
The Varieties and Shortcomings of Religious
Pacifism: A Comprehensive Guide to John
Howard Yoder's Series
The question of religious pacifism has been a subject of intense debate and
discussion within the realm of theology and ethics for centuries. John
Howard Yoder, a prominent Mennonite theologian, has dedicated a
significant portion of his scholarly work to exploring the complexities of
religious pacifism, offering a comprehensive analysis of its various forms
and identifying its inherent shortcomings.
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Yoder's series of writings on religious pacifism provides a profound
examination of the subject, challenging conventional notions and offering a
unique perspective rooted in Anabaptist theology. This article aims to
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provide a comprehensive overview of Yoder's work on pacifism, delving into
its key arguments, perspectives, and critiques.

The Varieties of Religious Pacifism

According to Yoder, religious pacifism encompasses a wide range of beliefs
and practices that reject the use of violence and warfare as a means of
resolving conflict. He categorizes pacifism into three primary types:

Absolute Pacifism: This form of pacifism holds that all forms of
violence are inherently wrong and incompatible with Christian
principles. Absolute pacifists believe that violence, even in self-defense
or to protect others, is morally unjustifiable.

Relative Pacifism: Relative pacifists acknowledge that violence may
be necessary in certain extreme circumstances, such as self-defense
or the prevention of grave injustice. However, they emphasize the
importance of exploring nonviolent alternatives and striving to minimize
the use of force.

Contextual Pacifism: Contextual pacifists argue that the decision of
whether or not to use violence should be made on a case-by-case
basis, taking into account the specific context and circumstances. They
reject the idea of absolute rules and instead focus on discerning the
most ethical and nonviolent response in each situation.

Yoder's Pacifist Theology



Yoder's pacifist theology is deeply rooted in the Anabaptist tradition, which
emphasizes the separation of church and state, the rejection of violence,
and the pursuit of nonviolent resistance. He argues that the Christian faith
is fundamentally incompatible with the use of violence as a means of
achieving political or social goals.

Yoder's pacifist theology is based on several key principles:

The Kingdom of God: Yoder believes that the Kingdom of God is a
realm of nonviolence and peace, where the use of violence is
inherently contradictory to the nature of God.

The Cross of Christ: Yoder emphasizes the centrality of the cross in
Christian theology, arguing that it represents God's rejection of
violence and his call for followers to embrace nonviolence.

The Sermon on the Mount: Yoder interprets the Sermon on the
Mount as a profound call to nonviolence, challenging the traditional
understanding of just war theory.

The Church as a Peace Community: Yoder believes that the church
is called to be a community of peace, modeling nonviolent resistance
and reconciliation in the world.



Shortcomings of Religious Pacifism

While Yoder's pacifist theology offers a compelling ethical stance, it is not
without its shortcomings:

Real-World Challenges: Critics argue that religious pacifism is
unrealistic and impractical in the face of real-world violence and
injustice. They question the feasibility of nonviolence in situations
where innocent lives are at stake.

Just War Theory: Opponents of religious pacifism contend that it fails
to adequately address the arguments of traditional just war theory,
which allows for the use of force under certain conditions, such as self-
defense or the prevention of greater harm.

Ambiguity and Complexity: Critics argue that Yoder's pacifist
theology is overly simplistic and fails to account for the complexities of
real-world conflicts. They question the wisdom of applying absolute
ethical principles to situations that involve moral dilemmas and
competing values.

Lack of Historical Context: Some scholars criticize Yoder's pacifist
theology for its lack of historical context. They argue that Yoder's
emphasis on nonviolence is heavily influenced by the Anabaptist



tradition and does not adequately engage with other historical and
theological perspectives on violence.

John Howard Yoder's series on religious pacifism has had a profound
impact on the field of theology. His work provides a comprehensive
analysis of the varieties, principles, and shortcomings of pacifism, offering a
unique perspective rooted in Anabaptist theology.

While religious pacifism faces practical and ethical challenges, it
nevertheless remains a powerful witness to the Christian call for
nonviolence and peace. Yoder's work serves as a valuable resource for
scholars, theologians, and all those seeking to understand the complexities
of the relationship between religion and violence.
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