptist leaders and believers
into various parts of Europe initially enhanced Anabaptist proselytizing tendencies, but
eventually forced a policy of “withdrawal” as a matter of survival, diminishing any nascent
theological activity out of which might arise something resembling a coherent body of political
thought.Anabaptist Identity(s)Political thought as traditionally understood is usually undertaken
by people who can imagine themselves in positions of power or in positions to influence those
who wield power. It has been undertaken much less often by people whose very existence is
under threat and whose chances of proximity to power are nil.11 Both political thought and
political theology are activities of reflection that require schole, or leisure,12 preceded in nearly
all cases by the luxury of extensive education.The first circumstance is unlikely under conditions
of persistent suppression and persecution, and the second — at least after the early generation
of leaders had been killed — was not a common characteristic of those who joined the
Anabaptist movements. Thus, as Mouw rightly points out, a weakness developed in Anabaptist
theology from the start: “historical and biblical studies have often been preferred over systematic
theology among the Mennonites and their kin.”13Those Anabaptists who, like Pilgram Marpeck,
were afforded these two luxuries and not killed early in their careers, were either not trained in
theology (Marpeck, for example, was a highly skilled engineer), or — like Menno Simons (who
had rest from persecution for brief periods) — were concerned overwhelmingly with a specific
set of doctrinal questions that formed the loci of attacks on them, or with matters of personal
ethics, and with the preservation of their harassed communities of believers. Nevertheless, the
Anabaptists recognized the political realm of human activity, and they articulated a general set of
attitudes toward it that we can tease out with confidence.A second difficulty attends the problem
of an abbreviated political vision: The beginning of Anabaptism was a relatively amorphous
undertaking of disparate movements, with various groups more or less identified as Anabaptist
arising in several northern cantons of Switzerland, a number of southern German polities, and
the Low Countries. The result of this dispersion of origins and developments is that Anabaptist
identity cannot be easily established around some set of doctrines or ideas — including political
ones. Along a register of doctrines and orientations, we see a wide diversity of perspectives,
developments, and settlements in the so-called Radical Reformation; of its many movements,
Anabaptism is perhaps the widest and certainly the most important surviving thread, but it is
itself a thread of many smaller filaments.14 This characteristic of Anabaptist multiple origins
(polygenesis) is not a mere methodological dispute; in regard to political life, it will influence how
we read the “separationism” of Anabaptism.15For purposes of this essay, I will describe
Anabaptists as Peter Gay characterized the philosophers of the Enlightenment: They were a
grouping of the like-minded with what Ludwig Wittgenstein might have called a “family
resemblance.”16 Their articulations of theological, political, economic, and ecclesiological



perspectives, doctrines, or ideas should be understood not as expressions of “Platonic ideas,”
but rather as “baskets collecting significant similarities.”17 It is from those baskets that we can
draw something of enduring value to reward the charity Mouw expresses.The heterogeneity of
Anabaptist thought is rendered less unusual or even “foreign” if we consider that magisterial
reformation thought, too, is not entirely unitary. There is, for example, development in Lutheran
and Reformed thought after Luther and Calvin. Consider the names Philip Melanchthon, John
Knox, and Abraham Kuyper. In the Roman Catholic tradition, the works of Thomas Aquinas were
under severe attack for a period of time. The existence of conflict, amendment, and creative re-
working indicates a vital, living tradition, of which deep-seated disagreement is but one
feature.18 At the same time, Luther, Calvin, Augustine, and Aquinas all set in motion broad
patterns or even schools of thinking, so that to speak of each of them as a fountainhead is not
simply mythmaking. The influence of neo-Platonism and pagan administrative practices on
Augustine, of Aristotle and Averroes on Aquinas, of Occamite nominalism on Luther,19 and of
Stoicism and a particular interpretation of Augustine on Calvin, not to mention the influence on
all four of specifically classical Greek philosophical modes of inquiry,20 established specific
vocabularies of thought, inquiry, and doctrine in all four cases. These traditions therefore appear
at their origins less “basket-like” than Anabaptism, but it is not entirely clear whether the
assumption of consequently greater cohesion or even coherence is in all cases
warranted.21Because Anabaptism was an amorphous, lay-led movement— rather than an
agenda of reform headed by a single, identifiable individual in a specific city or territory where he
enjoyed some level of official protection or at least toleration — the fragmented and not unitarily
representative character of the Anabaptist movement can make a discussion of “Anabaptist
thought” on any matter at times frustratingly fraught with pitfalls.22Anabaptist Theological
DistinctivesWith appropriate caveats in place, let us nevertheless propose that the several
“baskets collecting significant similarities” among the Anabaptists included three distinctives that
are pertinent to political-theoretical concerns.First, Jesus is the central focus. In the words of
contemporary Anabaptist writer Stuart Murray, Jesus is “example, teacher, friend, redeemer and
Lord.” For sixteenth-century Anabaptists (and for their various modern heirs), Jesus is to be not
only worshiped or admired, but followed. He is “the central reference point for [Anabaptist] faith,”
for its understanding of the church, and its point of entry for engaging with the surrounding
society.23 This centrality could also be identified in the claim that “Jesus is the focal point of
God’s revelation.” Reading and interpreting the Christian Bible and understanding its
implications for individual and communal existence begins with placing the Jesus revealed there
in the center of all interpretive implications for the life and practice of individual believers and the
community of believers alike.Second, Anabaptists hold to an ecclesiology that affirms a
“priesthood of all believers” and emphasizes lay leadership, even while acknowledging
ministers, missionaries, and other designated leaders. The community of believers exists for the
purpose of mutual spiritual, economic, and moral support and discipleship. Anabaptists
therefore insist on a separation of ecclesiastical affairs from the oversight of political authorities.



Christian communities of believers are independent of any political authority, and membership is
based on confessed belief in the God and the theological principles around which the believing
community is formed. It is for this reason that Anabaptists, to express it negatively, are
universally anti-pedobaptist: Infants and children cannot voluntarily join the community upon a
confession of their own faith.Third, Anabaptists have a general inclination toward nonviolence
that is usually expressed in forms of pacifism, including a refusal to serve in the military or to
swear oaths of loyalty to a particular regime. The Anabaptist rationale for this principle was
essentially the one that Luther and Augustine and a host of other Christian thinkers had
previously identified: The use of violence and divided loyalties are inconsistent with the
teachings and practices of Jesus. The Sermon on the Mount has been an especially important
source for such arguments.24In these three broad distinctives we can also see three ways that
polygenesis affects Anabaptist beliefs, doctrines, and intentions. First, most of these distinctives
were in some dispute in the early years of Anabaptist development. The basic distinctives that I
have listed here — limited to those doctrines and practices that have a discernible influence on
Anabaptist thought, practice, or doctrine concerning politics — are more or less “settled” within,
if not among, modern Anabaptist groups.25 Second, Anabaptist polygenesis has also meant
that the meaning of these distinctives has been in some dispute among scholars.26 The
implications for political thought and practice are therefore unlikely to be certain until the
meaning — again — is “settled,” at least provisionally, within that group. Finally, and closely
related to the second consideration, these distinctives may have different implications at
different times for any specific concerns regarding Christian behavior and access to the political
realm.Can anything even vaguely like a coherent political doctrine — let alone a political
philosophy — grow from this woven container that is Anabaptism? For an answer, we must
consider distinctive Anabaptist political thinking in its historical and contemporary contexts.Early
Anabaptist Political ThoughtTwo characteristics of political philosophy set the context for
Anabaptist political thought. A version of the political philosophy and virtue ethics of Aristotle —
mediated through Thomas Aquinas and other scholastics — and an unpolished version of
Augustine’s subtle analysis of human affairs offered the Reformation (and Counter-Reformation)
thinkers alternative constructs for reflecting on the purposes and possibilities of politics. Roman
Catholics and Protestant reformers alike wrestled with the tension: Does government exist to
construct and protect a realm of human flourishing, or does it exist essentially to restrain evil?
And, following from that tension, what is the role and place of the church?The Anabaptists were
obliged, like all other reformers and social or political thinkers of the time, to work through these
questions. That working through took place against the background of social, political, and
economic upheaval and crises that included most immediately for the Anabaptists the
widespread peasant uprisings of 1524 – 25 in the German-speaking territories of central
Europe.The Brotherly Union (Schleitheim Confession)The statement of faith known as the
Brotherly Union, which emerged from the Anabaptist conference at Schleitheim, Switzerland, in
1527, remains a prominent locus classicus for understanding in summary form Anabaptist



thought and practice concerning politics. It was penned in February 1527 by Michael Sattler, an
early Swiss Anabaptist leader.27 Both Zwingli (in 1527) and Calvin (in 1544) wrote detailed
treatises against it.28 The Brotherly Union consists of seven “articles” concerned, in order, with
the following: “baptism, ban, the breaking of bread, separation from abomination, shepherds in
the congregation, the sword, the oath.”29The document confronts a student of political thought
with two immediate problems. First, it would be easy to extract the specifically “political” pieces
from the rest and closely probe them in isolation. Such a procedure is illegitimate; the political
doctrine articulated in the Union is an outflow of the logic of the document as a whole, contained
in the vision of a faithful and visible practicing Christian community that informs the document
from beginning to end. The political “theory” of the document is completely subordinate to its
vision for the church, which is understood as discipleship of Jesus. Accordingly, the Brotherly
Union is one of the earliest Anabaptist articulations of the first two theological distinctives I listed
previously: the centrality of Jesus and the priesthood of all believers.Second, Gerald Biesecker-
Mast’s careful reading of the Brotherly Union has shown that there are substantial internal
tensions in the Union’s political theory, demonstrated in its ambivalent rhetoric concerning the
political realm and the orientation of the Christian to that realm. In this ambivalence, the
document uncovers a fundamental tension in the first Anabaptist distinctive. On the one hand, it
presents in Article IV (“separation from abomination”) a call to separation from the world:Now
there is nothing else in the world and all creation than good or evil, believing and unbelieving,
darkness and light, the world and those who are [come] out of the world, God’s temple and idols,
Christ and Belial, and none will have part with the other.30This claim “is the framework within
which nearly all of the remaining articles establish their distinctive formulas for the Christian
practices of the Swiss Brethren and within which appeals to unity are made throughout the
document.”31 The rhetorical position of this separation is not quietism or placid withdrawal from
the world, however, but antagonism against it; the document seeks “to negate, to reject and to
make the condemned practices mutually exclusive from the Christian identity established by the
Schleitheim Brotherly Union.”32 Moreover, this antagonistic stance arises not from pure
theological principle, but from a failure of Anabaptists and their opponents to continue in
dialogue:The Brotherly Union . . . stands as a statement of protest against the religious and
cultural and political establishment associated with the status quo in Switzerland and South
Germany. It represents the outcome of failed discussions, disputations and exchanges between
Anabaptist leaders and the political and ecclesiastical authorities of Christendom. It is the
product of engagement, not withdrawal. The argument for separation is thus more like a boycott
of the religious establishment, in both its “popish and repopish” forms, than an apolitical or
sectarian argument.33That failure is amply illustrated in an extensive documentation of the initial
development of the Anabaptist movement in and around Zürich and the official responses to it of
persecution and suppression from roughly 1523 onward.34 It is equally illustrated in later
Anabaptist attempts at dialogue with similar, often lethal results.35The Brotherly Union calls for
political separation in response to setbacks and persecutions, but such separation is difficult to



maintain along the stark, simplistic lines of the nearly Manichean binary oppositions between
church and world, darkness and light, etc., in Article IV. Article VI opens with an appreciably
more complex contrast concerning the use of violence: “We have been united as follows
concerning the sword. The sword is an ordering of God outside the perfection of Christ.”36 This
“ordering” takes form not in the stark contrasts of Article IV, but in a political theology reminiscent
of Luther and the early Augustine:Two orders of preservation and redemption exist together
under the same God. In one of them the sword has no place, due to the normativeness of the
work of Jesus Christ, whereas in the other the sword has a limited legitimacy, which is tested
precisely at the point of its ability to keep itself within limits.37Given these two orders and the
legitimacy of both, can a Christian not participate in both? The article answers in four separate
points. In each, it cites an example of Christ (here, again, the first Anabaptist distinctive) to
answer in the negative: Christians cannot participate in imposing the death penalty; Christians
should not participate in adjudicating worldly disputes; Christians cannot be magistrates; and,
Christians — echoing the “two cities” political theology of Augustine — belong not to the
kingdom(s) of this world, but to the kingdom of heaven.38The rhetorical logic of this argument is
unstable. It moves from an antagonistic “mutual exclusivity” in Article IV to a less stark “legitimate
difference” in Article VI. Then it moves back again to a newly stated antagonism at the end of
Article VI. These two approaches do not come to a resolution.39 This instability (or irresolution)
of the argument arises out of the second Anabaptist distinctive — the desire to be a “visibly
distinctive and unified body that function[s] as a concrete, alternative Christian community.” This
desire explicitly rejects “the popular Protestant construal of Christ’s body as invisible,” which
therefore denies these Anabaptist believers “the option of making the outward witness a
secondary and imperfect representation of the inner, purer identity.”40The question that
engenders the tension in the overall approach is this: How, then, do we live in the world,
separate yet in it, rejecting the coercion and violence associated with governance, and
“struggl[ing] . . . to be separate, vulnerable, and visible Christians while at the same time civil,
peaceful, and law-abiding subjects”?41 Amidst new fragmentation and also new creativity, this
new ecclesiological reality gives rise, ever afresh and all the way into the contemporary era, to
Anabaptist efforts to resolve the tension of the Schleitheim Brotherly Union.In this struggle for
resolution, early Anabaptists experienced at least five political arrangements in their first
decade. First, Balthasar Hubmaier for brief (and exceedingly rare) intervals appears to have
established a form of Anabaptism as the official religion in two small cities in central Europe,
Waldshut and Nicholsburg. Second, Anabaptists suffered immensely under the imperial
Hapsburg policy of absolute intolerance expressed in a persecution of Anabaptists to the utmost
of the empire’s abilities. Third, they were politically sheltered outside the imperial sphere under
the declared “zero tolerance” of German territories that was coupled with “an unofficial policy of
not looking for trouble,” so that Anabaptists could survive underground, fitfully and precariously.
Fourth, they flourished for a time under an official and open toleration during the sixteenth
century only in Moravia, but this model of welcoming hard-working Anabaptist settlers for the



sake of economic (primarily agricultural) development was adopted in other parts of Europe in
succeeding centuries. Finally there was the millenarian kingdom of the German city of Münster,
to which we briefly turn.42The Münsterite KingdomA second, hardly less influential locus
classicus for referencing Anabaptist political thought is not a text, but a historical episode that is
the seeming antithesis of the church envisioned in the Brotherly Union, namely, the Münsterite
“kingdom” of John of Leyden in 1535 – 36. It began with the checkered career of Melchior
Hoffman, whose teachings influenced a significant number of Anabaptist groups in north-central
Europe.43 Those who followed his teachings (“Melchiorites”) tended to distinguish themselves
from other Anabaptists and emphasized a spiritualized, apolitical form of apocalypticism with a
strong sense of “apocalyptic mission.”44Hoffman’s political doctrine, therefore, tended toward an
apolitical nonresistance that resembled the nonresistance of the Brotherly Union,45 but he
appears to have followed Luther (whose reformation he had actively advocated in the early
1520s) in arguing for the right of a Christian to wield power in the service of political authority.46
In contrast to the Brotherly Union, Hoffman’s apoliticism seems to have been “conditioned by his
eschatological expectancy.” In this, too, he partially echoed Luther, who believed he was living in
the endtimes, but was inclined to resignation “in the face of God’s inscrutable grace combined
with human depravity.”47Jan Matthijs concretized the spiritualist apocalypse of Hoffman to
provide yet another option. In the midst of the religio-political conflict taking place in Münster, he
and his soon-to-be successors embarked on a millenarian revolution in the spring of 1534. It
culminated in fantastical abuses and even political terror before being brought to an end by
starvation and by a coalition of Lutheran and Catholic forces retaking the city in June 1535 and
massacring most of its remaining inhabitants. The revolution had ripple effects as far away as
Amsterdam, where a small uprising of armed Anabaptists loosely allied to the Münsterites was
put down in May 1535.48 An unmitigated disaster in nearly all respects, this millenarian
adventure ended in complete failure for its participants, in an intensified persecution of
Anabaptists throughout northern Europe and in a nearly irredeemable suspicion, frequently
repeated, that Anabaptism was Schwärmerei— irrational enthusiasm and fanaticism.The
shadow of Münster looms over many discussions of Anabaptism to this day. In Mennonite and
other Anabaptist circles, sympathetic historians have essentially disavowed all connection to the
so-called “Münsterites,” while popular accounts of Anabaptism continue to hang the Münsterite
tag on the movement in general. Both positions are erroneous, and for the same reason.
Münster is a cautionary tale,49 not merely about Anabaptism, but about Christianity and its
secular derivatives more generally: Millenarianism in a wide variety of forms is a constant that
arises from Christian eschatology itself.50Toward Contemporary Anabaptist Engagements and
ConversationsIn between the extremes of these two loci classici of either a complete withdrawal
from the evils of the world or of a millenarian revolution that used the means of civic force (“the
sword”) to terrorize the internal population and to prosecute a “crusade of the last days”51 lies
the dominant Anabaptist reality. This dominant reality is embodied in the communal practices of
a range of groups, including the Hutterites, Amish, Swiss Brethren, Mennonites, and Church of



the Brethren. As Anabaptists gradually coalesced around several European groupings, leaders
like Menno Simons and Pilgram Marpeck determinedly disavowed Münsterite sympathies while
developing theologies and practices recognizably aligned with the basic tenets of
Schleitheim,52 often with Melchiorite theological characteristics remaining in
evidence.Organized on the model of independent believers’ churches, contemporary
Anabaptists do not have central, institutional, top-down, guiding forms of authority like those that
developed in the magisterial church organizations of the Lutheran and Calvinist reformations.
The struggle for a coherent and sustainable articulation of principles regarding the participation
of Christians in political affairs and the use of coercion and violence can be traced through a
number of Anabaptist “confessions” and other documents and testimonies from Schleitheim to
the Dordrecht Confession of 1632, through to the Ris Confession of 1766 and beyond into the
twentieth century.53 There are, however, two “family resemblances” that extend into our time
and with which I will conclude: community and political economy alongside withdrawal and
engagement. By tracing briefly these two conceptual pairings, we will make our way back to
Professor Mouw’s invitation.Community and Political EconomyA critique leveled against the
ecclesiologies of both Luther and Calvin is that they tend — in somewhat different ways — to be
individualistic, stressing the individual sinner before God even in the context of congregational
life. Whatever the merits of this criticism, Anabaptists tended strongly in the opposite direction,
stressing, as already evident in the Brotherly Union, the communal aspects of Christian belief
and practice. In this approach we begin with ecclesiological practice and ask ourselves what the
relationship of the church to other social forms and institutions should be. Thus, Thomas Finger
argues that in Anabaptist theology, political questions receive consideration in light of missional
concerns, bringing to the surface specific community practices emerging from those
concerns.54 One might, then, nearly reject the idea of “Anabaptist political thought” and ask
instead: What are the consequences of Anabaptist ecclesiology for engaging in political life?
Strict separation in the style of Schleitheim led the Anabaptists not merely to an ecclesiology of
political separation, but also to a strong doctrine of proper church practices and disciplines that
developed into a new vision of political economy.55 Among noncommunistic Anabaptists, this
vision strained against an overemphasis on strict separation, and it included practices of sharing
and other thinking about economics that can be interpreted as implicit critiques of certain
Christendom political-economic modes.56 The visible, disciplined community practice of
Anabaptists was not a separable, specific doctrine, but an integrated part of a conceptual and
practical whole. Care for the poor, for example, was an integral part of church order that was at
times closely linked theologically to the Lord’s Supper. For many Anabaptists, that observance
was understood in intimate relation to the self-sacrifice of Jesus and to the unity of Christian love
that his disciples were to demonstrate in response. Such unity was further demonstrated in the
Christians’ material care for one another at any time and in their care for their nonbelieving
neighbors.Anabaptist churches provide witness as communities of faith whose members live out
the gospel in their individual behavior and in Christian community. In so doing, they seek to build



communities of moral excellence that can be understood on Aristotelian/Thomistic grounds,57
even if they are not explicitly conscious of this philosophical heritage. As we see in Brotherly
Union, this emphasis on community witness sprang out of their understanding of New
Testament possibilities for forming communities of character. Were they always successful,
thriving, and attractive to outsiders? No: abuses, missteps, and failures are an important part of
the Anabaptist story. However, they were — and understood themselves to be — Christian
communities before the watching world.58Anabaptists resist a unity between church and society
at large; they see these two kinds of community as radically distinct. In this they follow Luther,
but they do not follow him in overlapping the two communities in the heart and mind of the
individual believer; instead, the “good city” of political philosophy becomes the church, and the
Christian believers are its citizens. Departing from Augustine, the Anabaptists staunchly defend
and exhibit the visibility of the City of God as revealed in the concrete practicing community of
believers.59Engagement and WithdrawalMore radical than separation is nonresistance, the
principle of not using force to protect oneself or one’s rights, derived from Jesus’ injunctions in
the Sermon on the Mount to “turn the other cheek” or “walk the extra mile.” It, too, precedes the
Anabaptists. Both Augustine and Luther, for example, had taught nonresistance and referred to
the New Testament teachings to do so. Before he reversed himself on practical grounds,
Augustine argued that New Testament principles forbade Christians from using force to oppose
schism or heresy, so that “toleration for the sake of peace” and nonviolent persuasion were the
only remedies for disagreements.60 For Luther, nonresistance was to be the posture of
Christians in their private affairs (with their neighbor), whereas in their role as citizens, they were
encouraged to use all the tools available to them to serve in the role of enforcing justice and the
security of the community. Christians operate simultaneously in two distinct ethical
realms.61Departing from this conception, Calvin conceived of a divine commonwealth in which
there was no dualism, and the standard of ethical performance was the one demanded by good
public order and defense as needed. He and Luther stood in contrast to the Roman Catholic
conception of a division of society into two classes of people, with saints and professional
religious at one level of ethical performance and the great masses of society performing at a
basic level of natural justice that can be known apart from any revelation.62
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William, “Superior. Superior research and presentation in keeping with the Counterpoints series.
While it IS a scholastic book, the value to understanding this contrast is accessible to everyday
folks as well.Anabaptist - Lutheran - Black Church - Catholic - Reformed scholars engage. The
standout is (no surprise) James K.A. Smith from the Reformed or
TRANSFORMATIONISTperspective.”

Frenchlass, “Know the history in order to know what is happening now.. This is not a lightweight
book, but I enjoyed it greatly. The descriptions of the historical development of the various views
was helpful in understanding them. What I especially liked was that this is a "conversation", in
which each contributor answers all the others, offering both points of appreciation and critique.
This is a "thinking" book, and a very timely one.”

Josh, “A helpful book in Understanding Christ and Culture. This book seeks to take Richard
Niebuhr's five types from his book "Christ and Culture" and apply them to specifically to politics.
Each of the five authors assumes one of the Niebuhr's types and then shows how that type plays
out in the political realm. Very helpful book continuing a much-needed discussion.”

Je suis maman, “Needed for school. Nice material.”

Clayton, “Five Stars. Very balance and informative comparison of all five perspectives on the
church's involvement on politics.”

Dr Conrade Yap, “Going beyond Anti-This or Anti-That candidate. Should Christians participate
in politics? If it is no, is it a responsible way to live in this world? If yes, how should Christians
relate to the political leaders of the land? What about the separation of Church and state? What
does it mean? If a Church totally abandon all forms of involvement, what happens when the
government makes decisions that negatively impact the Church? While most believers will tend
to walk the middle way, to be involved only when absolutely necessary, Christians in general are
split right down the middle generally, and at least five ways theologically. In this book, we learn of
five such ways in the relationship between Church and state. In fact, when we read the gospels,
we see how the Pharisees tried to trap Jesus with the question of whether the Jews ought to pay
tax to the Romans. Either way, Jesus would be trapped. If Jesus answered 'yes,' the Jews would
be unhappy. If he said 'no,' the Romans would come after him. Life nowadays are a lot more
different than the first century. Moreover, Christians living in the modern world now have the
benefit of hundreds of years of theological reflection. This book distills five different points of
view surrounding relationship between Church and state. Editor Amy Black calls it the five
historic traditions of Anabaptist, Lutheran, Black Church, Reformed, and Catholic. Five
contributors have been invited to this discussion and after one proposition, there would be four



other responses. This gives readers multiple dimensions of each proposition and alternative
viewpoints. Each political thought begins with a historical background of the denomination and
how they arrive at the current political thought. The names of key founders and significant
leaders are mentioned, together with the unique circumstances they face. Then comes the
theological distinctivenesses and how these shape their interactions with politics. Each
contributor would then propose their model of political engagement and their specific concerns.
They all deal with the common case of poverty. This would be followed by four respondents from
the other schools of political thought.1) The Anabaptist Political Thought (Separationist)Due to
the past history of resisting violence, Anabaptists have generally advocated complete
separation of government and Church, preferring not to engage but to build alternative
communities. Their focus is to build the Church to embody gospel truths, and engaging with
government agencies and politics are usually avoided. Thomas Heilke, associate dean of
graduate studies and professor of political science at UBC (Okanagan) highlights the ills and
problems of direct political engagement and proposes a new community made up of like-minded
believers to develop a new mode of engagement with the outside.2) Lutheran (Two Kingdoms)It
is largely based on the "two-kingdoms doctrine" in which there is a "kingdom of creation" and a
"kingdom of redemption." As a Church, Lutherans largely emphasize the latter, the preach the
gospel, administer sacraments, and generally refrain from direct involvement. As an individual,
Christians are encouraged to participate in their personal capacity where appropriate. Robert
Benne is Jordan-Trexler Professor Emeritus and research associate at Roanoke College, and he
argues that the "wise church will hesitate to engage in direct action." He gives a case study of
his strategy on how to care for the poor. Any engagement with the outside must have strategies
that are aimed strategically at the "lost, last, and least." Laity involvement is encouraged as it is
seen as an "indirect role" of the Church. The direct role of the Church is the primary task of
preaching the gospel. Benne summarizes the Lutheran way as "vigorous ministry of Word and
Sacrament, of worship and teaching, of modeling and practicing" that leads to love and
justice.3) The Black Church (Prophetic)This political thought is somewhere midway between the
Anabaptist/Lutheran, and the Reformed/Catholic. As a people who had endured much
oppression and persecution from white people, they will get involved especially when matters
deal with "liberation, justice, and reconciliation." For the Blacks, the community is more
important than the individual. Bruce Fields is associate professor of biblical and systematic
theology and chair of the biblical and systematic theology department at Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School. He shares about the Black Church being one always in tension with the "already
and the not yet" idea. They preach God as the God of comfort and long for the new creation to
come. Due to their checkered history with the government, many blacks have mixed views of
how churches should engage with government. That is one reason why there are no "official
position" of the Church with regards to politics. The issue of poverty is especially poignant, given
that there are many within the black community who have experienced or are still experiencing
it.4) Reformed (Transformationist)Beginning with the 16th Century Protestant Reformation



leaders such as Zwingli, Calvin, and Knox, Christians are tasked with being "agents of renewal
and restoration." Thus, working with the government is a good thing and symbolizes obedience
to God. Christians should do their utmost to be such peacemaker agents so as to influence the
powers to be for the good of society. Explaining the Reformed view is James K. A. Smith,
professor of philosophy at Calvin College where he holds the Gary & Henrietta Byker Chair in
Applied Reformed Theology & Worldview. He goes back to the magisterial Reformation that
brings out the five common reformed themes: a) Sanctification of ordinary life; b) Faithful
revolutions in politics with human culture; c) Recognizing the structural and systemic nature of
sin; d) Anticipating the coming of the Kingdom; e) Diversity and Development in creation. One
reason why the Reformed are generally more open to working with government is due to the
broader "theology of culture" that believes that the government is part of the good order of
creation. On poverty, Smith goes back to Abraham Kuyper who blames the problem of the "rule
of money" that has corrupted governments. Due to programs that often reflect prevailing social
attitudes, the Church need to be involved in influencing the social strategies by overthrowing the
place of mammon in such places.5) Catholic (In Tension)This is the school of political thought
that is most opposite of the Anabaptists. If the Anabaptists preach total separation, the Catholics
would participate actively with government and politics as long as they adhere to the seven
central themes: a) the dignity of human life; b) to support families, communities; c) respect rights
and responsibilities; d) preferential care for the poor and needy; e) dignity of work; f) solidarity; g)
caring for God's creation. It is important to understand that while there is a strong push toward
working together, it does not mean union of Church and state. Relying heavily on the teachings
of Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and Thomas More, J. Brian Benestad, A'Amour Professor of
Catholic Thought at Assumption College shows us on the centrality of church teaching and
grace that would first influence individual souls who would then venture out to bring about justice
and mercy in the public spheres. The Church plays its role by equipping members to do works to
assist the needy in society.So What?The issues of society are far more complex and nuanced
than any one school of theological thought can manage. That is why it is far better to let the five
views in this book share their different approaches to the very important matters of social
concerns. With each position and the four responses given, we can the interactions provide four
modified ways of practicing each particular view. That gives us 20 different positions, at least.
Just like the many different tools available in a toolbox, this book gives readers a very unique
position to appreciate these positions, and to see them applied to the issue of poverty. Moreover,
it can be said that we cannot overgeneralize each of these approaches. They can give us a
rough trajectory of the movement but ultimately, the way it is described is the responsibility of
each advocate. Each of them would have their personal thoughts and applications of their
denomination of choice. The more complex the environment, the more we need to learn how to
share our resources and not be easily split by theological differences. After all, Christ has given
us diversity to cherish and to love. We should let our differences become opportunities to seek to
understand one another better.Politics in itself is even more complex when compared to the



issue of poverty. I would not be surprised that what the authors advocate for the political
environment in North America and the West will be drastically modified if we consider global
contexts. What about places of immense corruption and bribery? What about a tyrant sitting on
the throne? What about racial and religious sensitivities that prevent the normal execution of
social work? How will our approaches be changed over time? These issues show us that the five
views mentioned in this book only address the tip of the iceberg of the world we live in.I
appreciate Amy Black's summary as follows:"As the contributors to this volume have
demonstrated, Christians throughout the centuries have debated the extent to which church and
government should interact and have wrestled with divisive political issues Each of the five views
represented in this book introduces con-cepts and vocabulary useful for discussing the proper
role of government, the place of political participation, and the purposes and foundations of the
law Interaction with these rich theological traditions can help guide those seeking to think more
deeply about their Christian witness in politics."With the US elections coming in the year 2016,
this book is well placed to help us be better informed theologically and better prepared
spiritually. Perhaps, choose your leaders not according to your own preferences, not even
according to some humanistic form of the greater good. Choose according to what best brings
glory to God. May the interactions demonstrated in this book move us further along this path. Let
us learn to go beyond mere "Anti-This" or "Anti-That" candidate.Rating: 5 stars of 5.conradeThis
book is provided to me courtesy of Zondervan Academic and NetGalley in exchange for an
honest review. All opinions offered above are mine unless otherwise stated or implied.”

The book by Hector Luis Bonilla has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 64 people have provided feedback.

TITLE PAGE COPYRIGHT PAGE CONTENTS INTRODUCTION: CHRISTIAN TRADITIONS
AND POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT: AMY E. BLACK 1. THE ANABAPTIST (SEPARATIONIST)
VIEW: THOMAS W. HEILKE 2. THE LUTHERAN (PARADOXICAL) VIEW: ROBERT BENNE 3.
THE BLACK CHURCH (PROPHETIC) VIEW: BRUCE L. FIELDS 4. THE REFORMED
(TRANSFORMATIONIST) VIEW: JAMES K.A. SMITH 5. THE CATHOLIC (SYNTHETIC) VIEW:
J. BRIAN BENESTAD CONCLUSION: CHRISTIAN WITNESS IN THE PUBLIC SQUARE: AMY
E. BLACK ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS AUTHOR INDEX SUBJECT INDEX SCRIPTURE
INDEX



Language: English
File size: 1608 KB
Simultaneous device usage: Up to 5 simultaneous devices, per publisher limits
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 237 pages
Lending: Not Enabled

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

