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From the Collection, "Porous Boundaries." 
by Lisa Obirek. 
  
JHY's Bark in Waves 
Excerpt on Cover. Oil. February 2014. 
 
This piece draws mostly from Ens's third chapter when he 
looks to Yoder to discuss a singular Christian confession... 
something like, "we are looking for ways to stay within our 
bark." With the oil painting you can see the pieces of wood. 
They are broken tree bits. They flip and flop through the 
waters; there is some weight to them and after time the water 
changes their colours and textures. The wood moves wildly in 
the tides that change in the different seasons. There are three 
strips of colour to the far left. Purple is the colour of the robe 
that the mocking soldiers put on Jesus when they walked him 
to his death. The yellow is the resurrection and this hugs the 
purple strip with the reality of Kingdom coming, Kingdom 
here. The brown strip to the far left is the stable where Jesus 
was born. This painting is what the entire effort began as:  
a visual articulation of boundaries thick and permeable. 

  
Plateau-ed Pink Panther 
Facing Page. Mixed Medium. March 2014. 
 
"Be the pink panther!" Deleuze and Guattari tell us. The pink 
panther is kind of weird but is nothing terribly extraordinary. 
The pink panther's absurd character manifests itself in a 
rebellion against easy categories. For example, gender. 
Gender is an ordinary and often-used category that, like every 
category, constructs boundaries to form a particular identity. 
The pink panther is not exempt from identifying descriptors 
and categories. However, every time I try to talk about the 
pink panther I am tempted to speak about it as an "it"; the 
pink panther does not destroy the categories of gender but 



 

makes their inadequacies and ambiguities more evident. He 
might be a she. She might be a he. S/he is neither, perhaps; 
more likely s/he is both. The pink panther is made up of a few 
hundred individually formed clay tiles on chicken wire. 
 
Boundaries are constructed, in part, through differing desires. 
While I read and edited this book I was also reading the work 
of Gillian Rose and Deleuze and Guattari and their 
philosophies shaped my own engagement with Ens’s work. 
How does desire orient itself in such a way that we might live 
well? That our identifying-boundaries might be both thick 
and permeable? Yoder talks (most often implicitly) about 
orienting our desire towards God through Jesus. Rose talks 
about the static desire (which is desire negated away to 
nothing) in hell. If you are in denial of hell or refuse to dwell 
in hell, your desire becomes static and then life sucks – that's 
hell. Deleuze and Guattari do not, to my knowledge, talk 
about hell explicitly... with them it is mostly just: be the pink 
panther; be ordinarily odd. 
 The Pink Panther is an appropriate partner for Ens 
who, in his imagining the church being the church, articulates 
a mode of living where we overlap but do not collapse into 
one another - in love. Jesus probably likes the pink panther. 
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PREFACE 
 
Despite the current popular calls for more interdisciplinary approaches 
(the publisher you are currently reading being a case in point), academia 
still operates in silos. Even the most progressive disciplines are asking 
themselves a version of Gerald Ens’s question in the following work: how 
can we truly engage with other disciplines without diluting our cores, 
without crumbling the pillars we have spent years building up? It is a 
testament to Ens’s attempt to take this question seriously that he has made 
the strange and risky move of asking a political theorist to write the 
preface for this work of theology. This preface, then, is both an 
introduction and a case study of Ens’s work. It has to be rooted in the 
lenses of its writer’s home discipline in order to be honest, but it will 
explicitly tint those lenses with that of the Other - this daring theological 
exploration of the boundaries of the Christian church.  
 Ens focuses on what may be the problem for the Christian church 
in the contemporary moment, one defined by an unprecedented sharing of 
ideas, extensive migration and international travel, and a market-driven 
and globalized flow of capital. That the Church’s interaction with Others 
may undermine either its own or the Other’s commitment to a core 
identity is not a new situation (as Ens’s brief forays into history 
demonstrate), but the early 21st century is a particularly tricky place to be 
for those who wish to maintain their “allegiance to Jesus and his politics” 
(p. 61). It is even trickier for those who, like Ens, wish to fully engage with 
this 21st century world. By fully engage Ens does not mean a polite but 
non-substantive concession to those who ‘think differently.’ His work is 
no mere treatise on ‘respecting worldviews.’ It is a full fledged – but not, 
as we shall see, unflinching – look at how vulnerable the Christian church 
needs to be in order to truly communicate with and understand the way 
Others root themselves in the world.  
 Such a look becomes very problematic very fast for Ens, and that 
is ultimately why he flinches. If the Christian church becomes truly 
vulnerable in order to fully engage, does it not risk losing itself? Does it 
not risk becoming the Other by dissolving into – what it still understands 
as – ‘the World’? Ens is unique enough of a scholar to admit that such a 
question ‘terrifies and offends’ him, but the fact that he asks it 
demonstrates an attempt at the vulnerability he prescribes to the Church. 
Whether or not he succeeds at such vulnerability, and whether or not the 
Church’s borders can simultaneously protect its core while being truly 
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open to Others (thick and permeable), will be up to the reader to decide by 
the time they reach the end of Ens’s challenging third and final chapter.  
Ens’s first two chapters scrutinize the work of two authors in order to see 
how, exactly, church borders can be both thick and permeable. He ends 
the first and begins the second with a similar question: How might a 
‘permeable membrane’ – one that allows engagement with how Others 
conceptualize and experience what is meaningful and good about human 
life – also “prevent a watering down of the church’s separate identity in 
Christ?” (p. 35). Yoder, Ens’s first author, writes that Christians ought to 
practice a shared “faith that dares take the brother and sister seriously to 
the point of grappling with them in true conversation” (p. 27). The 
skeptical reader immediately asks herself whether it is true grappling if 
there is no possibility of giving up one’s most fundamental claim, in the 
Church’s – and Ens’s – case, that ‘Jesus is Lord’? True grappling does not 
necessitate altering one’s key stance, but can a border between the Church 
and the world be truly permeable if such altering is precluded? 
Commentary on Yoder suggests that he is sympathetic to these sorts of 
questions. He wants “genuine dialogue in which he (and the other) can be 
changed in the encounter” (p. 32). This is difficult territory, for Ens, who, 
while appreciating this aspect of Yoder’s work, repeatedly states that such 
vulnerability should not surrender the ‘thick’ part of the Church’s border, 
another one of Yoder’s emphases.  
 Ens does not take the easy way out in Chapter Two, however, 
where he describes how Coles, his second author, eloquently critiques the 
explicit and implicit absolutism that creeps into Christian engagements 
with the Other. Coles notes that to “itself be valid, Christianity must hold 
onto the conviction that its [Others] are invalid, at least outside of the 
Christian meta-narrative” (p. 4). Christians, then, even with a profound 
willingness to engage the Other, come to the engagement with certain 
entrenched beliefs that have been protected from any threat before the 
engagement even begins. The skeptical reader asks whether such 
entrenchment can ever truly allow the vulnerability that Ens himself 
suggests permeable borders require. It seems that true vulnerability 
requires openness towards experiencing existential angst, towards – to 
paraphrase Coles – one’s cognitive strings being thwarted. Such angst and 
thwarting means an interrogation of the very foundations upon which 
one’s meaning has been built. For the Christian this includes the symbol 
of the cross and the monotheistic narrative that makes sense of history. At 
this point Ens has willingly placed himself between a rock and a hard 
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place: on the one hand is Coles’s call to “relentlessly” question one’s 
beliefs with “insiders and outsiders,” and on the other is the theological 
context in which Ens is rooted, one which confesses allegiance to Christ 
and Christ’s politics.  
 In chapter three Ens employs the work of Merleau-Ponty, an 
existential phenomenologist, in an attempt to transcend his difficult 
position. It is not an easy quest. Merleau-Ponty allows Ens to 
conceptualize the confession and commitment to Christ as “of the order 
of our pre-conscious being-in-the-world” (p. 74). Self-aware reflection on 
the Church – what Ens calls the “second order cognition” of Christian life 
– still matters, but it flows from a “pre-objective confessional posture of 
fidelity to Jesus” (p. 74). This seems to avoid Coles’s call to potentially 
give up one’s core Christianity when engaging the Other because such 
Christianity is pre-conscious and so pre-choice. One cannot give up what 
one has not chosen to keep. From some angles this appears to be a deft 
move, but it seems awfully convenient that being a Christian comes 
‘before consciousness,’ and that somehow a basic foundation of identity is 
beyond the reach of the Other. If being “convicted as Jesus-loyalists” 
prohibits the possibility of fundamental change during engagement with 
the Other, does it not simultaneously preclude vulnerable engagement 
with difference? How Ens defends his position against this question is one 
of the central themes of the latter half of the chapter, and he does so 
largely by interrogating the semblance of choice that underlies the 
requirement of fundamental change in order to be truly vulnerable. Like 
Coles, the skeptical reader feels that in the clash of differences, if it is truly 
a clash, some will be changed into something other than what they are. 
Ens criticizes this as an angle that suggests people can simply ‘join’ 
whatever tradition they please, as if it’s a matter of simple choice meant to 
promote diversity.  
 Despite the many impressive moves Ens makes in chapter three, 
he does not manage to fully reconcile holding onto something ‘pre-
conscious’ and determined (the Church’s fidelity to Jesus), and the 
vulnerability that a permeable border requires. An easy way out would be 
to simply state that true vulnerability does not require fundamental change 
at the root of one’s identity, but Ens is too invested in the dilemma at 
hand – and sees its reality too clearly – to take an easy way out. In his 
conclusion he notes that his argument does not allow him to preclude the 
possibility that the Church may fundamentally alter its Christ-rooted 
narrative. Given that identity is something deep, sacred, and beyond full 
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manipulation of any individual’s choice, he sees such an alteration as very 
unlikely. But his acknowledgement of such a possibility, near the very end 
of his work, is what keeps it true to its title. You have to make it to the 
end to be sure, but Ens’s work is not a sophisticated attempt at thickening 
the Church’s boundaries under the elaborate veil of faux openness. 
Rather, it is the beginning of an existentially risky process that desires both 
faithfulness to Jesus and true vulnerability towards Others. 
 Although that last sentence is perhaps the tidiest way to end a 
preface, this particular preface would not hold true unless it made explicit 
the thick and/or permeable boundaries between the discipline of political 
science and theology. The starkness with which this preface presents true 
vulnerability – as requiring the possibility to fundamentally change – 
illuminates how seriously its writer’s home discipline takes conflict. 
Political science (I am explicitly trading on the version of its title that 
includes the word ‘science,’ versus the more benign ‘studies,’ in order to 
drive home the potential chasm between it and theology) sees the world 
through the framework of power relationships. To the discipline of 
political science, problematized power relationships are not everything; 
they could make up only five percent of individual human relationships 
and society as a whole. But in terms of understanding who influences 
who, who gets what and why, it is the important five percent. The discipline 
of political science is not disinterested in how one actor, say the Christian 
church, can be truly vulnerable, but given the discipline’s focus on the 
importance of power the bar it will set for such genuine vulnerability will 
be very high. High enough to deem any attempts at engaging with the 
Other as not truly vulnerable unless the ones engaging are willing, at some 
level, to lose what defines them. If they can allow such a situation, the 
political scientist will be impressed, surprised even, but will accept 
something antithetical to her working framework: that problematized 
power relationships – Ens’s and Yoder’s “logics of dominion” – can be 
transcended.  
 Such a potential acceptance from political science is a strange 
thing. To see how strange, exactly, requires taking a few steps back and 
surveying the broader narrative that guides political science and the 
ecclesial theology analyzed by Ens. In Ens’s context eschatology plays a 
key role. In political science it is largely absent. This difference speaks 
volumes about the sort of boundary between Ens’s discipline and my 
own. Christian eschatology, which is concerned with the final destiny of 
humankind as it is experienced on earth, expects a specific point in the 
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future when the logics of dominion of the world will be fundamentally 
upended, and that God will be a key player in this upending. Political 
science says nothing specific about the end of humankind on earth. In 
some ways its lenses are too narrow – purposefully so – to engage in such 
discussions. But in other ways it does not allow for ‘transcending the 
logics of dominion’ because it is profoundly skeptical of anyone or 
anything that claims to do so. The scholar that focuses on governments, 
states, economic systems, legislation, regime types, the tyranny of the 
majority, judicial activism, executive abuse, competing claims to rights, 
varying attempts to fuse society’s political arrangement with one particular 
conception of the good, bureaucratic threats to political elites, etc, etc sees 
any claim to transcend the logics of dominion as merely a veiled attempt at 
obscuring that logic.  
 This is why Ens’s final statement that his argument does not 
protect the Church from the possibility – as small as it is – of evolving out 
of Christianity is so important. Without such a statement the political 
scientist’s bar would not have been met, and the boundaries between the 
disciplines would have remained thick and absolute. By flirting with such – 
for lack of a better phrase – vulnerable vulnerability, Ens is hinting at a 
process of interacting along boundaries that is not only relevant to the 
sacred towers of all-encompassing faith, but to the more worldly ivory 
ones as well.  
 
Johanu Botha 
University of Manitoba 
2014 
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INTRODUCTION 
ECCLESIOLOGY BEYOND RIGID BOUNDARIES 

 
 “A nourished body of Christ, like Christ, requires an extremely 
thick yet flexible, modulating, vulnerable, filamented, and porous 
(maybe even gelatinous?) membrane as the flesh that at once joins 
with and distinguishes it from the world.”1 
 

Evocative and indefinite, this image of the church’s boundaries thwarts 
efforts to posit a well-nourished church in tidy or clearly defined terms or 
concepts. Further, it is difficult to imagine what a church with this kind of 
membrane might look like in both practical and theoretical terms. And yet, 
Romand Coles’s appeal to Christians to embody a church politic with such 
a “thick” and “permeable” boundary is one of the most unsettling and 
truthful ecclesiological statements I have ever read.   

With this image I will attempt to explore how we might imagine a 
church that is simultaneously faithful and vulnerable; to test whether we 
can, and how we might, conceive of a church whose boundaries are at 
once thick and permeable. I want to examine the dynamics of a body of 
Christ whose membrane, in its thickness, provides sufficient space to 
prevent any dilution of its allegiance to Christ and at once binds it in 
rightful permeability to the world. By doing so, it is my hope that we 
might be able to live, work, and move as God’s people in the midst of an 
often chaotic and always messy world. 

To begin this kind of navigation, I take as a starting point that 
asking whether we ought to draw boundaries is the wrong question, and 
that even asking where we should draw boundaries is, at best, a secondary 
question.2 Instead, I want to experiment with focussing our questions on 
the nature of our boundaries and our orientation towards them. This may 
mean that instead of asking whether antiquated membership rolls should 

                                                 
1 Romand Coles, “The Pregnant Reticence of Rowan Williams,” in Stanley Hauerwas and 
Romand Coles, Christianity, Democracy and the Radical Ordinary: Conversations between a Radical 
Democrat and a Christian (Eugene: Cascade, 2008), 191. 
2 I suspect that we most commonly hear discussions of this sort assembled around the 
language of judgment. Those that strive after a particular identity centred on a particular, 
exclusive truth claim will eagerly embrace judgement, while others, focussing instead on 
the importance of tolerance will argue for a non-judgemental Christianity or renounce the 
language of Christianity in favour of a “generic” language of “love.” My argument is that 
questions concerning whether or not we should judge are non-starters, for we are always 
judging. Similarly, the questions of when and whom we should judge are at best 
secondary. The questions we should be asking concern the nature of our judgement, how 
it is that we judge.  
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be replaced by some other objective tool for determining church 
membership, we might instead look to the life and work of the church as a 
significant way of thinking about belongingness in the messianic 
community. Or, instead of trying to define what counts as the 
fundamentals of Christian practice and what should be left to individual 
conscience, we might reorient our energies toward the ongoing work of 
discerning Christian faithfulness. Instead of asking whether we should 
listen to “outsiders,” we might begin by listening, and as we do so, ask 
which kinds of listening might be most faithful.  Instead of focussing on 
naming which infidelities – e.g., the acceptance of violence, the 
disenfranchisement of women from ministerial roles – in our local 
churches, denominations, and in the ecumenical community disqualify 
others from our fellowship, we might also ask which kinds of conversation 
within and across church boundaries constitute a type of faithful Christian 
communion. Instead of asking “who now, precisely, has the authority to 
guide us?” after the apparent collapse of hierarchical structures, we might 
ask “what are the shapes and procedures of conversations in which we will 
find guidance?” Instead of attempting to establish how much and which 
kinds of theological training, faith, and spirituality are necessary for 
leadership roles in the church, we might consider different ways of being 
open to leadership in surprising as well as familiar places and ask how we 
might properly cultivate this discerning openness. 

However, it is not merely a matter of re-orienting our 
investigations in directions such as these. To be faithful these “new” 
directions must be pursued well. If not, they will likely disintegrate into 
chaos, form their own new static and inadequate structures, or else leave 
us in meaningless meandering. I am convinced that the most fruitful of 
these directions will compose boundaries that are both thick and 
permeable. Thus, this work marks an attempt at imagining how we might 
compose such boundaries. For this, I draw from the work of John 
Howard Yoder, Romand Coles, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a theologian, 
a political theorist, and an existential phenomenologist. However, before 
commencing on this constructive task, I will use the remainder of this 
introduction to situate my discussion within contemporary considerations 
of ecclesiology.  
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Much contemporary theology has a strong ecclesiological focus, 
working from the understanding that the reign of God is inseparable from 
the church and that thereby the ecclesial body and ecclesial practice must 
be at the centre of Christianity. This theology tends to be related to a 
series of claims: that Christianity is always and everywhere mediated by the 
church; that theology can only be practiced in and for the church; that the 
church is the locus and meaning of all history; that the church is the agent 
of God’s salvation; that we can only faithfully read the Bible in the church; 
and so on.3 To be clear, I do not wish to quarrel with these claims per se. 
Indeed, in many ways I hope to defend them. However, if articulated with 
an inadequate account of boundaries this theology presents us with a 
series of difficulties and dead ends. 

To begin with, such a strong ecclesiology appears to necessitate 
naming precisely where “church” happens and what “church” is. After all, 
if everything hinges on the faithful participation of the church in the reign 
of Christ, then it seems as though we must sort through what precisely 
constitutes faithful Christian practice and what does not. In order to avoid 
an heretical betrayal of our ecclesial mandate, we must, it seems, clearly 
identify and enact an authentic, orthodox Church. Miroslav Volf jumps 
into this trap more eagerly than most, providing an excellent example of 
how an ecclesiological focus appears to necessitate neatly demarcating the 
church’s boundaries. “If one is to speak meaningfully about ecclesiality,” 
he writes, “one must know not only what the church is, but also how a 
concrete church can be identified externally as a church; one must be able 
to say where a church is.”4  

Put bluntly, a claim such as Volf’s, if followed rigorously through 
to its conclusions, results in a church of arbitrary exclusion and 
uniformity.5 Even within a broad faithfulness that tolerates a variety of 

                                                 
3 Though they have different and important emphases and nuances, Stanley Hauerwas, 
John Milbank, John Howard Yoder, Miroslav Volf, James McClendon, and William 
Cavanaugh, among others, make such claims 
4 Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1998), 129, Volf’s emphasis.  
5 This is directly related to the problem of identifying truth. Volf formulates his 
understanding of truth with the purpose of helping identify and evaluate what is and is 
not the church, and again provides a good example of what we ought not to do. On this 
matter, Volf sets himself up against the idea that Christian truth is best understood as “an 
event of love between persons,” where truth is the communion that we receive as a gift 
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views, tidy boundaries must be drawn that identify “the church,” and if 
they are meaningful in any way these boundaries will exclude certain 
voices. Where these boundaries are drawn is always contestable, 
particularly given the messy emergence of Christian doctrine and the 
multiversant Christianity of today. In sum, contingent and predetermined 
standards about what makes for an authentic church will determine a priori 
who is inside and who is outside an acceptable range of discourse. 

It is not surprising that many theologians with this sort of strong 
ecclesiology not only deny this accusation, but make strong claims to the 
contrary.6 On this point, John Milbank’s theology of ecclesial boundaries 
is revealing. Milbank stakes his claim in the ability of the Christian meta-
narrative – which the church practices – to bring infinite difference into 
peaceful, harmonious co-existence; this where all other ways of construing 
the world result in a violent, chaotic clash of differences. He writes:  

                                                                                                                     

from Christ (Volf, 93).  In contrast, Volf names correct doctrine to which an individual 
must cognitively-subjectively assent as a necessary prerequisite of faith. Much of my 
unease with Volf’s argument stems from the fact that this sort of understanding of truth 
implies an idolatrous self-caused deliverance, in which atomized individuals choose to enter 
into a network of relationships. For Volf, it is up to us to cognitively-subjectively 
distinguish truth from falsehood and accumulate the necessary knowledge for our 
salvation, though it is not clear how much or what kind of knowledge is required. As we 
will see, this concern with idolatry can (and should) also be levelled against what I have 
identified as a rigid ecclesiology. 
6 See, e.g., Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Ethic 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 2-3:  
 

If my suggestion that a polity should be about forming virtuous people has a 
dangerous ring, it is because we value our ‘freedom.’ But…‘freedom’ comes 
only by participation in a truthful polity capable of forming virtuous people. 
Such a people, contrary to our liberal presuppositions, are not characterized by 
an oppressive uniformity. Rather the mark of a truthful community is partly 
seen in how it enables the diversity of gifts and virtues to flourish. Therefore the 
church is not only a community of character, but a community of characters, 
sine we are convinced that God rejoices in the diversity of spirits who inhabit 
his church. 
 

 In general, I am in agreement with Hauerwas’s claim here. My point is that imagining a 
polity that seeks to train its people in particular virtues in order to perceive particular 
goods and also seeks to embrace diversity and push against uniformity as one of these 
goods demands an account of boundaries that are thick and permeable. 



 

 

 

5 

 

 
One way to try to secure peace is to draw boundaries around “the 
same,” and exclude “the other”: to promote some practices and 
disallow alternatives. Most politics, and most religions, 
characteristically do this. But the church has misunderstood itself 
when it does likewise. For the point of the supersession of the law 
is that nothing really positive is excluded – no difference, 
whatsoever – but only the negative, that which denies and takes 
away from Being; in other words, the violent…. Christianity 
should not draw boundaries, and the Church is that paradox: a 
nomad city.7  
 

There are at least two things in Milbank’s elaboration of the church 
therein that are in considerable tension with this thesis. First, while his 
ontological casting of the world appears to allow him to remove the need 
for boundaries, he has in fact drawn a shockingly invulnerable boundary 
between the “ontologically real” and “ontologically unreal.” Whether or 
not this boundary is “ontologically real,” the determination of what counts 
as reality and unreality runs into the same problems we run into when 
drawing normal boundaries. Which Christian practices and theologies fit 
into manifestations of orthodoxy (supposedly endlessly differential) and 
which fit into that which Milbank describes as heretical and “ontologically 
unreal?” When has theology become bankrupt and when has Christian 
practice become violent? What from outside of the church should be 
incorporated and what must be excluded as raging nihilism? Milbank 
himself does not provide helpful ways of answering these questions. 
Indeed, on the rare occasion that he is specific about these matters, 
vestiges of imperialism seem to crawl out of the woodwork.8 Second, 
Milbank presents the ideal form of Christianity as existing without boundaries. 
On the contrary, I hold not only that boundaries are inevitable, but also 
that they are necessary for both the visibility and dialogical engagement at 
the heart of the church’s practice. For promoting a boundary-free politics 

                                                 
7 John Milbank, The Future of Love: Essays in Political Theology (Eugene: Cascade Books, 
2009), 342. 
8 See, for example, his infamous online article on Islam and the enlightenment at 
http://www.abc.net.au/religion/articles/2010/08/24/2991778.htm?topic1=home&topic
2= blogpost. 
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risks erasing difference in favour of a homogenous space that reproduces 
the dominant hegemonies of society. An inimical and hidden boundary 
marks off this sort of “open” space, and the fact that it functions in secret 
only makes this boundary more unyielding.9 As such, we can see that the 
differences between Volf’s and Milbank’s theology – and the ecclesiologies 
they represent – end up being inconsequential, at least in regards to 
boundaries. That is, we see that once again a strong ecclesiology results in 
an implicit politics of arbitrary exclusion. 

To add further difficulties, these similar articulations of boundaries 
contain explicit and implicit references to and entanglements in violence. 
Again, Milbank’s work is revealing. He writes: “perhaps the most 
uncomfortable historical fact for contemporary Christianity is the debt 
that they owe to kings. Should Charles Martel in the face of the Muslims 
or Alfred of Wessex in the face of the pagans simply have laid down their 
swords? If one feels that that would have ensured their salvation, then one 
has to add that it would also apparently have rendered impossible our own 
within the course of historical time.”10 This argument runs into at least 
two significant theological problems. First, Milbank has idolatrously taken 
salvation out of the hands of God and placed it into the hands of kings. 
Our salvation, he suggests, is dependent not upon God, but Charles 
Martel and Alfred of Wessex. Likewise, the salvation of future generations 
is, presumably, dependent on our ability to defend Christianity. Second, in 
justifying imperial violence, Milbank largely ignores biblical, Christological, 
or other theological standards in favour of one immensely dubious 
criterion: does the violence in question help the church to survive? With 
this standard, the church suddenly becomes a violent institution, needing 
to defend itself against both external and internal threats (barbarians and 
heretics). It becomes irrelevant that this “defensive” violence will often be 
difficult to distinguish from “aggressive” violence and that the church in 
these situations will often be tied to particular cultural and political 

                                                 
9 I am indebted, in my reading of Milbank, to Coles’s own critical reading. See “Storied 
Others and Possibilities of Caritas: Milbank and Neo-Nietzschean Ethics,” Modern Theology 
8 (1992): 331-51. See also my unpublished essay, “Is Milbank’s Harmony Dissonant? 
John Milbank’s Ontology of Peace in dialogue with Romand Coles’ Generous Tension.” 
10 John Milbank, “Foreword,” in The Gift of Difference, eds. Chris K. Huebner and Tripp 
York (Winnipeg: CMU Press, 2010), xvi. 
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identities (e.g., Christendom). What matters is the security and worldly 
success of the church.  

Nevertheless, with Milbank’s strong ecclesiology, it is not difficult 
to see how he arrives at this argument. The view that the church is the 
coming new creation and God’s agent of salvation appears to carry with it 
the imperative to defend this necessary, salvific institution. My suspicion is 
that Milbank is simply more honest than others with similar ecclesiologies 
when he gives voice to this need for empire and violence. It certainly 
seems as though the violence that appears explicitly in his work would sit 
implicitly in others’, who also argue (explicitly and implicitly) for the need 
for the church to have rigid, impenetrable boundaries. 

We can, for example, catch a glimpse of this implicit violence in 
William Cavanaugh’s Theopolitical Imagination, which provides a compelling 
account of the manner with which the church’s social and bodily practices 
chart out an alternative imagining of space: a Eucharistic spatial story that 
breaks out of the disciplined, regimented, atemporal, and violent spaces 
that we find in the nation state, in civil society, and in globalization. 
Cavanaugh persuasively argues that this liturgical space can avoid the 
pitfalls of both violent, Constantinian Christianity and apolitical, privatized 
Christianity. For, Cavanaugh argues, this space allows the church to reject 
the temptation to “establish…its own place, its own territory to defend,” 
and, instead, allows it to embrace a diasporic existence.11 Neither liberal 
nor fascist, “Christ is indeed the Head of [this] Body, but the members do 
not relate to one another through the Head alone, for Christ Himself is 
found not only in the centre but at the margins of the Body, radically 
identified with the ‘least of my brothers and sisters.’…Space is [thus] 
constantly ‘interrupted’ by Christ himself, who appears in the person of 
the weakest.”12 In this way, Cavanaugh gives an account of a pilgrim 

                                                 
11 William T. Cavanaugh, Theopolitical Imagination: Discovering the Liturgy as a Political Act in 
an Age of Global Consumerism, (New York: T&T Clark Ltd, 2002), 114. I am intentionally 
restricting myself to this text, and not delving into the rest of Cavanaugh’s corpus. 
12 Ibid.,49 and 120. Cavanaugh continues: “Turn the corner, and the cosmic Christ 
appears in the homeless person asking for a cup of coffee.” See also p. 113: “The centre 
toward which the true Catholica is turned is…a decentred centre.” 
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church that tells “spatial stories…tracing a narrative through space and 
time […with its] movements and practices.”13  

Thus, the liturgical movements of the church break down the 
boundaries of our existence, drawing us into a particular social practice 
that places us into the particularities of everyday life and embraces the 
diversity of Christ’s gifts that we find in these particularities.  This 
imagining of the church points in some promising directions by way of 
which a church that is the cosmic enactment/performance of God’s 
salvation on earth might avoid the quandaries of a tidily demarcated 
church, with the arbitrary and violent boundaries found therein. And yet, 
it is precisely on this point – when we turn to boundaries and the 
possibility of realizing a properly faithful and vulnerable pilgrim church – 
that Theopolitical Imagination fails, in at least three ways, to adequately 
address the concerns motivating my project.  

First, though he often calls the church to faithfulness and 
acknowledges that the church is often faithless, Cavanaugh does not 
provide us with any means by which we might evaluate faithful and 
unfaithful church practice. Likewise, he does not consider how his 
ecclesiology might open possibilities for working through and with 
theological and ecclesiological disagreements. Second, though Cavanaugh 
finds Christ at the margins and outside of the church, he envisions the 
church’s relationship with the outsider as largely one-way. For Cavanaugh 
“the other is not merely different but wholly other.”14 He is right to resist 
collapsing the other into a straightforward insider, but his manner of 
doing so appears to imagine another inflexible space in which the church 
is not vulnerable or receptive to the ways of being of the person(s) it 
(somehow) identifies as “wholly other.” Likewise, for all of his talk of 
relational time and space, Cavanaugh exclusively speaks about our ability to 
shape time and space, and not of how the world’s many times and spaces 
might also shape us in positive or negative ways. Third, Cavanaugh tends 
to view the Christian story (the singular theopolitical imagination) as the only 
alternative to the deleterious forces of contemporary society. For example, 
he tends to universalize the world’s need for God and to present the 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 100. In this quotation Cavanaugh is using the example of  “itineraries, which had 
described journeys or pilgrimages in terms of the actions prescribed at different points” 
(92). 
14 Ibid., 120-121. 
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Christian narrative as completely autonomous from all other narratives. 
While the former point need not be problematic in and of itself – I would, 
in fact, have difficulty recognizing a Christianity that did not make some 
sort of universal claims – his assertions often come across as striving to be 
universally apparent. It is an odd thing to claim that all legitimate politics 
must explicitly glorify the Triune God; and to present this claim as a 
universally apparent “fact” amounts to epistemological violence.15 On the 
latter point, a church that rightly wishes to renounce Constantinian efforts 
towards hegemony16 ought to embrace its dwelling place within a network 
of overlapping communities and relationships. And once we do this we 
most let go of the temptation to pretend that we only have and need one 
story that resides above the clash of the world.  

Thus, we are again stuck with an insular and invulnerable “church 
as the particular locus of the communal practice of religio.”17 Such appears 
to be the consequence of the theologically astute claim that the church 
performs the story of “the eschatological gathering of all the nations to 
Israel, in whom all the nations will be blessed”; for to take these critiques 
into account would throw Cavanaugh’s entire ecclesiology askew.18 

                                                 
15 Three examples: “[T]here can be no justice and no common weal as long as God is not 
truly worshipped” (Ibid., 15).  “[O]nly when God is loved can there be love of others and 
a mutual acknowledgement of right” (Ibid., 90). “Augustine saw that one’s true identity is 
only found in desire for God” (Ibid., 118). Lacking supporting arguments or 
qualifications, these statements, as they stand, are some of the least convincing in 
Theopolitical Imagination. And, indeed, many of Cavanaugh’s own examples of a Eucharistic 
space, which emphasize “personal relationships [and] community responsibility,” appear 
to be in considerable tension with these less nuanced claims (Ibid., 95). So, it is great that 
Cavanaugh’s church is involved in CSA farming practices (see Ibid., 94-95), but empirical 
evidence suggests that successful CSA programs do not require the church or the 
hegemony of the Christian narrative.  
16 E.g., Ibid., 99-106.  
17 Ibid., 33; my emphasis. 
18 Ibid, 14.  
Due diligence demands that I make mention of Hauerwas (see notes three and six 
above), to whom Cavanaugh, Milbank, and many others of the “strong ecclesiology” type 
are clearly indebted. In my forays into his work I have generally found that both his form 
and content demonstrate (explicitly and implicitly) the nonviolent ethic to which he 
consistently calls the church. In other words, Hauerwas does much to help us imagine a 
faithfully vulnerable church. In particular, his recurrent discourses on the manner with 
which training in the body of Christ enables that body to see the stranger as gift holds 
much promise. In this vein, one might be able to read my work as an effort to articulate 
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We find such problems once again in calls for the church to 
embrace ecumenical diversity and  vulnerable dialogue. For example, Karl 
Koop provides a strong case for the imperative of Christian unity at least 
in part because he shows that, because Christian unity is an eschatological 
gift from God, it must embrace multiplicity.19 For Koop, a catholic 
understanding of unity “seeks the inclusion of all […and] celebrates rather 
than stifles difference.”20 With elaboration that I cannot properly represent 
here, Koop proceeds to give a concrete and convincing account of 
Christian unity amidst difference. However, this compelling vision of 
differential Christian communion seems to flounder when Koop 
addresses how this communion might maintain its authenticity and 
faithfulness. His solution to this dilemma is as follows. “For Christians, 
truth for the whole church should matter, and a teaching should be 
considered heretical if the narrative it references or presupposes is so 
significantly different from the Christian narrative that it is really another 
story altogether. Yet, any search for the truth, if it is catholic in character, 
will not take place in isolation, but will always be pursued in conversation 
with others.”21  

I agree that too often the church has accepted far too limited a 
range of discourse. However, I am hard-pressed to come up with many 
throughout church history who would not, in principle, affirm Koop’s 
statement. The problem has not been and is not that Christians are 

                                                                                                                     

the kind of boundaries that Hauerwas’s church politic might have. As I will sporadically 
indicate below, there are points where I think Hauerwas’s ecclesiology requires some 
rearrangement or else further nuance in order to avoid falling into the trap of insularity; 
but for the most part I will leave it to those more familiar with Hauerwas’s corpus to 
determine the extent to which his church would need adjustment if it were to attempt to 
cultivate the thick and permeable boundaries to which I attempt to give voice. 
19 I am looking primarily to Koop’s essays “Reading Tradition through Catholic Lenses: 
Moving Beyond Restorationism,” in New Perspectives in Believers Church Ecclesiology, eds., Abe 
Dueck, Helmut Harder, and Karl Koop (Winnipeg: CMU Press, 2010) and “Holiness, 
Catholicity, and the Unity of all Christians,” Creed and Conscience: Essay in Honour of A. 
James Reimer, eds. Jeremy M. Bergen, Paul G. Doerksen, and Karl Koop (Kitchener: 
Pandora Press, 2007). I choose Koop as a particularly articulate representative of a trend 
in contemporary Mennonite theology that attempts to address the problems of 
exclusivity and uniformity with gestures towards an ecumenical Christian unity that 
incorporates diversity, ongoing dialogue, cooperation, and communion. 
20 Koop, “Reading Tradition Through Catholic Lenses,” 129.  
21 Ibid., 137.  
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unwilling to listen to those that they consider within their own story. 
Rather, the problem has been and is widespread disagreement over what 
constitutes something that is “significantly different from the Christian 
narrative.” Thus, Koop’s analysis still leaves us with a number of 
questions. Who precisely are worthy conversation partners? Which of 
those conversation partners are a part of our fellowship? What constitutes 
orthodoxy, or “the Christian story?” Who decides the answers to these 
questions? Once we decide, are the boundaries this decision draws 
completely rigid, such that we do not listen at all to those outside of them? 
Given that we are talking about heresy, it is worth remembering that 
heretics, seeing themselves as Christians, have not thought of themselves 
as embodying an altogether different story; rather, they are (supposedly) 
mistaken over what constitutes Christian faithfulness. Thus, within 
Koop’s reasoning, is it intelligible to expel heretics? If not, then why must 
we draw boundaries? To summarize, it seems that appeals to dialogical 
unity do not avoid the pitfalls of a clearly identified ecclesiology with rigid 
boundaries. Despite their nuance, these articulations seem to merely 
embrace difference and dialogue up to an arbitrary point at which we must 
erect unyielding parameters or else fail to take unfaithfulness seriously. 

Given this, it is not surprising that a broad range of theological 
and philosophical positions converge in similar rejections of a strong 
ecclesiological theology; and depending on the persons concerned, this 
may include rejecting Christianity itself. These rejections need not, and in 
their most persuasive forms do not, take the typical liberal position of 
arguing that we are all at bottom “the same” and should therefore not 
allow inessential differences to mask this truth. Further, the best of these 
rejections do not neglect the importance of community; rather, they reject 
the primary, or even exclusive, importance of that “authentic” Christian 
community. Far from being a mode of individualism, then, in these views, 
the good/ethical life is formed, nurtured, and enacted in a variety of 
overlapping communities, which may or may not include some forms of 
church. Of the widely divergent and even conflicting political and 
theological views that converge on this point, two of the most nuanced 
and prevalent come from what we can roughly label as communitarianism 
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and contemporary continental philosophy of religion.22 Here I will present 
their critiques of ecclesiogically-oriented theology; Wendell Berry will 
represent the former’s critique, and the Introduction to the recent volume 
After the Postsecular and the Postmodern by Anthony Paul Smith and Daniel 
Whistler will represent the voice of the latter. 

Berry, a Christian layman, consistently offers critiques of the 
church, often appearing to have no use for any sort of institutional 
Christian community.23 He provides a rare vision of his concrete church 
with the mouthpiece of his character Jayber Crow. Describing himself as 
“the ultimate Protestant,” Jayber states his belief that “Christ did not 
come to found an organized religion but came instead to found an 
unorganized one. He seems to have come to carry religion out of the 
temples into the fields and sheep pastures, onto the roadsides and the 
banks of rivers, into the houses of sinners and publicans, into the town 
and wilderness.”24 This comes in the context of Berry’s polemic against 
the destructive nature of absolutized communities, with their insider’s 
discourse and prescribed practices. Such things, as far as Berry is 
concerned, will only get in the way of the entirely organic and fluctuating 
practices that are the heart of true community. 

Smith and Whistler  express concern over the exclusionary limits 
that a commitment to theological orthodoxy places on our discourse, and 
a complete bafflement over the way theology tends to make the 
“authentic” church the privileged site of resistance to deleterious forms of 
social organization (such as capitalism). They write: “what our 
contributions attempt to liberate philosophy from is not theology per se, 
but the normative constraints the introduction of theology into 
philosophy of religion has brought about.”25 Smith and Whistler go on to 

                                                 
22 These “disciplines” are themselves wide umbrellas that resist the sort of quick 
summary I must perform here.  
23 See, for example, Wendell Berry, What Are People For? Essays (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 
2010), 95-102. 
24 Wendell Berry, Jayber Crow: The Life Story of Jayber Crow, Barber, of the Port William 
Membership, as Written by Himself (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2000), 321. 
25 Anthony P. Smith and Daniel Whistler, “Editors’ Introduction: What is Continental 
Philosophy of Religion Now?” in After the Postsecular and the Postmodern: New Essays in 
Continental Philosophy of Religion, eds. Anthony P. Smith and Daniel Whistler (Newcastle: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010), 3n5 
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argue against the “reactionary escapism” of much theology.26 Instead we 
are to “step back from the ‘insider perspective’ which informs theological 
study” in order to avoid “a new imperialism” that “prohibits experience of 
religious particularity.”27 Their constructive alternative to this is “a generic 
secular that can be located equally in all religious traditions… [and might] 
do justice to all religious particularities.”28 Here they see the potential “to 
practice philosophy of religion: to make rational claims on the absolute once 
again, in opposition to its theological colonisation by religious 
discourses.”29 I am not entirely persuaded by their constructive gestures 
towards a “generic secular.” Nevertheless, their critique of the destructive 
nature of insular Christian practices and orthodoxies is persuasive. 

As already expressed, I believe the presentation of boundaries 
offered in this work can evade and perhaps even counter these kinds of 
critiques. Christian theology rightfully demands embodiment in the 
community of the faithful and in so doing need not enact an ethos of 
arbitrary exclusion. Re-imagining boundaries can help us to see how this is 
the case, or so I will argue. The point here is decidedly not to argue for 
Christian supremacy or for the evident necessity of the faithful church.30 
Rather, my goal is an investigation of Christian faithfulness, the fruits of 
which might respond to these critiques. Put in terms of my respective 
accounts of Cavanaugh and Koop, my hope is that I will be able to show a 
path by which we might see their compelling projects more completely 
fulfill their good ambitions.  

In chapter one, I use Yoder to argue for the theological imperative 
underlining the tensional need for the church to have thick and permeable 
boundaries. In chapter two I utilize Coles’s account of receptive 
generosity to examine some of the ways the church might faithfully 
nurture such boundaries. In chapter three I use Merleau-Ponty to put 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 9. 
27 Ibid., 15, 9, and 11 respectively. 
28 Ibid., 16, their emphasis. 
29 Ibid., 20, their emphasis. 
30 On this matter I am entirely on board with the derision of Smith and Whistler, who, 
refuting the work of Conner Cunningham and the school of Radical Orthodoxy more 
generally, write: “Just like [Philip] Blond, Cunningham attempts to bring about a return to 
the religious through inspiring fear and superstition in his readers. We should, it is 
implied, run screaming into the arms of the Church on encountering [the] nihilistic 
spectre [of secular life and secular philosophy]” (Ibid., 17, n27).  
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Coles and Yoder into explicit dialogue. Out of this dialogue, I put forward 
an intercorporeal practice of confession, which, I contend, might allow us 
to practice a church politic that is faithfully vulnerable. 
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CHAPTER 1 
YODER’S FAITHFULLY DISESTABLISHED CHURCH 

 
In the introduction I stated my intention to explore how we might 

imagine a church with thick and permeable boundaries. I now begin this 
task by making a case for its underlying theological imperative. I hope to 
show that the need to think through the church’s boundaries in this way 
stems from what it intrinsically means to be the people of God; that the 
tension within the need for thick and permeable boundaries has, at its 
root, (a) positive theological calling(s).  To do so, I turn to the work of 
John Howard Yoder, whose extensive engagement with ecclesiology often 
centers on the simultaneous need for the visibility (requiring thick 
boundaries) and disestablishment (requiring permeable boundaries) of the 
church. In addition to presenting the shapes and rationales of these two 
emphases, I will attempt to elicit the tensions that lie between them. 

 
Yoder’s Visible Community 
 
Yoder writes: “Over and against this ‘world’ the church is visible; 
identified by baptism, discipline, morality, and martyrdom.”31 This 
proclamation nicely points to a central thesis in his work: the gospel is 
God’s ongoing transformation of the cosmos through the creation of a 
new and visible body of people, who are constituted by a distinct identity 
formed by a commitment to the politics of Jesus. Here I use Yoder’s acute 
and wide-ranging analysis on this theme to argue that the church must be 
visible if it is to be the church. I do so in four moves. First, I outline the 
eschatological foundations of the church. Second, I argue that Yoder’s 
understanding of the gospel as restored relationships makes the church 
indispensable for that same gospel. Third, looking further at the nature of 
this community, I argue that Jesus must be normative for the people 
gathered in his name. Finally, I argue explicitly for the necessity of 
visibility by making a case against the heresy of Constantinianism and by 
exploring how it is that the church acts in the world. 

                                                 
31 Yoder. The Royal Priesthood: Essays Ecclesiastical and Ecumenical, ed. Michael G. Cartwright, 
forward by Richard J. Mouw (Scottdale: Herald Press, 1998), 56. 
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Yoder frequently states that “the church is the new world on the 
way.”32 Among other things, this dictum firmly brings ecclesiology and 
eschatology together. In this understanding, the church acts as a foretaste 
of  God’s new world and the nature of  God’s new world determines the 
character of  the church. To better understand this interrelationship of  
ecclesiology and eschatology we must investigate further Yoder’s 
understanding of  what this new world is and how it is brought about.  

Yoder shows that, in fulfillment of  the Mosaic and prophetic 
visions, Jesus inaugurates a new society “in which men [sic] may live 
together in love.”33 This, in turn, announces both “the judgement of  God 
upon the present order and the imminent promise of  another one.”34 Here 
we see that God’s salvific purposes in history are redeemed relationships. 
The gospel is the creation of  a new political order under God in which 
people are economically, socially, and personally reconciled to each other 
and to God. Furthermore, the testimony of  the New Testament is that 
this new reality is breaking into the present reality of  the world. Indeed, 
God’s new world is already here, even if  that fact is not readily apparent. 

Yoder, again following the claims of  the New Testament, argues 
that this new reality (the kingdom of  God) has come in and through 
Christ’s cross. In other words, the means to God’s victory in Jesus are of  
the same nature as God’s victory itself. To this effect, Yoder shows that in 
his ministry Jesus heralded the kingdom of  God by living and proclaiming 
God’s new reality of  social relationships. Completely loyal to God and 
God’s purposes on earth, Jesus perfectly enacted an ethic of  servant love 
and founded a community based on this alternative way of  life. 
Threatened to their core by the political message/embodiment of  God’s 
coming reign, the political and religious authorities of  Jesus’s day executed 
him. In this way, Jesus’s servant love took the cruciform shape of  
suffering enemy-love. In this world, seemingly under the sway of  

                                                 
32 See, for example, Yoder, For the Nations Essays Public & Evangelical (Grand Rapids: Wm. 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997), 50. 
33 Yoder, The Original Revolution: Essays on Christian Pacifism (Scottdale: Herald Press, 2003), 
18. In the immediate context of this quotation, Yoder argues this point by noting the 
secular meaning of the term evangelian (or gospel), the socio-political messianic hopes of 
Israel, the explicitly political songs (by Mary, Zechariah, and Simeon) that announce 
Jesus’s birth, and Jesus’s own politically charged announcement of his ministry in Luke 4. 
34 Ibid.  
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rebellious socio-political “power-structures” demanding absolute 
allegiance to their own corrupt purposes, this servant love takes the form 
of  cruciformity. 

As such, the cross “is the kingdom come.” Christ’s victory is in his 
cross, though that victory is only made apparent, to those who would see, 
at the resurrection.35 This nature of  Christ’s victory leads to the 
eschatological claim, with Revelation 5:11, that “the lamb that was slain is 
worthy to receive power”; or, as Yoder interprets, that “the cross and not 
the sword…determines the meaning of  history.”36 God calls believers 
away from trying to force or control God’s victory through casuistic 
compromise. Instead, we are to practice patient obedience, hoping and 
trusting in God’s power of  resurrection to act through and bless our 
faithful action. As Yoder puts it, “if  the Lamb that was slain was worthy to 
receive power, then no calculation of  other non-lamblike roads to power 
can be ultimately authentic.”37 Yoder describes this as living from, not 
toward, God’s victory, already achieved at the cross. We are not to produce 
God’s new reality, but rather to confess, celebrate, and proclaim it. We do 
this by fully living restored relationships with friends and enemies alike, 
not because doing so is an effective way to yield results, but because Jesus 
has revealed this to be in alignment with how the world really is.38 

This simultaneously means that the Christian community is utterly 
contingent upon God, and is an integral part of  God’s purposes. Here I 
will focus on the latter point. Yoder writes: “The medium and the message 

                                                 
35 See Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1994),  51: 
“Here at the cross is the man who loves his enemies, the man whose righteousness is 
greater than that of the Pharisees, who being rich became poor, who gives his robe to 
those who took his cloak, who prays for those who despitefully use him. The cross is not 
a detour or a hurdle on the way to the kingdom, nor is it even the way to the kingdom; it 
is the kingdom come.” 
36 Ibid., 232. 
37 Yoder, For the Nations, 135. 
38 See Ibid., 210-211: “We are not called to love our enemies in order to make them our 
friends. We are called to act out love for them because at the cross it has been effectively 
proclaimed that from all eternity they were our brothers and sisters. We are not called to 
make the bread of the world available to the hungry; we are called to restore the true 
awareness that it was always theirs. We are not called to topple the tyrants, so that it 
might become true  that the proud fall and the haughty are destroyed. It is already true; 
we are called only to let that truth govern our own choice of whether to be, in our turn, 
tyrants claiming to be benefactors.” 
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are inseparable. What God is doing is bringing into existence a new 
historic reality, a community…. How God is doing it is not distinguishable 
from what God is doing.”39 Because salvation consists of  “loving human 
relationships under God,” the promise of  God’s salvation is in the faithful 
Christian community.40 Thus, the truth of  the gospel is inseparable from 
the existence of  a faithful gospel people. Where the church is faithless the 
gospel is less than true. At this point, it becomes virtually inconceivable to 
think of  either salvation or the Christian life apart from the concrete and 
faithful body of  believers. Yoder puts it bluntly: “All of  the language of  
transcendence is but rhetoric unless there be a visible body of  people who 
are able to escape conformity to the world while continuing to function in 
the midst of  the world.”41  

To live as a faithful community in this way is to follow the 
cruciform path of  the incarnated Jesus, who “participates in localizable, 
datable history.”42 Yoder demonstrates that  the New Testament 
consistently emphasizes normativity of  Jesus and also that such a position 
takes the Christian creeds (which at once profess Christ’s divinity and 
humanity) most seriously.43 Put directly, if  Jesus embodied and taught a 
socio-political ethic, and if  we confess that Jesus is the embodiment of  
YHWH’s sovereignty in human history, we ought to follow that ethic. For 
“we cannot count on situations ever arising in which God would take back 
what he said in Christ, or give us commands which are not concordant 
with his revelation of  himself  in Jesus Christ.”44 Yoder thus locates 
Christian ethics within a community’s fidelity to the particular story of  
Jesus. To live from or into the restored relationships of  God’s Kingdom is 
to do no other than follow Jesus and his path of  suffering servant love. 

Yoder complements this argument with extended reflections on 
idolatry, which, he argues, is to accept some sort of  logic or reasoning as 
normative over and against Jesus. For Yoder, such a blatant refusal of  the 

                                                 
39 Ibid., 41, Yoder’s emphasis. See also The Royal Priesthood, 74: “That men and women are 
called together to a new social wholeness is itself the work of God.” 
40 Ibid., 351. 
41 John H. Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom: Social Ethics as Gospel (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2010), 189. 
42 Ibid., 57. 
43 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 99-109. 
44 Yoder, Karl Barth and the Problem of War (New York: Abingdon Press, 1970) 48:  
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politics of  Jesus can only be in contradiction to the confession that Jesus 
is Lord. Yoder often asserts that no one is (or should be) obligated to 
make this confession. Yet, “[i]f  someone claims to be a Christian and yet 
commits him- or herself  to other revelatory authorities, […that] is 
ultimately the [idolatrous] choice of…another god.”45  

As we will later see, Yoder places high priority on the dialogical 
nature of  the church’s discernment over how it follows Jesus. Because the 
church learns how to follow Jesus in different situations through ongoing 
conversation, both humility and openness to change must be part of  the 
church’s efforts to follow Jesus. At this point, it is important to note two 
essential limits that Yoder places on the conversational structure of  the 
church. First, Yoder maintains that, even as the church’s procedure has 
inherent value, it also has the aims of  discerning faithfulness, guarding 
against unfaithfulness, and cultivating a community that is absolutely united 
in its moral consensus.46 Second, the ongoing dialogical discernment of  
the community does not change the fact that this faithfulness is always 
measured against the politics of  Jesus. Yoder puts it like this: “No one 
speaking in the Spirit can deny the Lordship of  Christ (1 Cor. 12:3).… 
Thus there will be considerable principled solidity…in the body of  ethical 
decisions which will develop out of  the life of  community.”47 Yoder’s 
concern is valid, for, as he notes, if  our conversation ignores its scriptural 
foundation, discipleship is “evacuated of  moral substance.”48 This is not 
to exclude other sources of  authority; but they must be kept “subordinate 
to the centrality of  the guidance of  Jesus.”49 

                                                 
45 Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 190. In particular, Yoder often works to expose the idolatry 
of natural theology, which he defines as “the claim that there is somehow a given body of 
truth, whose givenness is self-evident to reasonable humanity, which gives us guidance of 
a kind and content different from what we might learn from Jesus” (Ibid., 184). 
46 In The Priestly Kingdom, 163, Yoder calls for the church to have “value homogeneity.” 
See also Ibid., 10-11 and The Royal Priesthood, 325. 
47 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 118. Immediately preceding this quotation, Yoder writes: 
“Since the Christ around whom we gather is confessed the same yesterday and today and 
forever, and since the ground floor of the canonical witness is a body of relatively clear 
texts, this flexibility to begin in a given situation will never amount to an impressionistic 
or intuitionistic improvisation.” 
48 Ibid., 71. See also Ibid., 67: “[I]f the notion of fidelity is not to fade into a fog where 
nothing is verifiable, the notion of infidelity as a real possibility must continue to be 
operational.” 
49 Ibid., 120. 
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Before moving on, I want to spend a bit more time focussing on 
the separation of  the church from the world and the distinct visibility of  
the church. Yoder’s critical account of  Constantinianism is helpful here. 
Yoder defines the Constantinian shift as the fusion of  the two distinct 
realities of  church and world. The Constantinian temptation is to grasp after 
worldly modes of  power so as to make the world move in the right 
direction. In the logic of  Constantine we place a higher premium on being 
able to effectively change the world than following the way Jesus shows us. 
As with other forms of  idolatry, this assimilation to the world’s violent 
ways constitutes a negation of  our confession that Jesus is Lord, thereby 
making the church invisible. In sum, the fusion of  the church with the 
world is a fundamental reversal of  the church’s calling, disenabling it from 
being a social reality modelled after Christ. 

Yoder’s disavowal of  Constantine helps to show that the church 
must be separate from the world and that this separate identity must be 
evident and identifiable. The church, as we have seen, is what makes God’s 
work in the world visible. When, in the Constantinian synthesis, the 
church becomes identified with the powers of  this world or disappears in 
its allegiance to these powers, the work of  God as the work of  God ceases 
to exist and is instead identified with the fallen work of  the world. In 
contrast, Yoder argues that the primary mission of  the church is to 
prophetically herald the new creation through word and deed. Existing as 
a restored and alternative society, at once invitational and demanding, 
within which reconciled relationships are performed, the church’s life is to 
be a visible enactment of  God’s grace and a “public offer [of  this grace] 
to the entire society.”50 Thus, to serve the world, the church must be “the 
city set on a hill.”51 

As such, the church must be firmly other than the world. In its 
faithfulness, the Christian community lives into a strict church/world 
dichotomy, which is also the apocalyptic (radically disjunctive) dichotomy 
between this world and the world to come. This is not to say that Yoder 
views the world as evil. Far from it. However, it is to say that the church 
rejects “worldly” influences and that its allegiance to Christ must be single 
minded and uncompromising, its witness undiluted. The church’s identity, 

                                                 
50 Yoder, For the Nations, 27.  
51 Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 64. 
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when faithful, depends upon a strong boundary between it and the world. 
Its ways are of  Christ alone and so it must guard vigilantly against the 
world’s deceptive violence and corruption.52 From this context Yoder 
argues that “baptism is the formation of  a new people.”53 Here, 
membership in the believing community is a form of  political citizenship 
with a distinct and separate identity marked by specific practices, a 
content-filled way of  living, and a firm boundary demarcating 
membership in the body of  Christ from membership in the world. 

Given all of  this, it is absolutely fascinating that, for Yoder, one of  
the consequences of  the Constantinian synthesis and the loss of  the 
visible church is that the church’s border with the world becomes no 
longer “open to interpenetration.”54 Yoder writes that in the logic of  
Constantine “[t]he outsider is not only no longer privileged, as he had 
been for Jesus and Paul…. Now the outsider has become the “infidel,” the 
incarnation of  anti-faith.”55 Contrary to the impenetrable boundaries of  
the Constantinian synthesis and the loss of  the visible church, it is, for 
Yoder, precisely when the church is visible, practicing its particular politics 
“over and against this world,” that its borders become vulnerable. 

 
Yoder’s Disestablished Church 
 
“Jesus, the lamb that was slain, is the king who rules as servant.”56 Stanley 
Hauerwas and Alex Sider identify this statement as the one claim that 
could possibly be considered the heart of  Yoder’s theology. As with 

                                                 
52 This theme is particularly pronounced in the Johannine literature. See, for example, 1 
John 2: 15-17: “Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the 
world, love for the Father is not in them. For everything in the world—the lust of the 
flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—comes not from the Father but from the 
world.  The world and its desires pass away, but whoever does the will of God lives 
forever.” 
53 Yoder, Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community Before the Watching World 
(Scottdale: Herald Press, 1992), 33, Yoder’s emphasis. Yoder is again reading Paul, 
particularly 2 Cor 5:17: “If anyone is united to Christ, there is a new world; everything old 
has passed away; see, everything has become new!” 
54 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 137. 
55 Ibid., 138. Yoder cites Matt. 5:43ff, Luke 6:32ff, and Eph. 2 to make this claim. 
56 Stanley Hauerwas and Alex Sider, “Introduction” in Yoder, Preface to Theology: Christology 
and Theological Method (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2002), 21. 
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Yoder’s theology itself, this claim can inform multiple positions and 
postures. One of  these positions is Yoder’s profound and multilayered 
account of  the church’s disestablishment. In short, worshipping a 
crucified king calls into question all forms and logics of  dominion. As 
already noted, one aspect of  this disestablishment is that Yoder’s 
messianic community does not seek to be in charge of  society or political 
events. Another is the missional calling of  the church, which means that 
the church exists at all times for the world. Because the status of  being 
God’s people is a gift from God, such a status must extend beyond itself. 
Indeed, the church exists to lose itself  in the salvation of  the entire 
world.57 As Yoder puts it, “if  the [Christian] community were to imagine 
that the reach of  the sanctification of  humanity accomplished in Jesus 
Christ were restricted to itself  and the ingathering of  believers…it would 
be in flat contradiction to its confession of  its Lord.”58 These are 
important aspects of  the disestablishment of  Yoder’s church. However, 
what I want to pick up on is how Yoder’s messianic community disavows 
establishment through its practice of  a new order of  relationships outside 
the logic of  dominion. 

Crucial to Yoder’s account of the church’s disestablishment is his 
articulation of the gospel as a style of relating to others rather than a series 
of “disincarnate moral principles.”59 Consonant with his general distrust of 
moral systems and “methodologisms,”60 Yoder consistently argues for the 
priority of relationships for Christian ethics. For Yoder, following Christ is 
to practice neighborly relations with all people. Part of Yoder’s exegesis of 

                                                 
57 This aspect of Yoder’s work has  received a great deal of attention in recent years. See, 
for example, Nathan Kerr, Christ, History, and Apocalyptic: The Politics of Christian Mission 
(Eugene: Cascade, 2009). Drawing from Yoder, Kerr pushes against certain ecclesio-
centric understandings of Christianity, arguing that the singular and excessive “event” of 
Jesus precedes and exceeds the church. Kerr argues that this reveals the church’s 
aspirations to universality as faithless: the church does not bring Jesus to the world; 
rather, the church goes where God is already working through Jesus. 
58 Yoder, For the Nations, 25. Cf. Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 73-75. 
59 Yoder, For the Nations, 98 
60 See Harry Huebner, “The Christian Life as Gift and Patience: Why Yoder has Trouble 
with Method,” in A Mind Patient and Untamed: Assessing John Howard Yoder’s Contributions to 
Theology, Ethics, Peacemaking, eds. Ben C. Ollenburger and Gayle Gerber Koontz 
(Scottdale: Herald Press, 2003). Huebner nicely summarizes Yoder’s approach: “For 
Yoder, discipleship is not the deduction of a method properly applied; rather, discipleship 
informs the method appropriate to knowing Jesus Christ” (23). 
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Philippians 2 helps to present this more thoroughly. “Paul pleads with the 
Philippians to be more united. In order to be more united you have to 
respect the other person. The reason you should be able to respect the 
other person is that Christ humiliated himself.”61 In this passage, following 
Jesus is not about copying some sort of (beautiful) blueprint, striving after 
moral purity, or seeking to enact a grand vision for society.62 Instead, we 
are to follow Christ in humility and this means seeking to be lovingly 
present to others, listening vulnerably. In summary, in the midst of his 
arguments for faithfulness, Yoder also relentlessly argues against any 
articulation of faith in which “[t]he brother [sic] is…less important to the 
church than its identity and reputation and standards.”63 

My contention is that this particular disavowal of establishment – 
the assertion that relationships must take priority to principles – perforates 
the church’s boundaries at their thickest and calls them into question at 
their most rigid. Positing discipleship in relational terms and questioning 
whether an identity based on principles can be faithful does not allow us 
to simply chart out the church and the world as two completely different 
entities. The point here is not only to insist that the church is for the world; 
it is also to insist that the (nonviolent, relational, and vulnerable) manner 
in which the church is for the world places the church into messy 
relationships with the world.  

In the remainder of this chapter I explore some of the ways Yoder 
elaborates on these types of vulnerable and generous engagements with 
others and how these serve to increasingly undermine the insularity of the 
church, opening up the church to the world in unsettling ways. In so 
doing I not only push for more dialogical and vulnerable understandings of 
the church, but also attempt to bring to life the tensions between being a 
vulnerable, dialogical church and being a church that is faithful to Jesus’s 
particular politics. I begin with an account of the church’s dialogical 
structure. I then examine the positive role of outsiders and Yoder’s 

                                                 
61 Yoder, Preface, 87-88. This early metaphysical formulation is one example Yoder gives 
to support his claim that in both the apostolic and post-apostolic ages, relationships and 
the practical needs of the church led (and should continue to lead) to metaphysics, not 
the other way around. Cf. Ibid., 71. 
62 Yoder, For the Nations, 90: “The need is not for a beautiful vision to impose from above 
by authority; it is for critical resources to apply from below.” 
63 Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 343. 
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presentations of faithful ecumenicity. I next give extended attention to 
what Yoder called “patience as method,” which most explicitly shows that 
we can only practice faithfulness through listening to and learning from 
others. Before concluding, I look to the vulnerability of Yoder’s 
(Christian) herald as an example of this listening and learning.  

Yoder voices the fact that “part of what it means to be the 
believers church is to believe that there are answers that we don’t have 
yet.”64 This informs his accounts of the church’s dialogical processes. 
Because we do not yet have all the answers, Yoder argues for a posture of 
“perpetual reform,” in which we are always open to “mid-course 
correction.”65 Put more forcefully, the church must cultivate a readiness 
for change – what Yoder calls readiness for radical reformation – because 
of the simple fact that “[a]ny existing church is not only fallible but in fact 
peccable.”66 Furthermore, because the church’s faithfulness is always 
“realized in particular times and places” it is “always subject to renewed 
testing and judgement.”67 Indeed, the changing shape of the church’s 
faithfulness is such that “[o]nce it is clearly defined, that new, more 
authentic form becomes inauthentic in its turn.”68 Thus, the church must 
constantly discern what the will of God is in new situations and 
perennially measure its faithfulness against God’s will. This posture of 
readiness for radical reformation demands both cultivating ongoing 
conversation and a space for critical voices.  

Recognizing this, Yoder repeatedly calls for open dialogical 
processes in the church and argues that we discover most properly who 
we are as God’s people in open dialogue. Drawing from a wide swath of 
Scripture that claims that the Spirit will provide ongoing revelation in such 
dialogical practices, he claims that “God speaks where his people gather 
and are free to be led.”69  Indeed, Yoder argues that one of the church’s 

                                                 
64 Yoder, For the Nations, 161. 
65 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 69. 
66 Ibid., 5. 
67 Ibid., 3. 
68 Ibid., 175. 
69 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 22. Each of the Bible passages Yoder draws from (in 
Matthew, John, Acts, and 1 Corinthians) ascribe God’s presence and blessing upon the 
community’s decision making process, and, more shockingly, on the decisions 
themselves. The two specific dialogical processes Yoder outlines are “open conversation” 
and “binding and loosing.” Yoder derives the practice of binding and loosing from 
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callings is to dwell redemptively and dialogically in the midst of conflictual 
human differences, writing that “[t]o be human in the light of the gospel is 
to face conflict in redemptive dialogue. When we do that, it is God who 
does it. When we do that, we demonstrate that to process conflict is not 
merely a palliative strategy for tolerable survival or psychic hygiene, but a 
mode of truth-finding.”70  

We begin to see here that this type of dialogical process is not only 
a means to discerning gospel relationships; additionally, it is a constitutive 
aspect of embodying those relationships themselves. To live dialogically is 
to practice faithful gospel relationships. Thus – as further indicated by the 
fact that it is during a discussion of binding and loosing that the one 
mention of the term ‘church’ appears in the gospels – the church, in at 
least a certain sense, is “the perennially unfinished process of [dialogically] 
critiquing the developed tradition from the perspective of its own roots.”71 
In other words, dialogical communion is part of a faithful epistemology. 
Yoder puts it well: “The divine command to walk in the communion of 
the spirit is not in another compartment separate from procedural 
guidelines about how that communion works as an epistemology…. 
Ultimate validation is a matter…of the concrete social genuineness of the 
community’s reasoning together in the Spirit.”72 

At this point, the contrast between thick and permeable 
boundaries may seem less than strained. While not simple or easy, the call 
for ongoing discernment does not necessarily imply tension, let alone 
contradiction, with the church’s fidelity to Jesus’s politics. But Yoder 

                                                                                                                     

Matthew 18:15-20 and John 20:19-23. In these verses, Jesus gives the disciples the 
prerogative to obligate and to free from obligation. This “activity has two dimensions: 
moral discernment and reconciliation” (Body Politics, 2). Naming it “the rule of Paul,” 
Yoder finds the injunctive to open conversation in 1 Corinthians 12-14 and Acts 15. Its 
primary function is discernment or truth finding. In what follows I draw freely from both 
practices. In doing so, my intent is not to give a comprehensive presentation of either 
practice, but to follow Yoder’s account of how and why the church should be dialogical. 
70  Yoder, Body Politics, 13: See also The Priestly Kingdom, 96: “Dialogue and disputation in 
the church is training for the search for truth.” Likewise, Yoder argues that “theology is a 
process more than it is a finished subject matter” (Preface, 39). 
71 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 16. See also Body Politics, 5: The “foundational function of 
reconciling dialogue [is at…] the center of the church’s self-understanding.” 
72 Yoder, “Walk and Word,” in Theology Without Foundations: Religious Practice and the Future 
of Theological Truth, eds. Stanley Hauerwas, Nancey Murphy, and Mark Nation (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1994), 83. 
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pushes further. His writings on the status of outsiders in and for the 
church, and his writings on ecumenism, further undermine our attempts 
to grasp after a secure identity through examining what the church’s 
procedure looks like when performed with decidedly different others.  

Yoder writes: “The worst form of idolatry is not carving an image; 
it is the presumption that one has – or that a society has, or a culture has – 
the right to set the terms under which God can be recognized.”73 This 
remarkable sentence opens the door to all sorts of important uncertainty 
and insecurity. Perhaps most prominently, it throws open the church’s 
doors to “the edges of society,” from which, Yoder notes, most Christian 
regeneration and reformation has traditionally come.74 For Yoder, this 
type of renewal from the edges includes voices from outside the Christian 
community, such that our conviction that Jesus is Lord demands 
engagement with unbelievers. For, “in the age of Jesus the Messiah, the 
healing resources of his ministry can by the nature of things reach farther 
than the knowledge of his name.”75 As a negative example of this, Yoder 
laments the closing off of the once “[p]orous border between the church 
and the Jews.”76 As positive examples, Yoder points to the important roles 
the “loner” Tolstoy and the “outsiders” Ghandi and Marx had in helping 
Christians rediscover integral aspects of Christian faithfulness.77 In a 
certain sense, these voices from the “edge” serve “only” to help Christians 
recover what is already in their story. However, it is also the case that such 
recoveries could only take place because of receptive postures to the 
unexpected in outsider voices. Harry Huebner interprets Yoder well: 
“Learning and coming to know Christ is a journey that begins with 
openness to God and ends with openness to God.”78 

With this we start to see why Yoder sees the loss of the visible 
church coinciding with the loss of a permeable boundary to those outside 
the church. For, part of the Constantinian temptation is to reify ourselves 

                                                 
73 Ibid., 89. 
74 Yoder, Body Politics, 22.  
75 Ibid., 69.  
76 Ibid., 32. Cf. 40. 
77 Yoder, For the Nations, 93. 
78 Huebner, “The Christian Life as Gift and Patience,” 35. 
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such that we are no longer vulnerable to criticism.79 This is why 
reformation so often comes from the edges; it is also why the church’s 
boundary with the world should not create a simple or tidy separation 
from the world. 

In a similar way, the contrast between thick and permeable 
boundaries starts to look tensional in Yoder’s ecumenical writing. While 
discussing ecumenicity, Yoder continues to stress that a unity that does 
not include a unified practice of faithful living amongst Christians is a false 
unity. Further, Yoder emphasizes that “not every position is reconcilable 
with the Christian claim of truth in Jesus Christ. There has long been 
division in the past because there has been unfaithfulness.”80 Yoder also 
continues to appeal to the authority of the Bible, and in particular to 
“Christ himself as he is made known through Scripture” as a means to move 
genuine conversation forward.81 However, Yoder also shows that (in part, 
because of the undeniable reality of genuine disagreement) a constitutive 
part of the Christian faithfulness we strive after in ecumenism is to adopt a 
receptive posture to the difference we encounter; to cultivate skills that 
allow us to dwell vulnerably within difference, listening to our others. In 
Yoder’s language, we ought to practice a shared “faith that dares take the 
brother and the sister seriously to the point of grappling with them in true 
conversation.”82 Thus, Yoder calls us to approach ecumenical dialogue 
with “an element of repentance and openness” in the same breath that he 
calls us to take responsibility for and discipline our brothers and sisters.83 

Developing this theme, Yoder calls for an ecumenism that eschews 
all forms and vestiges of  Constantinian establishmentarianism. One 
manifestation of  this that he frequently critiques is a methodology that 
seeks to secure or hold onto dogma before entering into dialogue. For Yoder, 
such dogmatic, institutional agendas close us off  to our sisters and 
brothers in other denominations. They act as a sort of  impenetrable, 
Constantinian armour, insulating us, so that we do not need to truly meet 

                                                 
79 For this point and this manner of putting it I am indebted to Chris K. Huebner, A 
Precarious Peace: Yoderian Explorations on Theology, Knowledge, and Identity (Waterloo: Herald 
Press, 2006), 109-110.  
80 Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 234. See also 238-239. 
81 Ibid., 225, Yoder’s emphasis. 
82 Ibid., 230.  
83 Ibid., 240. 
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others in dialogue. Against this Constantinian ecumenism, Yoder argues 
that “[t]he ongoing debate within the people of  God is part of  
its…credibility,” and that “the dialogical process itself ” and not mere 
consensus is a goal of  the ecumenical movement.84 Hence, when engaging 
in ecumenical dialogue – particularly when otherness is strongly present – 
discernment and exclusion ought to take place tentatively and without 
final closure. What this amounts to is a stance that works and dialogues 
with others in the midst of  disagreement. This is not to name the “unity 
we seek” as a collegial or pleasant environment, “a kind of  uncritical 
celebration of  diversity.”85 On the contrary, Yoder pushes us “to move 
beyond covenants of  reciprocal respect to challenges of  truth and 
obedience.” 86 And, because it is matters as important as truth and 
obedience that are on the line, he proposes “clash and reconciliation, 
accusation and repentance as the more fundamental model” of  Christian 
unity.87 In other words, unity (communion) is critical – even incisively 
critical – full-bodied engagement with others that listens repentantly and 
speaks boldly.  

 In this case for engagement over establishment we witness the 
loss of any desire to protect ourselves, and this kind of engagement does 
not allow us to hold fast to any sort of narrow understanding of ‘identity 
in Jesus.’ This is true in at least two ways. First, we see Yoder give voice to 
a personal unity. As he writes, “[o]ne does not so much encounter another 
tradition as encounter a brother or sister.”88 Likewise, Yoder argues that 
the purity of the church is not a good reason to practice binding and 
loosing, writing that “[r]econciliation and restoration is the only worthy 
motive.”89For the church does not act to secure its own righteousness, but 
shares in a body of forgiveness. This manner of working concretely with 
different persons, without the protection of institutional creeds, puts us at 

                                                 
84 Ibid., 251 and 311. 
85 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 81. See also 76: “The issue is (as Jesus said it) the traditions 
of men versus the commandment of God. That rough word of Jesus introduces 
seriousness that ecumenical politeness had hidden. Not all varieties of vision – or of 
ethics – can fit together within a tolerant pluralism. What we need is tools to identify and 
denounce error, while welcoming variety and celebrating diversity.” 
86 Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 288, my emphasis. 
87 Ibid., 293. 
88 Ibid., 240.  
89 Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 335, Yoder’s emphasis. 
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an important site of interchange; to work well in these contexts will also 
be to work dialogically, giving of ourselves and receiving from those we 
are with. This opens up a need for more informal person to person, 
congregation to congregation, neighbourhood to neighbourhood 
ecumenicity.90 Second, Yoder’s insistence on process does not allow us to 
make decisions prior to encounters with others. In fact, since “there is no 
way to locate the unity we seek before the process of seeking together” in 
God’s grace, our identities themselves are better thought of as working 
identities – identities that do not belong to us, but are instead generously 
worked through with others.91 To use Chris Huebner’s words, this kind of 
unity “pulls each of us excessively beyond ourselves.”92 

Yoder thus argues that even our nonviolent principles can be 
violent, insofar as they are a means to securing our own identity over and 
against others who are different. Yoder consistently argues against such 
epistemological violence, rejecting the attempt “to define a kind of solid 
ground no longer subject to the reproach of others or to self-doubt as 
being vitiated by any kind of particularity. This is to renew the vain [and 
Constantinian] effort to find assurance beyond the flux of unendingly 
meeting new worlds, or to create a metalanguage above the clash.”93 This 
theme in Yoder’s work of discipleship as a style of lovingly/non-violently 
relating to others comes together in his essay “Patience as Method in 
Moral Reasoning: Is an Ethic of Discipleship ‘Absolute?’” Peter Blum 
nicely introduces us to its main thrust: “Yoder rejects either ‘absolutist’ or 
‘relativist’ as a way of describing his approach, and uses the word 
‘patience’ to convey the sense with which he wishes to steer between these 
two standard options.”94  

                                                 
90 Ibid., 297-298. 
91 Ibid., 311. 
92 Huebner, A Precarious Peace, 79. In the context of this quotation, Huebner is 
experimenting with reading Romans 15:7 – “receive one another, as Christ has received 
you, for the glory of God” – from right to left. “This would have the implication of 
reading receptivity as a specifically theological notion. Here the act of receiving one 
another is not dependent on us alone, but is rather a gift that flows from the excessive 
glory of God.” 
93 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 60. 
94 Peter C. Blum, “Yoder’s Patience and/with Derrida’s Différance,” in The New Yoder, eds. 
Peter Dula and Chris K. Huebner (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2010), 115. I am deeply 
indebted to Blum throughout my reading of Yoder’s essay. 
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In this essay, Yoder identifies 19 types of patience that give flesh 
to this “steering.” Consonant with what I have described above, one of 
the broad themes that emerges from his typology is the need to engage 
genuinely with the interlocutor, listening carefully and meeting him or her 
on his or her own terms. For example, pedagogical patience recognizes 
that learning, both for individuals and groups, does not usually happen 
effectively all at once or with the most important matters first, but “in 
sequences and stages;” thus it attends to the person or group learning that 
they might learn effectively.95 In a similar way, “pastoral patience takes 
account of other dynamic dimensions, likewise located within the person 
learning, which may hinder or facilitate the appropriation of normative 
truth. They are matters of the will, of trauma and healing, of trust and 
commitment.”96 In addition to these, corporate patience, “dictated by 
respect for the roles of others,” refrains from evaluating certain others’ 
(such as Sunday School teachers’) performances; and audience-sensitive 
patience refrains from “making a point which in a given setting a given 
audience is not willing or not able to hear.”97 One of the most important 
aspects of this genuine engagement is a posture of humility, a recognition 
that “I may not be right.” This theme is most prominent in patience type 
13: “sobriety in finitude [… in which] we must always keep open spaces 
where sometimes our ignorance and at other times our sinfulness will have 
kept us from seeing all the truth…. Our recognition that we may be wrong 
must always be visible.”98 Yoder illustrates this point by pointing to the 
sixteenth century Anabaptists Balthasar Hubmaier and Hans Denck, who 
“both used the proverbial ‘I may be wrong but I cannot be a heretic, since 
I am asking you to correct me.’”99 Lest we fear that Yoder is describing a 
certain timidity that is not able to speak prophetically, he makes clear that 
an integral aspect of a humble posture of engagement “is by no means 
incompatible with the strong conviction that one’s views are in fact true, a 

                                                 
95 Yoder, “Patience as Method in Moral Reasoning,” in The Wisdom of the Cross: Essays in 
Honour of John Howard Yoder, eds. Stanley Hauerwas, Chris K. Huebner, Harry J. Huebner, 
Mark T. Nation (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999), 26. 
96 Ibid., 28. 
97 Ibid., 30 and 33. 
98 Yoder, “Patience as Method,” 31. 
99 Ibid., 31, n15. See also Blum, “Yoder’s Patience and/with Derrida’s Différance,” 117. 
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point that comes across clearly in Yoder’s essay.”100 Indeed, Yoder’s essay 
– itself polemical and passionate – identifies types of patience that call for 
more decisive action. For example, “corrective patience” names a patience 
that makes use of a point that by itself is “unbalanced,” but that 
nonetheless may have something important to say in a particular (usually 
corrupt) context.101  

Looking at Yoder’s presentation of patience, Blum points to 
Derrida’s concern with how we approach truth. He argues that, for 
Derrida, the way in which we deal with a truth affects its very truthfulness. 
Turning to Yoder, Blum finds the same sort of claim. Identifying the 
disavowal of Constantine as the rationale behind Yoder’s reflections on 
patience, he writes: “Patience is about the primacy of the Other vis a vis 
[sic] the Truth…. The reversal of priorities for the church that Constantine 
represents for Yoder is at bottom a trading of noncoercive witness to the 
Other for a coercive encompassing that we mistake for redemption.”102 
Yoder shows that holding on to truth in a manner that does violence to 
others – “mak[ing] the Other an object that fits into the world of which I 
am the center” – has the effect of erasing that truth.103 For as Blum 
perceptively points out, “[m]y conviction that I am right may be the 
occasion for violence, quite apart from its truth or falsity.”104  

As another way to put this: patience as method affirms that where I 
am, who I am, and who I am with matters. It is not just that truth is found 
dialogically; for Christ-followers, truth itself is (at least in part) dialogical. I 
take it that this is at least part of the meaning of Yoder’s claim that 
“nonviolence is not only an ethic about power but also an epistemology 
about how to let truth speak for itself.”105 As an example, Yoder notes his 
inability to criticize liberation theologians in certain contexts. From this, in 
what may be the most beautiful point in his essay, he concludes: “It can be 
that the only honest way to represent what I stand for is not to speak just 

                                                 
100 Blum, “Yoder’s Patience and/with Derrida’s Différance,” 116. 
101 Yoder, “Patience as Method,” 26-27. 
102 Blum, “Yoder’s Patience and/with Derrida’s Différance,” 118. 
103 Ibid., 118.  
104 Ibid., 117. 
105 Yoder, “Patience as Method,” 28n9. 
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now.”106 If we were to put this statement into more general terms, it might 
read something like: Truth is contingent on who one person is vis-à-vis 
another; truth is better understood as being truthful in our relationships 
with others. Blum agrees, writing that “[t]he primary import of truth and 
falsity is…interpersonal (truthfulness toward the Other).”107 

Commenting on Yoder’s approach in The Jewish-Christian Schism 
Revisited Daniel Boyarin provides some helpful insight on one aspect of  
what it might mean to take seriously this understanding of  truth. He 
writes that, contrary to most interreligious dialogue, “Yoder is listening as 
well as talking;... he wants genuine dialogue in which he (and the other) 
can be changed in the encounter; he wishes to fairly (as fairly as possible) 
appropriate Judaism.... He is making his own ecclesiology by learning 
something from Judaism and the Jews.”108 Not only is the otherness of  the 
church in this articulation something that cannot be secured over and 
against the world; but, we find this faithful otherness in and through 
ongoing processes of  listening to and working with those who are worldly. 
Indeed, as Yoder says, “the adversary is part of  my truth finding 
process.”109 

Once we understand faithfulness and truthfulness in this way the 
status of  the church’s membrane with the world becomes rather uncertain. 
The church begins to look beyond itself, into the (hostile) world to 
discover its faithful allegiance to Christ. In its missions, the church 
collaborates receptively with local populaces to the extent that non-
Christians take leadership roles in Christian organizations. Christian 
individuals, whose locus of  identity is rightfully found in the church, begin 
to form trusting and loving friendships with people who are not members 
of  the church. And, far from being straightforwardly missional, these 

                                                 
106 Ibid., 33. See also 34: “Classical “natural law” or “reason” arguments make (or 
presuppose tacitly) the claim that the person arguing has the right and the power to 
dictate what the common language is; a nonviolent epistemology cannot do that. 
Sometimes the only nonviolent response to a skewed dialogical situation is silence, as a 
refusal to collaborate in epistemological tyranny.” 
107 Blum, “Yoder’s Patience and/with Derrida’s Différance,” 117, emphasis his and mine. 
108 Daniel Boyarin, “Judaism as a Free Church: Footnotes to John Howard Yoder’s The 
Jewish-Christian Schism Revisited,” in The New Yoder, 9. 
109 Yoder, Body Politics, 69. See Huebner, A Precarious Peace, 109: “A radical reformation 
stance involves a dedicated willingness to subject one’s own standpoint to criticism and a 
corresponding attitude of openness to new and potentially hostile voices.” 



 

 

 

33 

 

friendships tug at these church members’ identities, changing perspectives, 
calling allegiances into question, and strengthening formerly peripheral 
commitments even as some of  the non-members become interested in the 
church’s work. The church’s boundary, once rigid and uniform, suddenly 
looks criss-crossed and exhibits gaping holes. Of  course, these sorts of  
things happen all the time in church life, or at least ought to. My point is 
that these activities tend to lack strong theological accounting, and that 
too little ecclesiological reflection has been attentive to this 
phenomenological reality of  the ecclesial body. As such, when these 
practices of  faithfulness should be cultivated and (institutionally) 
encouraged, they are often at risk of  being neglected and (perhaps) erased. 

Before I conclude this chapter I want to look briefly at Yoder’s 
understanding of the Christian herald as a particularly unsettling example 
of this kind of criss-crossed and punctured church boundary. Yoder’s 
challenge is to work “at a reciprocal adjudication…where one vision 
clashes and overlaps with another” with missional sensibility.110 In doing 
so, he recognizes that we cannot (nor should we desire to) find sites of 
invulnerability. Unapologetically particular, his working “solution” is that 
“[i]f we cannot transcend the vulnerability of belief…might we then 
celebrate confessionally that light and truth have taken on the vulnerability 
of the particular? That would then call for and empower a missionary ethic of 
incarnation.”111 The emphasis in Yoder’s text is on the legitimacy of a 
particular identity. But, in calling us to “converse at every border” with 
vulnerable particularity, he additionally points towards the importance of 
patient meetings or conversations with particular others.112 Arguing that a 
generic, public, and ultimately vacuous language is unable to do this, 
Yoder points to the need to “respect [others’] particularity and learn their 
languages, not to project in their absence a claim that we see the truth of 

                                                 
110 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 44. Immediately following this quote, Yoder writes:  “By 
‘overlap’ I mean that two provincial visions are dealing with the same subject matter of 
bringing people into common enterprises. By “conflict” I mean simply that people may 
have different commitments behind these common enterprises, and thus they need to 
wrestle with those differences in terms that take account of each other’s distinct identity.” 
111 Ibid. 
112 Ibid., 41, my emphasis. This statement occurs near the conclusion of Yoder’s essay 
“Hermeneutics of a Peoplehood,” after he has emphasized the priority of the disciplined 
and faithful church and the normativity of Jesus. 
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things.”113 This will mean that the Christian herald wrestles with others’ 
distinct identities to the extent that they tug at her and question her own 
Christian allegiances.114 That is, if it is not to betray its own witness, the act 
of heralding Christian truth involves listening to and learning from others 
with a “border-dwelling” patience that is open to change.115 As he writes, 
“respect for the genuineness of dialogue demands in both directions that 
there be no disavowal in principle of my witness becoming an open 
option for the other. Mission and dialogue are not alternatives: each is 
valid only within the other, properly understood.”116 Such a posture entails 
obvious risk to our identity; in our witness, we may lose (formerly) vital 
aspects of who we are. Yet, this risk, this vulnerability, is a condition of 
fidelity to the politics of Jesus.  
 
Conclusion 
 
A paradoxical synthesis of these two emphases on visibility and 
disestablishment might read: An identity rooted in fidelity to the politics 
of Jesus internally undoes all identity/ies, including an identity rooted in 
the politics of Jesus, not because there is no content within the politics of 
Jesus, but because its robust content serves precisely to undermine all 
attempts to possess or secure it. To identify with Jesus would then 
constitute a contradiction in terms. This paradoxical synthesis (even if 
stated too strongly) helps to reveal a tension between the perennial 
disestablishment and distinct visibility of the church that is not easily 
resolved. Peter Blum points to a similar tension, perhaps more accurately 
and carefully. Noting Yoder’s emphasis on faithfulness, he asks: “But 
letting the church be the church is letting the church be visible, and how 
does one do that both faithfully and patiently? How might we find the 
level of patience that lets God be God by not trying too hard to MAKE 
the church be the church?”117 In these questions, Blum points to the fact 
that, even if it does not contradict all forms of visibility, patience does 

                                                 
113 Ibid., 42. 
114 See Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 255-258. 
115 See Ibid.: “In fact, it is the herald who is vulnerable…[because] the message is about a 
Suffering Servant whose meekness it is that brings justice to the nations.” 
116 Ibid., 255, Yoder’s emphasis. 
117 Blum, “Yoder’s Patience and/with Derrida’s Différance,” 120.  
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disrupt at least many of the ways in which we may want to think about a 
visible church.  

And this brings us full spin to the issue of two-way transmission 
across boundaries. For Yoder (and Blum) also show(s) us that, conversely, 
if we want to be patient we must also be visible and that part of vulnerable 
Christian dialogue is a clear allegiance to Jesus. And, as theologians such as 
Stanley Hauerwas have reminded us, it is our formation in Christian 
community that allows us to trust and receive the otherness of the 
other.118 To ask a similar question yet again: If Yoder’s presentations of 
church process, ecumenicity, patience, and witness perforates the church’s 
membrane that separates it from the world, how might such a membrane 
also prevent a watering down of the church’s separate identity in and 
allegiance to Christ? It is this question (or one like it) that will hover in the 
background, occasionally making its way to the fore, as I consider 
Romand Coles’s dialogical ethics of receptive generosity in the next 
chapter. 
  

                                                 
118 See, e.g., Hauerwas, A Community of Character, 51: “In a community that has no fear of 
the truth, the otherness of the other can be welcomed as a gift rather than a threat.”  
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CHAPTER 2 
THE CHURCH’S BOUNDARIES AND ROMAND COLES’S 

RECEPTIVE GENEROSITY 
 
Much of Romand Coles’s work attempts to articulate a dialogical ethos 
that is capable of at once cultivating particular traditions, and relentlessly 
opening up these traditions to the critical and constructive voices of 
others. Far from attempting to escape boundaries, in giving voice to this 
politics Coles places boundaries at the forefront of his thought. According 
with his appeal to the church to cultivate thick and permeable 
boundaries,119 Coles calls us to practice a politics in which boundaries do 
something other than mark off homogenous pieces of space. In this chapter I 
present this reformulation of boundaries and consider how it can help us 
to envision a church whose membrane “at once joins with and 
distinguishes it from the world” in rightful thickness and permeability.  
 In the first section I give a detailed account of what Coles terms 
“receptive generosity” and the politics of torn identity that it entails. In the 
second section, I turn to Coles’s theological writings, emphasizing the 
manner in which his presentation of receptive generosity pushes the 
church to cultivate a faithfully porous boundary with the world. In the 
conclusion I indicate some of the shortcomings Coles’s approach leaves 
behind as we continue to consider how a permeable membrane might also 
prevent a watering down of the church’s separate identity in Christ. 
 
Romand Coles’s Receptive Generosity 
 
Generosity, writes Coles, wanes “when we become blind to the way in 
which the possibility of generosity is entwined with a difficult receptivity 
toward others who are different.”120 He identifies this blindness as the 
“threatening shadow” of destructive imperialist tendencies that inhabit 
impoverished, monological visions of generosity.121 Unable to conceive of 
any good coming from outside of themselves, adherents of this all too 

                                                 
119 See page 1 above. 
120 Coles. Rethinking Generosity: Critical Theory and the Politics of Caritas (Ithica: Cornell 
University Press, 1997), vii. 
121 Ibid., 1. 
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prevalent generosity discount the beyond-receiving-value of others and 
thereby obliterate difference. Though the violence in such generosity often 
manifests itself subtly, Coles has few inhibitions with firmly linking these 
subtle dominations to the overt expansionism and destruction of empire. 
For, in its arrogance, even the most benign one-way giving tends to forget 
itself. Thus, whether it takes the form of colonial aspirations to “civilize” 
others or contemporary philanthropic efforts, monological generosity 
tends towards “oscillating strategies of annihilation, exclusionary 
containment, and assimilation.”122  

In opposition to this, Coles gives voice to a dialogical way of life in 
which we co-create ourselves with others through “the budging, blurring, 
tossing, glaring, shifting nature of our encounter with otherness and 
others.”123 Radical receptivity is absolutely integral to this dialogical 
creativity and to any giving that would truly be generous. Therefore, he 
names receptive generosity as the character and spirit that might guide this 
dialogical way of life. As these two juxtaposed words suggest, receptive 
generosity blurs the distinction between giver and receiver, bringing them 
into intimate communion. 

Elaborating on this ethos, Coles argues that we must aim to 
receive “nothing but full, unreduced experience of the other.”124 Hoping 
to minimize the annihilating blindnesses in our encounters with others, 
the practitioner of receptive generosity seeks, in the very movement of her 
giving, to receive “the other as other,” not merely as a receiver.125 Such an 
effort does not mean seeking pure otherness. To do this would totalize 

                                                 
122 Ibid., 36. 
123 Coles, Self/Power/Other: Political Theory and Dialogical Ethics (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1992), 91. This is an appropriate place to take note of my use of Coles’s 
terminology. The quotation cited here comes from before Coles had coined the term 
“receptive generosity.” Furthermore, in this chapter I will frequently use the term 
“receptive generosity” while unpacking Coles’s elaborations on the practices of radical 
democracy. I justify this use on two counts. First, I do not find any substantial divergence 
between Coles’s earlier works and later elaborations on similar themes except in 
emphasis; thus I am inclined to use his work freely, with little regard for chronology. 
Second, while at times it seems as though “receptive generosity” is one vital practice of 
radical democracy, Coles elaborates on “receptive generosity” in such detailed and far-
ranging terms that it far more frequently seems that practitioners of radical democracy 
simply practice “receptive generosity” as an equivalent. 
124 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 104.  
125 Ibid., 19, Coles’s emphasis. 
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difference, construct others in puristic, atomistic, and reified terms, and 
thereby eliminate the possibility of engagement with otherness.126 Instead, 
Coles pushes us to dialogically extend toward the ever greater depths of 
otherness that is at once irreducible to and intricately intertwined with our own 
ways of being.  

One aspect of this dialogical extension involves learning to put 
ourselves into the perspectives of those we might exclude through careful 
listening and attending to others’ specificity. However, Coles often 
stresses that the effort to “sense the surplus of the other” and her “infinite 
possibilities” extends beyond this.127 With the deliberate use of the term 
receptivity, Coles pushes us to imagine and practice a generosity that casts 
off protective “metaphysical veils.”128 This will mean receiving others’ 
insights, perspectives, and stories, in such a way that they “call into 
question and possibly alter our core assumptions.”129 Thus, far from “an 
ideal of static coexistence,” Coles calls us to live vulnerably with others, 
allowing them to shape and shake us with their distinct and challenging 
differences.130  

At the same time, Coles argues that receptive generosity does not 
entail meeting otherness blindly, such that its practitioners merely accept 
all novel ethea and behaviours. Rather, he shows that an undiscerning 
acceptance of difference ignores the concrete need for organized and 
deeply rooted resistance to widespread difference-destroying structural 
violence. Furthermore, a practice of blindly accepting others carries its 
own homogenizing tendencies, as we become completely like (generally 
dominant) others. Thus, rather than “a homogenized sense of belonging 
with others,” Coles argues for a model of engagement: a way of being, 
working, making, and dwelling together in the midst of often strident 

                                                 
126 Coles explores the dangers of fetishizing the other and turning “it” into an absolute in 
his critique of Derrida. There he shows that, despite their appearance to the contrary, 
such conceptions of otherness indicate our own proud strivings for purity. See Coles, 
Beyond Gated Politics: Reflections for the Possibility of Democracy (Minneapolis: Minnesota 
University Press, 2005), 179-182. 
127 Coles, Self/Power/Other, 92 and Rethinking Generosity, 91 respectively. 
128 Coles, Self/Power/Other, 80. 
129 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 214.  
130 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 108.  
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differences.131 If we do not meet and engage others with our robust 
identity, Coles suspects that these exuberant, Dionysian pursuits with 
others will collapse into a hedonistic, facile, and tepid ethos of relativistic 
meandering. 

For Coles the premise that others’ specificity includes a certain 
“pregnancy” or “becoming” that holds yet more promising ways of being 
allows us to engage these others beyond mere acceptance or tolerance. 
Truly generous engagement should seek to cultivate these promising ways 
of being. To do this we must be fundamentally concerned with and for 
others, neither giving nor receiving disinterestedly.132 “A gift,” says Coles, 
“should not collapse to the perspective of the other…. Even as the giver 
must extend herself toward the other, she also…[must] draw the receiver 
beyond herself.”133 Thus, Coles calls us to the paradoxical task of pursuing 
directions that enable true prosperity and struggling against those that do 
not, while also remaining radically open to the critical and constructive 
contributions others will make.134 To use the language of resistance: Our 
giving must both critically root out blind imperialism on our part, and any 
slackening in our attitude toward  oppressive imperialisms in others. This 
is a politics with thick and permeable boundaries: we audaciously confront 
and humbly seek to be confronted as we cultivate an agonistic “relationship 
with the non-identical” that is beyond “hostile antagonism.”135  

This receptive generosity is both risky and difficult. Not allowing 
for firm and comforting doctrines, it opens us up to the possibility of 
disappointment, violence, and negative change. And yet, Coles wagers that 

                                                 
131 Ibid., 102. Discussing Foucault, Coles points to “an artistic existence in which we seek 
to give ourselves form [that] takes place at the limits of our being in dialogue with what is 
different from us” (Self/Power/Other, 81). 
132 This also means that we should not simply give what others “desire” on a surface 
level. Concern prohibits such indiscriminate giving. We should not give “soap operas, 
plastic smiles, Big Macs, ‘gift articles,’ exchangeable gifts, or some other more ‘pseudo-
individualized’ item coughed up by the commodity culture” even if these are what the 
other “wants” or “demands” (Rethinking Generosity, 105). 
133 Ibid., 106. 
134 Ibid., 105: “[We] must navigate the tensions between receptively addressing the other’s 
extant perspectives, desires, and joys, on the one hand, and responding to them in ways 
that might enhance the other’s capacity to receptively and generously engage the world, 
on the other.” 
135 Ibid., 93 and 109 respectively. See also Self/Power/Other, 176. 
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“receptive generosity is integral to – even definitive of – our thriving.”136 
His understanding of the self as fundamentally relational, and his 
understanding of the world as complex beyond capturing inform this 
wager.137 It is because the world “is irreducibly non-identical, persistently 
exceeding our grasp” that we ought to enter dialogical relations with a 
patient receptivity.138 Put simply, if we are to give appropriately and 
constructively, we must know others in their particularity. We can never 
completely know others and thereby eliminate all exclusions or 
contingencies.139 But, a profound awareness of our own inevitable 
insufficiency and finitude can help us to do better, encouraging us to resist 
finality and closure.  

Beyond minimizing exclusion, Coles also points to ways in which 
the tensions and agonisms inherent in the risky practice of receptive 
generosity promise to be incalculably generative, enabling us to invent new 
possibilities, skills, cautions, modes of resistance, and so on. For example, 
it is precisely in the tussle of receptive generosity, and not in prior 
“neutral” decisions, that we discover and identify what is “best” and 
“worst”; we even find the tentative parameters of our conversations in the 
midst of dialogue.140 Further to this, it is through strange relations and 

                                                 
136 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, vii. 
137 At various points Coles thoroughly develops these understandings of self and world. 
In this chapter I severely limit the attention I give to his ontologies for two reasons. First, 
Coles’s most developed work in this area draws extensively from Merleau-Ponty, whose 
understanding of the intercorporeal structure of reality I examine in chapter three. 
Second, I do devote significant space to Coles’s explicitly theological reasons for practicing 
an ethic of receptive generosity later on in this chapter. Given the theological orientation 
of this thesis, this seems more appropriate than extended elaborations of secular 
ontologies. 
138 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 94. 
139 Coles makes this point most forcefully in conversation with Derrida. See Beyond Gated 
Politics, 151 and 139 respectively: “Derrida is convinced by Husserl’s argument that 
without an at least tacit telos of Ideality, sense is impossible. Hence we must respond to 
and for this Idea, which is the condition of our subjectivity, our experience of the world, 
and our opening toward others. Yet we do not have it; we are and become without grasping 
it – which is to say, without it. And it is nothing for us outside this history within which it 
cannot appear as such – for there is nothing for us outside of this unfolding history of 
sense.” Therefore “[d]emocracy [and the other] must forever become significantly a 
question unto itself.”  
140 Coles’s leading critique of liberalism is that it tries to decide ahead of time who is a 
worthy conversation partner and what kind of content can be entered into public 
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juxtapositions that persons illuminate each other. Such dialogical 
encounters open the possibilities for once peripheral concerns to become 
more prominent and compelling, central convictions to exhibit 
weaknesses, paradoxes to emerge, and meanings to shift in more hopeful 
directions. Picking up on how this animates our very being, Coles argues 
that without receptive and generous engagements with a wild and 
inexhaustible “world that solicits and thwarts our cognitive strings,” even 
“our thinking and experience begin to lose their vitality and 
intelligence.”141 Coles, rather, locates intelligence “in an indeterminate play 
among selves and between selves and the world.”142 

As we begin to see here, for Coles there is an inherent goodness to 
ongoing, clashing, charitable, vulnerable engagements with different 
others. In Coles’s relational ontology “the other is the necessary condition 
of man’s [sic] being: a life, labor, and language to which he is not identical 
nourishes and sustains him.”143 Given this, others can become of source 
of horror and suffering or we can seek creative ways of thriving together. 
Thus, against the attempt to master ourselves and others, Coles points to 
receptive generosity as itself a way of flourishing.144 This does not mean 
that the self merely benefits through a more receptive engagement with 
others. Rather, Coles names a radical reorientation of the self, such that 
“the self is through this generous and receptive relation to otherness.”145 
In other words, we only realize ourselves in dialogical relation to what we 
are not.146 

Here we arrive at a somewhat paradoxical point: receptive 
generosity assists us in reaching the goal of more generous and receptive 

                                                                                                                     

discourse. Coles shows that in their efforts to thereby eliminate danger and tragedy, 
liberals erect boundaries that, having already decided which voices and arguments are 
worth hearing, sharply exclude alternatives and blind themselves to contingencies and 
their own fallibility. See Beyond Gated Politics, 1-77, esp. 29-41. 
141 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 68 and 67 respectively.  
142 Ibid., 68 
143 Coles, Self/Power/Other, 70. 
144 In important ways the inherent good and generative power of receptive generosity 
mutually inform each other. See, for example, “Storied Others,” 343: “the essential 
entwinement of giving and receiving with different others is the only way sustainable 
generous power emerges.” 
145 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 99, Coles’s emphasis. 
146 See Ibid., 110: “The meaning of each term comes to be in relation to what it is not.” 
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relationships with others. Our pursuit of the good is itself the good; better 
ways of being are better ways of being-as-becoming. Thus, receptive 
generosity “involves a performative dimension of continual striving 
beyond itself.”147 Far from a static goal, it is a “happening.”148 Consonant 
with this idea of ongoing, chafing movement, Coles argues against finding 
the right balance, or the site with the right amount of tension. To this effect, 
he cites Adorno’s claims that “extremes are linked ‘by criticizing one 
another, not by compromising’” and that “‘only exaggeration is true.’”149 
Receptive generosity thus entails oscillating wildly from one particular 
position – full of its intense agonistic energies and perceptions – to 
another. 

This points us to the crucial role that corporeal particularity plays 
in Coles’s thought. For Coles, seeking to critically adopt “the best” and 
carefully avoid “the worst” from various particular traditions does not 
entail adopting some sort of neutral or generic stance.150 Rather, Coles 
insists that we always approach dialogical relations from these places, in 
these bodies, with these traditions. Further, this is not something to lament 
and minimize, but to cultivate in life-giving ways, such that we foster 
habits of dispossession and receptivity on the one hand and modes of 

                                                 
147 Ibid., 109. 
148 Ibid., my emphasis. 
149 Theodor Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. Christian Lenhardt (New York: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1984), 31 and Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming (New York: Seabury Press, 1972), 118, respectively, 
cited from Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 117. 
150 This is where I see Coles differing considerably from many of the essays in After the 
Postsecular and the Postmodern, who do advocate for a generic secular that can equally 
appropriate from all particularities (see page 9 in the Introduction). This difference may 
come down to their different evaluations of Deleuze. While the contributors to After the 
Postsecular and the Postmodern exhibit significant indebtedness to Deleuze, Coles suspects 
that Deleuze may be insufficiently aware of the risks of a postmetaphysical age. Coles 
worries that if we follow Deleuze and “dance too lightly over the edge, we may again 
discover the horrific instead of the possibility of our freedom” (Self/Power/Other, 179). 
With Deleuze (and many following after him) it often seems as though any sort of fidelity 
amounts to destructive ideology. Alternatively, for Coles the threat of immanent (rather 
than transcendent) oppression demands that we cultivate thick traditions, identities, 
teleologies, and fidelities. 
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careful tending to the world on the other.151 In sum, Coles points to a 
corporeal politics of promise and resistance that works/thinks/dwells with 
and in rooted specificity.  

Coles’s extended reflections on Ella Baker and the receptive arts 
of radical-democratic organizing in the early Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) provide one of his most compelling 
accounts of these kinds of practices. Baker, in Coles’s description, learned 
much of her receptive democratic practice through her childhood 
initiation into “a mode of Christian discipleship that was profoundly 
quotidian, engaged, bodily, specific, discerning, relational, and cultivated 
primarily by women.”152 Her childhood routines consisted of “daily 
liturgies” of intimate tending to and identification with the people in need 
in her community, their textured and “specific stories and lives.”153 In 
addition to this upbringing, Coles reflects on Baker’s wild engagement 
with, and immersion in, the radical and divergent politics of Harlem in the 
1930s as another deeply formative time. 

Baker and her fellow organizers brought these traditions with 
them when they formed the SNCC. Hence, listening patiently, asking 
questions, and resisting dogmatism were important aspects of their 
political practice. Said one early organizer: “There was nothing we were 
afraid to discuss. We asked astounding questions of each other.”154 Coles 
emphasizes that this listening was complemented by corporeal-temporal 
practices of receptivity: ways of moving through the world with a different 
and practiced pace. These included: shaking hands and sitting at the feet 
of labourers; heading out into the fields to pick cotton with sharecroppers; 
playing basketball with kids when the adults were too frightened to talk; 
lingering on the front porches of ramshackle tenant houses. In all of these 
they sought to listen and learn as well as speak, as is poignantly illustrated 
by Baker’s often repeated query ‘Now who are your people?’ which she 
continued to ask “even after Alzheimer’s had rendered her incapable of 

                                                 
151 Coles most thoroughly develops this and proximate themes in “Democracy and the 
Radical Ordinary,” in Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary, 113-173. 
152 Coles, “‘To Make This Tradition Articulate’: Practiced Receptivity Matters, Or 
Heading West of West with Cornel West and Ella Baker,” in Christianity, Democracy, and the 
Radical Ordinary, 57. 
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid., 66.  
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responding to it.”155 In short, they walked out to the fringes of society and 
the edges of their own movement instead of only attempting to draw 
people in.156  

Coles gives his full attention to the bold patience these sort of 
receptive liturgies demanded. He reminds us that “it is easy to forget that 
so much of a civil rights life involved sitting around freedom houses, 
community centers, and front porches with no immediate plan of action. 
The discipline of waiting required uncommon patience even as it sustained 
humility and perspective, resisting the cultural paradigm of efficiency.”157 
Further, Coles emphasizes the audacity of this patience, noting that it 
came in the midst of the greatest urgency: a virtual war, in which blacks 
were subject to daily violence, intimidation, and persecution. In this 
context, SNCC workers developed practices of non-strategic relationship 
building through daily and intimate bodily contact with local people. It 
was this sort of disciplined hope that enabled them to simultaneously 
“confront the complexities and contradictions of flesh-and-blood people” 
and powerfully threaten unjust systems. 

Elsewhere, Coles describes these sorts of difficult generous and 
receptive arts as infiltrations.158 With this term, he argues that in practicing 
receptive generosity, we infiltrate and inhabit different spaces and 
temporalities in such a way that we ask unsettling questions of them and 
are ourselves unsettled. In this way each particularity (specific identities, 
places, stories) “belongs to each and none.”159 The point here is not 
primarily to disrupt for disruption’s sake. It is rather that a gated 
community is poorly nourished. For “[c]ultures are not exhaustive 
identities, but ensembles of discourses and practices gathering themselves 
into movements between memories of distant origins and anticipations of 
distant ends of their (currently incomplete) identity…. Every culture is in 

                                                 
155 Ibid., 54. 
156 See Ibid., 63: “One of her chief objectives was to participate in building an 
organization in which leaders would above all teach their capacity to learn, and leaders 
would aim to engender more leaders.” 
157 Ibid., 68. 
158 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, xx: “[We] infiltrate each space with [unsettling] questions 
and insights.”  
159 Ibid., 232.  
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this sense a culture of the other.”160 Thus, the hope is that these 
infiltrations might strengthen what is best in each community, including 
the ones we come from, and enable us to “invent new possibilities…in the 
synergy, friction, and heat that ensues.”161  

As Coles himself shows, we see a considerable reformulation of 
the function and status of boundaries in this corporeal politics of 
particularity. Here, the boundaries demarcating different geographies, 
bodies, cultural affinities, traditions, political approaches, goals, and 
agendas no longer identify clearly what we are and are not; they no longer 
simply serve to insulate or exclude. Rather, as his use of the term 
infiltration suggests, Coles here points to a vision of transgressed boundaries. 
A far cry from attempting to escape boundaries, Coles shows that 
receptive generosity’s ongoing movement of “mutual encroachment” and 
“dialogical entwinement,” in its refusal to move away from particularity, 
involves a politics of border dwelling.162 In other words, practicing receptive 
generosity means learning to live generously and receptively within the 
edges in the self, between selves, and between social groups.163 So we see 
that resilient, criss-crossed, and flexible boundaries running through selves 
and communities lie at the heart of Coles’s politics.  

Describing it as a politics that works at the intersection of roots 
and routes, Coles suggests that this kind of border-dwelling might enable 
us to thicken the very necessary boundaries around our particularities 
through the very gestures that reach out to, experiment with, and find new 
dwelling places in various other particularities. Thus, border-dwelling 
radically reorients what it means to be loyal to our traditions. This way of 
loyalty points us towards a torn identity born in and directed towards the 
messy world of “dialogues torn between different sensibilities and 
visions.”164  

                                                 
160 Ibid., 155. Coles is here glossing Derrida’s claim in The Other Heading: Reflections of 
Today’s Europe (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), 9-10, cited from Beyond 
Gated Politics, 155: “What is proper to a culture is to not be identical to itself. Not to not 
have an identity, but to not be able to identify itself.” 
161 Ibid., xx. 
162 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 108, Self/Power/Other, 8, respectively. 
163 See Ibid., 1-13. 
164 Ibid., 66. 
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Before moving to an examination of how this presentation of 
boundaries might inform a faithful and vulnerable ecclesiology, I present 
Coles’s account of this torn identity in the context of his discussion of 
feminists of colour. At this point I will simply present Coles discussion, 
delaying until the next chapter my engagement with it.165 Only there I will 
consider both the ways in which Coles’s account of a torn identity might 
unsettle, disturb, and contribute to a church with thick and permeable 
boundaries and also the incompatibilities between a faithful ecclesiology 
and a torn identity. 

With feminists of colour, Coles looks to a politics that moves 
beyond the homogeneity and purity of identity politics on the one hand 
and a universalist politics that depoliticizes particularities and differences 
on the other. Following Gloria Anzaldua, who writes of a “new mestiza,” 
he puts forward an ethic of nepantilism, after the Aztec word that means 
torn between loyalties. With a story of perennially wandering into foreign 
territory, the new mestiza painfully transgresses the boundaries 
sequestering supposedly unitary paradigms, destructuring the myths of 
autonomous independence and easy belonging.  

To emphasize the difficult and torn work involved in this 
transgressive movement, Coles contrasts Anzaldua’s nepantalism with 
Jean-Luc Nancy’s understanding of “freedom as a pure movement of 
deconstructing all identity and form.”166 For Nancy, all identities are 
reducible to preclusion. Therefore, “one must not think of the mestiza in 
relation to one’s own specific and multiple historical locations, practices, 
cultural aspirations, or ethical sensibilities;” neither can one think that any 
specific others might contribute to, unsettle, or be confronted by these 
specific particularities.167 Here Coles is commenting on Nancy’s claim that 
“[t]his has nothing to do with mixed blood or mixed cultures”168 
Following up on this, Nancy even makes the abhorrent claim that “‘all are 

                                                 
165 See pp. 99-102 below. 
166 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 194. Here I do not pretend to any direct engagement with 
Nancy, only engaging with Coles’s own careful and well-documented criticisms of 
Nancy’s essay on Anzaldua. See note 168 below. 
167 Ibid., 196. 
168  Jean-Luc Nancy, “Cut Throat Sun,” in An Other Tongue: Nation and Ethnicity in the 
Linguistic Borderland , ed. Alfred Arteaga (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1994), 
123. 
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mestiza.’”169 On the contrary, far from an unbound nomad, the new mestiza 
carries a nomadic identity. Coles argues passionately with Anzaldua that 
“no matter how cut open and exposed to the cutting and crossing of all 
identities we may be, we are…no less an identity for it.”170 Notice the way 
the imagery of “exposed,” “cut open,” and “crossed” pushes against the 
idea that we should rise above particularity into some unfettered state. It 
suggests, rather, that we find freedom through agonistically growing 
deeper into particularities and the various boundaries therein. The new 
mestiza moves “back and forth across the borders of culture, nation, race, 
gender, ideology, values, and language that surround and run through 
her.”171 She cannot settle easily in one place, but places and particularities 
hold onto parts of her. Trying to escape this particularity and finitude 
blinds us to what we are and denies the very conditions and particular 
identity/ies necessary for receptive generosity. Instead, to practice 
generous resistance and engaged receptivity we must be crossed well by the 
borders of this world, and for this we need identity and particularity. 

Thus, in her political struggle, the new mestiza exists as part of a 
particular people with “very specific narratives of suffering and desire, 
disillusion and enchantment” and works to cultivate and nurture these 
narratives so they are at once traditioned, multiplicitous, and receptive at 
their core.172 In this vein, Coles calls us to a “politics of the flesh”; a 
politics that embraces the body, with its desire, despair, joy, pain, sweat, 
and anger.173 Our bodies tell tales and carry histories; we are thoroughly 
storied beings, and these stories reach beyond (and below) themselves, as 
per the nature of stories. Thus, with feminists of colour, Coles calls us to 
live into these stories by broadening and deepening into them through 
engagements with others. Audre Lorde, as cited by Coles, puts it 
brilliantly: “I am who I am, doing what I came to do, acting upon you like 
a drug or a chisel to remind you of your me-ness, as I discover you in 
myself.”174 

                                                 
169 Nancy, “Cut Throat Sun,” 123, cited from Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 196. 
170 Ibid., 195. 
171 Ibid., 192, my emphasis. 
172 Ibid., 196. 
173 Ibid., 203. 
174 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider (Freedom: Crossing Press, 1984), 147, cited from Coles, 
Beyond Gated Politics, 207. 
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Thus we come to the conclusion of Coles’s torn politics of 
receptive generosity, which rejects both easy treason and blind fidelity. In 
it we see a potential example of what it might mean to embody a politics 
with thick and permeable boundaries. I turn now to Coles’s theological 
engagements, pointing to some of the ways receptive generosity can help 
us to imagine and construct an ecclesiology with such a politics. 
 
Coles on Christianity 
 
Coles incisively critiques modern rational subjectivity – in which the self 
understands itself as its own “self-originating light” – as a common 
purveyor of monological generosity.175 His critiques will likely sit well with 
many Christians who are rightly critical of modernity.176 Much more 
pertinent to my project is the monological giving Coles detects in many 
forms of Christianity. Christianity holds that God is the ground of all 
Being, and this allows for a relational ontology of beautiful difference, as 
we “participate in his infinitely protean voice by unraveling the endless 
mysteries presented by his beings.”177 However, Coles shows that, like 
modern subjectivity, this Christian ontology tends to be “constituted on 
the idea of a self-identical ground from which is given all being, truth, 
moral value, and beauty”  and thereby also enacts a (Platonic) silencing in 
which there is only one proper way to see and one voice to hear.178 
Furthermore, Christians believe in God’s ultimate victory and Christ’s 
Lordship over history, and these universal claims inform “one central 
negative thesis about all actually or potentially rival positions.”179 To itself 
be valid, Christianity must hold onto the conviction that its others are 
invalid, at least outside of the Christian metanarrative. Coles identifies this 
logic as a “temporal imperialism” or teleological overconfidence that 

                                                 
175 Coles, Self/Power/Other, 17. Coles diagnoses the simultaneous nihilistic despair and 
drive for mastery and self-possession the accompanies modernity. He argues that after 
the death of God, “man” decides to play God, but having killed God finds “himself” 
dead. 
176 In fact, even as Coles is also critical of him, Augustine is one of the figures Coles 
draws on to critique modernity. 
177 Ibid., 28 
178 Coles, Rethinking Generosity, 2. 
179 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 174. Here Coles is referring explicitly to Augustinian 
Christianity. 
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trades an individual conceit for a conceit at the narrative level. 180 As far as 
Coles is concerned, this level of confidence in one’s own teleology 
pretends to a level of knowledge humans are quite simply unable to 
attain.181 

This is where Christianity begins to look terrifying. The narrative 
that ultimately must be the source of all truth not only engenders a blind 
invulnerability, but “is positively threatened by anything which might 
gesture towards a more heterogeneous space.”182 In short, otherness 
becomes primarily dangerous, something that Christians must deny or 
defeat. That is, whatever does not neatly fit into God’s beautiful scheme, 
anything truly other to or dissonant from (authentic) Christianity, must 
either “be transformed or silenced and reduced to the nothing it really 
is.”183 Thus, Christians will engage “the other a priori a rival first and 
foremost.”184 Claims by many Christians that their teleological confidence 
enables them to be vulnerable with others, do not comfort Coles. He 
worries that such confident vulnerability insulates from critique, “feed[ing] 
the unreceptive confidence of we-who-are-better-than-the-others-because-
we-are-vulnerable.”185 We thus see two closely related modes of erasure in 
Christianity. First, Christians must make all difference fit into a pre-
established harmony. Second, already possessing all beauty, Christian 
generosity will be monological. Together, what this amounts to is that 
“with respect to what lies beyond [God’s] Word, there is only a 
monological polemic…and no possibility of a dialogue in which God is 
illuminated in the critical light of his other.”186 

                                                 
180 Coles, Self/Power/Other, 52. 
181 See in this regard his comments regarding Mibank’s privileging of the Christian 
tradition: “It is one thing to admire and embrace the virtuosity of one’s story. It is 
another out of hand to condemn all other stories…to the waste bin of nihilism and 
subjugation” (“Storied Others,” 332).  
182 Ibid., 348. 
183 Coles, Self/Power/Other, 50. See also 173: “If there are many manifestations of the 
voice of Augustine’s God, they all fall within a tightly limited range characterized by 
harmonious concord, the unchallengeability of Christian morality and scripture, and a 
conception of God as the transcendental signifier and signified (at best, signifying). Non-
Christian difference becomes, for Christianity, discordance.”  
184 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 174. 
185 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 103. 
186 Coles, Self/Power/Other, 173. 
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To show what this looks like, Coles turns to the conquest of the 
Americas. However, he points not to the easy example of the colonial 
conquerors, but to the much more pertinent example of “those who 
actively opposed slaughter and enslavement in the name of God…; those 
who sought to form [loving, Christian] communities.”187 He perceives that, 
like the conquistadors, these missionaries came to spread a truth held 
wholly in their possession; this despite their admirable defense of life. 
Thus, though kindly, they had no desire to learn from, let alone be 
changed by, the natives. He notes that, for example, the writings of a 
genuinely good person like Las Casas contain “almost nothing about the 
natives as different peoples: he sees nothing beyond his own story.”188 In 
other words, the missionaries saw humanity in the natives only to the 
extent that they were (potential) Christians. Therein, these benevolent 
colonizers “drained [the natives] of any different positive specificity” in 
their quest of assimilation.189 And, it is crucial to note, Coles firmly links 
this “benevolent” colonization to its bloodier relative, pointing out that “if 
others are recalcitrant, the impulse toward monological giving has a 
persistent tendency to turn into an unbending totalizing disdain for the 
other.”190  

My reading of Yoder in chapter one, if convincing, should provide 
a comprehensive critique of this “Christian” practice of monological 
generosity, exposing it as a betrayal of the cross. Indeed, we saw that the 
cruciform vulnerability that Yoder finds in the politics of Jesus 
constructively points towards practices of receptivity with and towards 
Christianity’s others. Here I further this line of argument, presenting 
Coles’s suggestive engagements with Rowan Williams and Jean Vanier, 
and arguing with Coles that the church must seriously consider a practice 
of receptive generosity with insiders and outsiders as essential to its 
politics. As will be elaborated, this argument works with and beyond my 
earlier engagement with Yoder in at least three ways. First, Coles’s 
arguments for practicing a receptively generous church politics are more 
intentionally focussed on this theme and thereby add further specificity to 
what this practice of church might look like. This is particularly the case 

                                                 
187 Coles, “Storied Others,” 332. 
188 Ibid., 333. 
189 Ibid., 335. 
190 Ibid., 341. 
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given the preceding discussion of receptive generosity. Second, Coles 
explicitly examines the tensions between thick and permeable boundaries 
that this sort of politics entails. Third, Coles pushes us beyond Yoder’s 
receptivity in important ways. In his compelling engagement with Yoder, 
he worries that the nonnegotiable normativity of Jesus “works in spite of 
itself toward the closure of the church’s generous and receptive 
participation in historical generativity,” disenabling Christians from 
discovering vices that may be inseparable from Jesus’s politics.191 With 
Williams and Vanier, Coles gestures beyond this jealous politics of Jesus 
towards a politics of encountering Christ through the practice of receptive 
generosity. 

Coles reads Williams’s voice as a powerful call to cultivate 
traditions able to dwell vulnerably within the dissonant, life-giving 
boundaries of this world. He acknowledges that Williams’s teleological 
commitments may consign this dissonance to a temporary if also 
necessary prelude to pure harmony. However, he wonders whether this 
would reflect an idolatrous “projection by competitors for space…who 
yearn for freedom from tension,” and sees in Williams the possibility that 
God’s final peace may include “dissonances and tensions 
beyond…rivalries.”192 Claiming that there is no reason not to at least 
entertain this possibility, Coles argues that we should hold it “open as a 
magnetic possibility” that might enable us to cultivate the posture of 
“peacemaking-as-tension that is at the heart of the body of Christ.”193  

Coles accompanies these claims with compelling theological, and 
especially Christological, argumentation. He points to Williams’s Jesus as a 
vulnerable way of tension-filled love, not an object of secured hope. So, in 
Williams’s reading of Mark, Jesus refuses through silence and mystery to 
clearly identify himself, “only really speak[ing] (in a way that might be 
more genuinely heard) in front of the High Priest, where he is utterly 

                                                 
191 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 135. Notably, I do not engage Coles’s essay on Yoder. This 
is because it considerably overlaps with my own presentation of Yoder in chapter one in 
such a way that to work through it here would prove distracting. I return to Coles’s 
engagement with Yoder in chapter three when I explicitly put Yoder and Coles into 
dialogue. 
192 Coles, “The Pregnant Reticence of Rowan Williams,” 188, 187. 
193 Ibid., 188-189. 
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bereft of unaccountable [human] power.”194  Jesus’s strangeness, his radical 
non-rivalrous Lordship that refuses to compete for territory, is betrayed 
when “described in the words of this world.”195 In complementary 
contrast, Matthew’s Jesus speaks and teaches a great deal, but does so with 
an interruptive abundance that unsettles our efforts to secure truth, just as 
the first chapter already indicates with its inclusion of four foreign, morally 
questionable women in Jesus’s royal genealogy. In short, we see God’s 
fullest revelation (Jesus) perennially render “our sense of order, not 
God’s… problematic.”196 Following this through, Coles claims that “Jesus 
will always be an exile, a refugee,” and if we would follow this Jesus we 
must learn that he is an exile and refugee from our own communities and 
churches.197 Thus, Coles argues that nowhere do we meet Jesus more 
profoundly than in the boundaries of “ordinary and extraordinary life.”198 
The point here is not to depart from God, but to participate in the 
“receptivity and generosity that is the very substance and movement of the 
triune God” as we look to meet Jesus the stranger rather than worship an 
idol.199  

In his essay on Vanier, and in particular Vanier’s account of the 
footwashing scene in John, Coles explores further what it might mean to 
meet Jesus as a stranger. Consonant with his critiques of Christian practice 
described above, he worries that in conceiving of footwashing as prior 
preparation for service “the church construes itself as the footwasher (but 
not also in need of being foot-washed by non-Christians), as Eucharistic 
host (but not also in need of following Jesus’s call to non-Christian tables 
and of sitting at the lowest spot), and as server more generally (but not 
also in need of being served by others beyond church walls in order to be 

                                                 
194 Ibid., 179. 
195 Ibid. See also Yoder, Preface, 76: “Jesus, in sum, does not appeal to any special status 
by virtue of his peculiar kind of birth, a sacrament that initiated him into unique status, or 
because of his having the only right teaching. And yet, he moves with authority. He 
simply assumes authority…. There is no fixed answer in the Gospel to the question of 
who he is. He dodges most labels and uses one [Son of Man] that he obliges us to 
redefine.” 
196 Coles, “The Pregnant Reticence of Rowan Williams,” 184. 
197 Ibid., 186. 
198 Ibid., 177. 
199 Ibid., 184. 
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able itself to serve).”200 In contrast, Coles argues that the experience of 
having one’s feet washed – an extremely intimate form of receiving – 
holds a significance overlooked by monological generosity. He notes with 
Vanier that before the disciples are able to serve, they must allow Jesus to 
wash their feet. When Peter objects, Jesus insists that having one’s feet 
washed is not an option. Though Peter does not currently understand, this 
receptive undertaking is necessary if he wants to remain Jesus’s friend. 
Coles dwells on this scene, insisting that this encounter calls Christians to 
cultivate this same capacity to receive. If we are to follow Jesus, he argues, 
we must “enter into relationships that one can only understand later, after 
one has leaned into them with vulnerable receptivity – patiently and 
perhaps only after a long time.”201 

Coles and Vanier do not even allow us to conceive of Jesus as the 
self-reliant hero that we might hold onto. Instead, Coles sees that Vanier’s 
Jesus lives and dies “as a being whose new life is formed in ongoing and 
entangled dependencies through which he opens (and calls us to open) to 
others.”202 He reminds us that Jesus himself received this servant love 
from two women: the weeping woman (Luke 7:36) and Mary of Bethany 
(John 12). Indeed, Coles writes that in this utterly vulnerable footwashing 
position, Jesus is “not only a slave, but the strangest of strangers.”203 Coles 
cites Vanier effectively: “‘The stranger disturbs because he or she cannot 
enter into our patterns of thought or our ways of doing things.… It is 
always a risk to welcome anyone and particularly the stranger. It is always 
disturbing. But didn’t Jesus come precisely to disturb our routines, 
comforts and apathy?’”204  

Here I want to interrupt Coles’s narrative, in an attempt to bolster 
it with further biblical exegesis. Coles cites Matthew 25 to support his 
claim that we meet Jesus as a stranger. However, because the importance 

                                                 
200 Coles, “Gentled into Being,” in Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary, 212. 
201 Ibid., 220. 
202 Ibid., 220-221. It is worth noting that many of the Gnostic gospels portray Jesus as 
unambiguously self-sufficient and all-powerful, such that Jesus clearly knows who and 
what he is even as a young child. The canonical gospels, with their emphasis on Jesus’s 
humanity, more properly present Jesus’s all-powerful Lordship in a certain degree of 
ambiguous tension with the frailty and dependency of human life. See Yoder, Preface, 75ff. 
203 Coles, “Gentled into Being,” 221. 
204 Jean Vanier, Community and Growth: Our Pilgrimage Together, revised edition (New York: 
Paulist, 1989), 226, quoted from Coles, “Gentled into Being,” 221. 
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of serving those on the margins is the most obvious lesson in this Scripture 
passage,  some may be suspicious of the injunctive to receptivity Coles 
finds there. In response to this, I suggest that we read Matthew 25 
alongside the other occasion where Jesus appears as a stranger: Luke 
24:13-22 on the Emmaus road.205 In this passage the disciples 
unambiguously receive from Jesus-the-stranger, who instructs them in the 
meaning of the Scriptures and then serves the meal. Before they know 
who he is – in fact, the moment they identify Jesus he is gone – the 
disciples extend vulnerable hospitality and experience “our hearts burning 
within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to 
us” (v. 32), even if they can only later name this experience. Taken 
together, Matthew 25 and Luke 24 speak clearly: Jesus comes to us as a 
stranger from whom we have much to receive.  

Part of the reason why these chapters speak so decisively is that 
Jesus consistently teaches that foreigners and strangers are not only 
objects to serve, but themselves teachers, a teaching that itself is 
consonant with a broader biblical current.206 For example, in the parable 
of the Good Samaritan Jesus teaches us to learn what it means to be 
neighbourly from the actions of a Samaritan.207 Likewise, in Luke 17:15-
20, a Samaritan is the only member of a party of ten lepers to return to 
Jesus and praise God, and thus teaches and models exemplary piety. 
Furthermore, Jesus himself often models receptivity. In addition to those 
scenes where women wash his feet, Jesus appears to learn something 
about who he is as the Messiah from a Syrophoenician woman in Mark 
7:24-30. At the beginning of this story, Jesus displays an attitude that is 

                                                 
205 For this connection and my interpretation of the passage more generally I am grateful 
to professor Gordon Zerbe at Canadian Mennonite University. 
206 The Bible is replete with the struggle and tension between the need for thick 
boundaries and the need for permeable boundaries. For example, while Ezra and 
Nehemiah remind us of the importance of boundaries, in Jonah we learn about true piety 
and repentance from the Ninevites, the most hated of all enemies. And, in the same 
Johannine literature that consistently presents a sharp church/world dichotomy (see note 
52 above) we find the remarkably disestablishing passage: “Everyone who loves has been 
born of God and knows God.  Whoever does not love does not know God, because God 
is love” (1 John 4:7b-8). 
207 Coles, writing with Stanley Hauerwas, makes this connection in “‘Long Live the 
Weeds and the Wilderness Yet’: Reflections on A Secular Age,” Modern Theology 26:3 
(2010): 357-358.  
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difficult to describe as anything but racist. Then, immediately after his 
encounter with this tenacious, foreign woman, Jesus not only heals her 
daughter, but symbolically extends his mission to non-Jews by feeding the 
Gentile crowds, after which 70 baskets (for the 70 nations) are left over 
(Mark 8:1-9, 17-21).Therefore, I think Coles is entirely on the right track 
when he profoundly and disturbingly asks: “If Jesus is the stranger, and if the 
stranger is among other things a person of another faith, then what exactly does it mean 
when Jesus calls people to follow Him?”208  

Working with Vanier, Coles suggests several possible answers. 
One is that receptive interfaith relationships, with all their tensions and 
difficulties, are “not a departure from Jesus but a deepening with him.”209 
Indeed, it is in holding too tightly to a reified Christ – as did Peter who 
needed the security of a Jesus-as-a-Master – that we lose Jesus. Drawing 
on Jesus’s call in Luke 22:25-27 to serve from the place of humility, 
another possibility Coles suggests is that following Jesus involves “sitting 
receptively and generously at the tables of…other traditions” that are far 
from “where one feels belonging and security.”210  

To summarize, Coles calls the church to deepen into a richer 
faithfulness to Jesus through placing a practice of receptive generosity 
with “insiders” and “outsiders” at the heart of its life. Such practice 
requires careful cultivation of community and tradition, without which we 
will likely be assimilated into the ungenerous, faithless politics of the 
world.211 But, Coles argues, this cultivation of community is work that 
happens as a part of, not prior to, listening vulnerably to outsiders. For 
Coles, we meet Jesus and build up the community gathered in his name by 
relentlessly questioning our knowledge of Jesus and relinquishing what we 
hold as ours as we head beyond our walls to meet others. Thus, Coles  
writes that “[a] nourished body of Christ, like Christ, requires an extremely 
thick yet flexible, modulating, vulnerable, filamented, and porous (maybe 

                                                 
208 Coles, “Gentled into Being,” 221-222.  Similarly, see 222: “What does God mean 
when his only Son, the only path, quotes him as saying to the Jews ‘You are gods’ [John 
10:34] and then situates God as the kneeling foreigner?” 
209 Ibid., 224, Coles’s emphasis. 
210 Ibid., 227. 
211 Along this line, in the same volume, Stanley Hauerwas writes: “I should like to think 
that vulnerability is at the heart of what it means to be Christians, because through 
worship we are trained to have our lives disrupted by that strangest of strangers – God” 
(“Letter of April 16, 2007,” 112). 
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even gelatinous?) membrane as the flesh that at once joins with and 
distinguishes it from the world.” 
 
Conclusion 
 
The previous chapter concluded by asking how a church membrane that is 
rightly perforated by practices of receptivity might also avoid a dilution of 
its allegiance to Christ. Coles’s articulation of a receptively generous 
church points to at least two answers to this question. First, Coles’s 
church cultivates the paradox between thick and permeable boundaries as 
itself generative. That is, Coles names the need to move back and forth 
between treason and fidelity as one of the life-engendering tensions of this 
world that enables us to critically and dialogically develop our particular 
traditions in hopeful directions.212 Second, in order that we might live into 
this paradox in hopeful ways, Coles calls the church away from 
idolatrously identifying Christ. In doing so, he does not suggest slackening 
our allegiance to Christ, but insists that we vigorously and perpetually call 
into question what an allegiance to Christ looks like. 

We see this in one of Coles’s earliest theological essays, where he 
points to a “cacophonous Holy Spirit” that lives, breathes, and speaks 
outside of the church. He suggests that to receive this discordant and 
unanticipatable Spirit, the church must emphasize “the externality 
(mysterious Holy Spirit) of both criticisms and insights that are crucial to 
its development.”213 This church, Coles speculates, “might be a radiant 
sea.”214  

I agree. However, this phrasing also leads me to sound a note of 
caution. As a Mennonite, such an emphasis on a “cacophonous Holy 
Spirit” brings to my mind those within my own tradition who emphasized 
the authority of a very similar Spirit. In fact, scholars have long noted that 
an emphasis on the revelatory power and work of the Spirit for 
discernment and interpretation was a distinctive emphasis of the Radical 
Reformation. Further, there is a direct correlation between this emphasis 
and the democratizing and emancipatory practices of early Anabaptist 

                                                 
212 Throughout Beyond Gated Politics Coles examines this theme as the generative tension 
between teleology and ateleology. 
213 Coles, “Storied Others,” 350, Cole’s emphasis. 
214 Ibid. 
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groups. So far, Coles is right on track. But, there is another discernible 
trend. Those groups for whom the Spirit was most autonomous (in 
regards to Scripture) and authoritative – most cacophonous – tended to 
face one of two temptations: to pursue violent revolution or to renounce 
all outer, physical practices in favour of a purely inward life of truth.  

We see this story most clearly in the Netherlands in the 1530s and 
1540s.215 The form of Anabaptism that made its way here held to a 
cacophonous Spirit indeed; a Spirit that inspired visions and prophecies 
on par, at the very least, with the authority of Scripture. Only a few years 
after its origins in the 1530s, and with surprisingly few mutations,216 the 
dominant manifestation of Dutch Anabaptism became a violent 
revolutionary movement, catalyzing in the seizure and holding of the city 
of Munster from 1534-1535. In some ways this was not new, as the 
Radical Reformation spawned no shortage of religiously motivated 
violence. However, there was something extreme in this violence, in that it 
had only tenuous links to a genuine vision of God’s justice. So, while 
Thomas Muntzer was undoubtedly a foolhardy fanatic and visionary 
whose biblical hermeneutic was simply bizarre (at least for us moderns), it 
is not difficult to link the Peasants’ War to a just and biblically rooted 
cause.217 Munster stands in sharp contrast to this, appearing as little more 
than the tragic case of a few deluded men grasping at power, control, and 
material possession through whatever means necessary. Guided by dreams 
and visions that functioned in conjunction with Scripture and executing or 
expelling those who did not comply, these Anabaptists instituted forced 
polygamy, forced “sharing” of goods, and forced baptisms, all to their 
own advantage.  

                                                 
215 This is, at least in part, because the trend I am naming is not always all that clear or 
straightforward. I am attempting to highlight a danger I see in Coles’s writing by taking a 
look at history, not expose an historical truism or give a nuanced account of Anabaptist 
history.  
216 Arnold Snyder, for one, has convincingly documented the Munsterites’ strong link to 
Melchiorite Anabaptism; a lineage they share closely with Menno Simons and his 
(Mennonite) followers. 
217 With this I do not mean to claim that all Anabaptists who accepted the sword were 
lunatics or revolutionaries. The writings of Balthasar Hubmaier, for instance, 
demonstrate considerable theological insight and consistently place the Word of Scripture 
over the Word of the Spirit, while also defending the Christian use of violence. 
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Out of the shambles of Munster an attractive alternative arose, an 
alternative that C. Arnold Snyder describes as a constant temptation for 
the early Anabaptists.218 Under the leadership of David Joris, this 
Anabaptist movement emphasized the importance of the inner life of the 
Spirit. Also primarily inspired by dreams and visions, this movement had 
little use for Scripture as a final authority, just as it saw little importance in 
external signs, outer practices of obedience, or visible church ordinances. 
They construed faith as the purely inward assent to the Spirit, that did not 
need entry into, commitment to, or regenerated life within a community 
striving to be faithful to the same call, as outer, water baptism 
symbolizes.219 It is not difficult to see the attractiveness of such a theology 
for people who wanted to go underground and avoid further persecution. 
However, the source of this movement’s lure was also the cause of its 
demise; for without outer signs there is no movement. And, indeed, Joris 
would ultimately drop all external signs of Anabaptism, happily living out 
his days in a Reformed church in Switzerland, his private beliefs unknown 
to all, including his family. 

Into this wild of fervent of speculation and radical openness to the 
truth of the Spirit, a renewed emphasis on the absolute normativity of 
Jesus as revealed by Scripture, under the leadership of Menno Simons, 
brought the Dutch Anabaptists away from such Biblically exposed 
infidelities. Using a Christocentric reading of Scripture as their guide, the 
Anabaptists under Menno were able to name a revolutionary violence 
obsessed with power and possession and (though generally in a less 
damning manner) a quietism that rejected the need for outer, communal 
regeneration as blasphemies.220 As C.J. Dyck describes it, when confronted 
with “the spiritualizers, the visionaries, the impatient reformers who 
misused Scripture…, Menno held to Scripture as the only reliable guide 
that could lead him on.”221 This is not to say that Menno did away with the 

                                                 
218 C. Arnold Snyder, Anabaptist History and Theology: Revised Student Edition (Pandora Press: 
Kitchener, 1997) 156. 
219 Ibid., 149-157. Cornelius J. Dyck. An Introduction to Mennonite History (Scottdale: Herald 
Press, 3rd ed., 1993), 140-150.  
220 This approach is obvious right from Menno’s first pamphlet, “The Blasphemy of Jan 
van Leiden” in The Complete Writings of Menno Simons, trans. Leonard Verduin, ed. John C. 
Wenger, (Scottdale: Herald Press, 1956). 
221 Dyck, 146.  
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revelations of the Spirit and the need to be in the presence of the Spirit to 
receive the truth of the Scripture. However, he continually emphasized 
that all revelations needed to be tested against the norm of Jesus. 

It is true that this approach led to a destructive legalism and to a 
long history of Mennonite schism. At the same time, Menno’s approach 
allows for conversation; that is, I can contest the schismatic legalism of 
the Dutch Anabaptists through recourse to the life and teachings of Jesus 
(as well as the epistles of the New Testament), but cannot contest the 
dreams of Jan van Leiden without changing the ground upon which those 
dreams claimed their authority. Likewise, it is because all revelations need 
to be tested against Jesus that Yoder and I can name monological 
“Christianity” as a sham Christianity, a Christianity that belongs only in 
scare quotes.222 And indeed, the point here is not to so much to praise 
Menno Simons’s theology as it is to point out that the firmly counter-
cultural church politic he promoted was only made possible by a firm 
(indeed rigid!) boundary: namely that of a non-mystical Scripture seen 
through the lens of the concrete, straightforward, and prescriptive life and 
teachings of Jesus. In contrast, those who followed the leadings of a 
cacophonous Holy Spirit quickly assimilated to the ways of the world, 
either by disappearing into the world or else by competing for space in the 
world in a manner thoroughly of the world. 

In a certain sense, this hardly ends up being a valid critique of 
Coles. The essay in question comes from more than a decade prior to his 
more substantial theological engagements. As we have seen, in this later 
theological work Coles emphasizes the importance of fidelity, or what he 
terms “teleological commitment” – i.e., thick boundaries.223 In fact, Coles 
forthrightly states that the sort of generative receptive generosity that he 
sees Yoder’s fidelity enabling, pushes him further than he is able to go. 
Coles writes that he is “haunted” by the pregnant possibilities he sees – 
primarily along the lines of resisting monological temptations and 
ungenerous modes of power – but cannot wholly embrace in Yoder’s 
thickly bounded Christian community.  

And yet, some cautionary concern should remain. As Coles 
stretches what it might mean to be loyal to Jesus he too easily identifies 

                                                 
222 See p. 51 above.  
223 In fact,  more generally one senses an appreciation of tradition and fidelity growing 
chronologically in Coles’s writings. 
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idolatry in Christian claims to know what God demands and what God 
has promised. God’s revelation to us in Scripture is not only evocative as 
Coles seems at times to suggest.224 Thus, when Yoder argues for the 
normativity of Jesus, he is not appealing to an endless field of 
interpretation, but to Jesus’s plain instructions. In fact, one of the ways 
Jesus should unsettle our reifications of him is through his unambiguous 
demands for particular kinds of obedience and stark condemnations of 
specific disobediences. And, while Christians can never definitively know 
God, we also must trust that God is faithful. That means that God keeps 
God’s promises and that the revelation of Jesus is not simply a sign that 
God speaks to us; rather, we see in Jesus that God speaks particular things 
in particular ways. 

 I do not mean to suggest that we should stop questioning what it 
means to be loyal to Jesus, as if we can claim absolute knowledge over 
God’s promises and demands. Likewise, it is not that we must regretfully 
reject receptive generosity. Rather, it is that the vital necessity of the 
church’s faithful practices of receptive generosity cannot lie easily with the 
absolute normativity of Jesus in whom, we trust, God’s desires for our 
lives are made manifest. Coles rightly pushes us to relentlessly question 
our beliefs with both insiders and outsiders. However, as we take up his 
challenge we must continue to grapple with how this critical receptivity 
might function in the context of our allegiance to Jesus and his politics. 
  

                                                 
224 Such as when he asks, “Since when and how did anyone come to know so much 
about God as to preclude dissonance-beyond-rivalry as part of God’s deepest peace?” 
(“The Pregnant Reticence of Rowan Williams,” 187). It is difficult not to respond 
flippantly: “since Isaiah 11 and Philippians 2.” Of course the prophetic visions are deeply 
evocative and tend to refuse neat definition. Perhaps we have domesticated the image of 
the wolf and the lamb lying down together just to the extent we see no dissonance-
beyond-rivalry in them. 
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CHAPTER 3  
BODILY ORIENTATION, EXPRESSION, AND 

INTERCORPOREAL CONFESSION: CONSIDERING 

BOUNDARIES WITH MERLEAU-PONTY 
 
In chapter one, Yoder pointed to the paradoxical imperative for thick and 
permeable boundaries. Coles then revealed in chapter two that, to a 
significant degree, these two needs could mutually inform each other and 
that the tensions remaining could themselves be generative, as we move 
through and inhabit different non-cohering particularities. Thus, in a 
certain sense, Coles provided a complementary function to Yoder that (I 
hope) helped us to progress towards an ecclesiology with thick and 
permeable boundaries. However, we were left wondering how the porous 
boundary demanded by fidelity to Jesus’s politics could also guard against 
the dilution of that same fidelity, as Coles’s attempt at navigating fidelity 
and vulnerability ran into Yoder’s appeal to the normativity of Jesus. And 
so, in other respects, chapter two left off where it began: with the need to 
“envision a church whose membrane at once joins with and distinguishes 
it from the world in rightful thickness and permeability.” 

In this chapter I use Maurice Merleau-Ponty to put Coles and 
Yoder into dialogue on this enduring dilemma. In doing so I do not strive 
for the kind of thorough exegesis I attempted with Coles and Yoder. 
Instead, I will use those ideas from Merleau-Ponty’s thought through 
which Coles and Yoder might illuminate each other, often pulling 
Merleau-Ponty’s concepts out of their argumentative context. I do so in 
five sections. First, I outline Merleau-Ponty’s account of our primordial 
bodily orientation. Following from this, I argue that Coles does not quite 
“get” the manner in which fidelity and confession of faith function in 
Yoder’s ecclesial politics and look to indicate their centrality to and 
inextricability from a church politic. I then draw on Merleau-Ponty’s 
understanding of freedom and expression to further Yoder’s confessional 
ecclesiology. Here Merleau-Ponty helps us to understand confession as a 
journey and to look to ways of journeying that construct thick and 
permeable boundaries. In the fourth section, I find that the confessional 
journey Merleau-Ponty takes us on reveals that Yoder’s ecclesiology 
remains wrongly captivated by vestiges of purity, which points us back to 
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Coles’s politics of torn identity. In the final section of this mutually 
illuminating dialogue between Coles and Yoder, I look into the structural 
and organic relationships between our corporate and individual 
confessions, hoping thereby to indicate the possibilities of a faithful and 
vulnerable ecclesiology. 
 
Our Bodily Orientation 
 
In the most general terms, Merleau-Ponty’s project is to redescribe lived 
experience and thereby recover the world and human life and thought 
from the representational thinking of empiricist and rationalist philosophy. 
For this task he turns to an investigation of the role of the body. The 
coherence of both empiricism and rationalism turns on a devaluation of 
the body into a mere object or tool: empiricism through reduction to a 
physiological cause, and rationalism through reduction to a mechanism 
used by a “mental center.” But, in his phenomenological investigations, 
Merleau-Ponty finds, for example, that we innately “know” where our 
hands are in proportion to the rest of our body; that we type rapidly even 
though we are not able to name the order of the keys from memory; that, 
without “awareness,” we reach for familiar tools; that we accomplish small 
tasks with synergic fluidity, without thinking about the compartmentalized 
movements of our body parts.225 From such observations, he draws two 
early conclusions. First, as is, perhaps, most evident in the unity of our 
gaze, the body is not an aggregate of parts, but a system possessing its 
own synergy of movement and “awareness of [its] posture in the 
intersensory world.”226 Second, the world “makes sense” to us prior to 
conscious analysis because of a pre-objective knowledge in our hands and 
feet. Thus, Merleau-Ponty finds that we can only make sense of human 
experience if we understand the body to possess its own “lived 
intelligence” of the world. 

Stating that “the world is not what I think, but what I live 
through,” Merleau-Ponty claims that the kind of primordial bodily contact 

                                                 
225 These examples and those in the following paragraph are taken from Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (Routledge: New York, 
2002), 77-232. 
226 Ibid., 114. 
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with the world that we see here is the ground of our existence.227 His 
recurrent examinations in Phenomenology of Perception, of brain damaged 
patients whose non-representational faculties have ceased to function 
properly, provide a striking demonstration of this. These patients take 
minutes of analysis to identify basic items and objects; presented with a 
pencil they must painstakingly piece together its different qualities and 
dimensions in order to puzzle out what it might be. Their movements 
through the world are slow, inaccurate, and jolted; they must consciously 
measure distances between objects, including their own body parts, as they 
make their way through the world. They exhibit no sexual interest, and can 
be instantly distracted if they do engage in sexual activity; instead of 
sexually desirable persons or scenarios, they see only disconnected, and 
therefore sexually insignificant, qualities.  

According to Merleau-Ponty, these sorts of incapacities reveal that 
we do not normally function by constructing the world in front of us 
through some sort of intellectual synthesis. Instead, he sees that our 
bodies continually situate us in a world full of connections and 
significance through a pre-analytical practical synthesis. In contrast to the 
dysfunctional patients, our bodies open us up onto a world full of 
meaning. We gain access to the pencil as a whole with significance, a tool to 
use. Instead of a world of atomized lengths and widths, we inhabit a world 
of non-calculated depth that enables basic and intricate movements. Our 
sexual being lives into “an erotic comprehension” in which “one 
body…aims at another body…in the world not in consciousness.”228 In 
sum, our body gives us and guides us through the world, such that “there 
would be no space for me at all if I had no body.”229 Indeed, Merleau-
Ponty submits that our pre-objective bodily being-in-the-world is the 
condition of us having a world. 

Emerging from and mutually informing this understanding, 
Merleau-Ponty presents bodily intelligence as a kind of pre-conscious 
intentionality that orients us towards the world. As he puts it, “my body is, 
not a collection of adjacent organs, but a synergic system, all the functions 
of which are exercised and linked together in the general action of being in the 

                                                 
227 Ibid., xviii. 
228 Ibid., 181. 
229 Ibid., 117. 
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world.”230 In making sense of and coping with a world that it at once 
creates and is thrown into, our body has pre-consciously sided with the 
world. For Merleau-Ponty, we have a world not because we think it but 
because we are aimed towards it through our bodily intentionality. 

Proceeding from this analysis, Merleau-Ponty states that  “[i]n 
perception, we are given over to the object and we merge into this body 
which is better informed than we are about the world, and about the 
motives we have and the means at our disposal for synthesizing it.”231 He 
argues that this fundamental embodiment means that our bodily pre-
objective orientation is the condition of our intelligence, vitality, and our 
very being. For even the most abstract reflection takes place in and with 
the world – “[o]ne always thinks of something, about, according to, after 
something, with regard to, in contact with something” – and this world is 
given to us in our particularly located bodies.232 It is these bodies that 
provide the frameworks in which the world comes into being: “The thing 
is big if my gaze cannot fully take it in, small if it does so easily, and 
intermediate sizes are distinguishable according as, when placed at an 
equal distance from me, they cause a smaller or greater dilution of my eye, 
or an equal dilution at different distances.”233 Thus, “the system of 
experience is not arrayed before me as if I were God, it is lived by me 
from a certain point of view; I am not a spectator, I am involved, and it is my 
involvement in a certain point of view which makes possible both the 
finiteness of my perception and its opening out upon the complete 
world.”234 Our bodily perspective involves us in a world, not as a weakness 
that we should overcome, but as a “weakness” that is the condition of all 
our thought and action. To summarize, “our bodily orientation” places us 

                                                 
230 Ibid., 272, my emphasis. 
231 Ibid., 277. 
232 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, eds. Ted Toadvine and Leonard 
Lawlor (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2007), 329. 
233 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 353. See also p. 352: “An oblique position of 
the object in relation to me is not measured by the angle which it forms with the plane of 
my face, but felt as a lack of balance, as an unequal distribution of its influences upon 
me.” 
234 Ibid., 354, my emphasis. 
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within and gives us a world, what Merleau-Ponty names as our “existence, 
or being in the world through a body.”235 

 
Receptivity and Fidelity in Yoder’s Account of Diaspora and 
Confessional Politics (as Informed by Merleau-Ponty) 
 
In this section I use Merleau-Ponty’s account of bodily orientation to 
reinvigorate and defend Yoder’s understanding of the church’s allegiance 
to Jesus’s politics over and against Coles’s politics of torn identity. That is, 
my contention will be that Yoder’s account of our particular confessional 
identity in Jesus points us towards an ecclesia with properly thick and 
permeable boundaries that also reveals some of the shortcomings of 
Coles’s accounts of receptive generosity; and Merleau-Ponty helps to 
make evident this reading of Yoder and its veracity.236 To do this I will 
begin with an account of Yoder’s work on the diasporic nature of the 
church, from there looking more broadly to the nature and validity of 
confessional identity.  

 I develop my reading of Yoder’s account of diaspora in 
opposition to a number of recent interpretations that use the theme of 
diaspora to develop Yoder’s work  in directions similar to, and sometimes 
even farther than, Coles’s politics of torn identity. In this reading, 
diasporic “identity itself undergoes significant and unpredictable changes, 
even while it remains in some ways the same,” such that the faithful 
diasporic church practices its distinct identity as an unpredictable and 
ongoing negotiation with its others. This is, supposedly, because as a 

                                                 
235 Ibid., 360n. 22. A fuller quotation reads: “The eye is not the mind, but a material 
organ. How could it ever take anything ‘into account’? It can do so only if we introduce 
the phenomenal body beside the objective one, if we make a knowing-body of it, and if, 
in short, we substitute for consciousness, as the subject of perception, existence, or being 
in the world through a body.”  
236 Coles develops his vision of receptive generosity with a great deal of indebtedness to 
Merleau-Ponty, discovering the rationale for his dialogical politics intertwined with (his 
reading of) Merleau-Ponty’s ontology (Self/Power/Other, 97-98). I find Coles’s ethical 
development of Merleau-Ponty’s thought profoundly convincing. My goal, thus, is not to 
provide a better account of Merleau-Ponty than Coles provides; I do not even wish to 
claim that Coles misreads Merleau-Ponty. Instead, my effort is limited to showing how 
some aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s project help to illuminate the theological strength of some 
aspects of Yoder’s work over and against Coles’s philosophical project. 



 

 

 

68 

 

diasporic community, the church “is possible only insofar as it refuses the 
move towards universality. It is thus necessary to understand not just that 
the church is particular, but even more that it is one particular among 
other particulars” and lives into this ongoing meeting of particulars. We 
are particular followers of a particular lord, for “to love in…the mode of 
discipleship is to say that we are indeed converted to the other in her 
transforming witness to Christ’s work, which witness is her freedom to 
love.”237 In sum, these interpreters read Yoder’s account of diaspora as a 
call to be open and vulnerable vis-à-vis the other, without qualifying or 
imprecisely qualifying this openness, and without saying how such an 
open identity can or should maintain its distinct identity, except to imply 
or explicitly state that in its diasporic being the church backs away from 
the universality of Jesus’s Lordship. 

In sharp contrast, I find that Yoder’s presentation of diaspora 
brings us to the central role fidelity plays in his accounts of a particular 
Christian identity. Responding to charges of sectarianism, Yoder turns to 
diaspora to help him articulate the manner in which a particular Christian 
identity might faithfully dwell in the midst of an ambiguous world, and 
also to argue for the validity of a particular, missionary identity. With 
diaspora Yoder questions our assumption that identity and intelligibility 
are “disjunctive alternatives.”238 In fact, he argues that only a community 
with a distinct identity can truly be missional; for “there is no reason to 
want to make sense to your neighbours if you have no identity worth 
sharing with them.”239 Rather than compromising its identity in the face of 
a broader world for the sake of acceptability, intelligibility, or sensitivity, 
Yoder’s diasporic church “refuses…the notion that a thinner message 

                                                 
237 Quotations, respectively, are from Chris K. Huebner , “Patience, Witness, and the 
scattered Body of Christ: Yoder and Virilio on Knowledge, Politics, and Speed,” in The 
New Yoder, 133, my emphasis; Daniel C. Barber, “Epistemological Violence, Christianity, 
and the Secular,” in The New Yoder, 289; and Nathan R. Kerr, “Communio Missionis: 
Certeau, Yoder, and the Missionary Space of the Church,” in The New Yoder, 230, Kerr’s 
emphasis. As is already evident in these quotations, these three theologians have distinctly 
different emphases, projects, and positions; and this demonstrates the wide berth of 
scholarship that presents Yoder’s account of diaspora a stance that is open to unreduced 
otherness and, in this openness, either shies away from or explicitly renounces the 
universality of Jesus’s Lordship. 
238 Yoder, For the Nations, 41. 
239 Ibid. 
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would carry farther, or that concern for intelligibility would be best served 
by an a priori readiness to have less to say.”240 Without question, Yoder’s 
diasporic ethic allows for a great deal of flexibility, calling for the church 
to adapt the gospel to various places in a process that he describes as 
“change without infidelity, fidelity without rigidity.”241 However, this 
adaptation does not seek to develop and enlighten the gospel with “the 
categories the world holds ready” in a receptive dialogical encounter. 
“Instead, [it] seizes the categories, hammers them into other shapes, and 
turns the [host culture’s] cosmology on its head, with Jesus both at the 
bottom, crucified criminal, and at the top, pre-existent Son and creator, 
and the church his instrument in today’s battle.”242  

It is not that the interpretations of diaspora cited in note 237 
constitute a complete misreading of Yoder’s diasporic church. But they do 
represent a misleading emphasis that allows them to too comfortably 
assert the vulnerability of the church alongside the church’s fidelity to 
Jesus, not recognizing the tensions therein. For example, Huebner is 
correct that diaspora suggests an ongoing and unpredictable negotiation of 
identity with others, and that diaspora is one way that Yoder points 
towards the need to receive the other as gift. However, by simply stating 
that some parts of one’s identity will remain the same in these encounters, 
he neglects the normative measure up against which this identity, for 
Yoder, is always measured. Later in the same essay Huebner makes a 
strong case for the distinct otherness of the church, such that it maintains 
an undiluted identity; but he does not make it clear how this 
uncompromised identity coheres with church’s negotiated identity as 
articulated earlier in the essay. Likewise, Barber is correct to argue that 
Yoder’s church incessantly affirms particularity, does not aspire to 
universality on any universally apparent grounds, and humbly engages 
particular others. However, for Yoder, this is not because the church does 
not make universal claims, but because “[b]iblically the particular and the 

                                                 
240 John H. Yoder, “On Not Being Ashamed of the Gospel: Particularity, Pluralism, and 
Validation,” Faith and Philosophy 9 (1992): 295. 
241 Yoder,  Body Politics, 9-10. 
242 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 54, verb tense changed from past to present. Yoder is here 
commenting on the approach of the biblical authors when faced with new cultural 
contexts.  
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universal are not alternatives.”243 Thus, Barber is happy to cite Yoder’s call 
“‘to live in the diaspora style of the Suffering Servant.’” But he ignores 
Yoder’s arguments in the same sentence concerning the church’s “vision of 
the whole globe as under God, with all the nations…having their place 
and needing to hear the message.”244 For Yoder, the diasporic church 
looks to speak a liberating, gospel truth to the situation it finds itself in, 
considering how, in this place it might truthfully live and proclaim its 
central “confession that Jesus is Lord.”245 And far from backing away 
from this confession’s claim that Christ is the ruler of all the cosmos, “in 
this proclamation of [the gospel’s] universality there is no backing away 
from the particularity of the Jesus story, no soft-pedaling of the missionary 
imperative.”246 In short, diaspora unabashedly calls believers to retain a 
distinct identity rooted in fidelity to Jesus, always missionally reimagining 
it, but never watering it down.247 

Coles fully recognizes this. Demonstrating his usual attentive 
reading, he clearly states that the dialogical church he finds in Yoder’s 
work extends beyond the missionary politics of diaspora.248 Further, he 
unapologetically acknowledges the need for certain kinds of teleological 
commitment that solicit our ongoing work, draw us into the pregnancy of 

                                                 
243 Yoder, The Royal Priesthood, 254n. 20. See also The Priestly Kingdom, 42-44, 62, 168. 
244 Barber, 289 and Yoder, The Jewish-Christian Schism Revisited, eds. Michael G. Cartwright 
and Peter Ochs (Waterloo: Herald Press, 2008), 152. 
245 Yoder, Preface, 100. The broader textual setting of this quotation, an interpretation of  
1 Cor. 12, is worth citing: “[P]agans are moved any old way by spirits, but Christians are 
moved in certain ways by the Holy Spirit. There must be a set of guidelines. Spirit-
working…has a standard. It has a particular character. That character has criteria by 
which we can measure it…. Paul reckons with the possibility that the Spirit will speak, 
lead, reveal. But let it be consistent. Let it be subject to standards…. There is a weighing 
process…. What is the center of this weighing process? It is the confession that Jesus is 
Lord….  So, we have learned something about the theological process, not about truth 
versus falsehood but about how the church is supposed to think. We are supposed to 
think in the expectation that the Spirit will speak freely and relevantly to a situation. But 
the Spirit will not say anything that does not fit with Jesus.” 
246 Yoder, Body Politics, 39. 
247 Accurate interpretation of Yoder is somewhat beside the point as far as theological 
veracity is concerned, as we see with Daniel Boyarin’s suggestion that one thing Yoder 
lacks is the need to renounce a missionary identity as predicated by a universal 
understanding of Christ’s lordship (Boyarin, 15-16). I attempt to give voice to the 
persuasiveness of what I take to be Yoder’s account of diaspora in the main text. 
248 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 111-112. 
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the world, and give us the resources to resist odious forms of power. And 
he thinks that he can provide a good explanation for why Yoder insists so 
strongly on an undiluted confession of Christ’s Lordship. He puts it like 
this. “I might have an insight into how Yoder thought these ideas 
[concerning the conviction of Christ’s ultimate victory and control] might 
function…. They are to powerfully inspire and orient the church to resist 
‘the principalities and powers’.… They call believers to resist as mythical 
those closures of history and to begin (again and again) to practice an 
alternative body politics, confident that the future belongs to caritas.”249 
For the rest of this section, I will attempt to show that in this quotation – 
this attempt at an explanation for the motivation behind Yoder’s 
articulation of a confessional politics – we witness the closest that Coles 
comes to a misreading of Yoder. Furthermore, I will suggest that this 
misreading helps us to better understand confessional fidelity and the 
significance it holds for cultivating a church with thick and permeable 
boundaries.  

Coles is correct that fidelity to Jesus and the belief in his victory 
can result in this sort of resilient politics.  However, in Coles’s reading, 
Christ’s Lordship and ultimate victory serve as a sort of manipulative 
calculus that enables and inspires a proper body politic. For Yoder this is 
problematic. Yoder does not start with an ideal (apparently self-evident) 
practice of caritas (or pacifism, or fellowship) and then strategize over the 
best way to practice that politics. Rather, Yoder begins with the confession 
that Jesus is Lord. As he puts it, “I propose…that we recognize that we 
are called to a believing vision of global history, suspicious of any scheme 
of analysis or management that wold claim by itself to see the world whole 
apart from faith or apart from avowing its own bias…. That means we can 
afford to begin with the gospel notions themselves and then work out 
from there.”250  

In a similar misreading, Coles interprets Yoder as saying that 
Christians proclaim that Jesus is Lord of history because they find it 
helpful to do so, because doing so enables the best kind of life possible. In 
Coles’s words: “To herald Jesus Christ as Lord…is to be convinced that 
Jesus teaches Christians why and how to do this better (and empowers 
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them to do so) than the other ways they have encountered thus far.”251 In 
contrast, from Yoder’s confessional standpoint, Christians proclaim that 
Jesus is Lord of history because they are convicted of the fact that Jesus is 
Lord of history.252 And indeed I cannot think of any person of faith who 
has gone through such a selection process before making the tentative 
confession that “this lord will do for now.” This is simply not how 
confession works; the very concept of a tentative confession is 
fundamentally flawed (imagine making wedding vows in this way). 
Furthermore, this way of putting it – where our confession is dependent 
on some sort of (not yet conclusive, but good enough for now) evidence 
or proof that ‘my way is the best’ – would engender precisely the kind of 
rivalrous fear of others that Coles elsewhere strikes against.253  Yoder 
himself recognizes this and explicitly rejects the notion that we follow 
Jesus because doing so is ‘the best’ as viewed from any ground other than 
faith. After listing a number of distinctive qualities about Jesus’s kind of 
lordship, he writes: “But, you will say, these samples of transsystem 
meaningfulness are only relatively true; none is fully unique. Of course! It 
would have been contradictory to expect that Christian commitment – 
even less Christians’ performance – should be at the top of every scale.”254  

Thus, we can see that, for Yoder, we do not begin by explaining 
our commitment to Jesus; we begin with our confessional commitment 
itself. Yoder provides far too much reflection on this kind of confessional 
starting point to begin to cite, let alone comment on, comprehensively. As 
a somewhat arbitrary entry point, I will engage with his discussion of the 
stance of the biblical authors.  

Noting that all of us are at all times involved in the world, Yoder 
argues that the writers of the New Testament “were reporting something 
that had happened, something whose very quality as event had bowled 
them over and changed their lives, had surprised them. They were 

                                                 
251 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 126. 
252 Coles makes a similar suggestion vis-à-vis Hauerwas, asking Hauerwas if it is in fact the 
case that he defends Christian orthodoxy because it enables a politics that allows us to 
resist the fear of death and pursuit of glory. With typical forthrightness, Hauerwas replies: 
“The first thing I need to say is that I defend ‘orthodoxy’ because I think the hard-won 
wisdom of the church is true” (Hauerwas and Coles, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical 
Ordinary, 324). 
253 See pp. 45-47 above. 
254 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 58. 
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throwing themselves completely into the meaning of that event  as its 
witnesses, and they were inviting their hearers to join as participants in the 
same story.”255 As Yoder describes it, these apostles encountered the power 
and love of God in the gospel of Jesus the Christ. As a result of this 
encounter, they were thrown entirely into the story,  into a posture that is 
absolutely convicted of Christ’s Lordship.  In continuity with a pattern that 
we repeatedly see in the gospel accounts, meeting Jesus  simply changed 
their fundamental orientation towards the world. Here, confessional 
fidelity to Jesus stems from being “grabbed” by Jesus and the liberation he 
brings rather than from neutral analyses and considerations over which 
particularity it would be best to embrace. In the same way for us, “[t]o 
acknowledge that man Jesus as one’s Lord, to confess him as risen and his 
Spirit as present, is an act of faith in which we follow the early biblical 
writers for which here need not be claimed the coercion of evidence 
irrefutable by the historian’s canons of uniformity or the scientist’s axioms 
of repeatability. The insistence of the literary analysts that the Gospel 
accounts are biased in favor of faith is for this view no stumbling 
block.”256 

Recalling Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of bodily orientation and 
finitude at this point and putting Yoder’s understanding of confessional 
identity into the terminology of the previous section helps (I hope) to 
shed further light on some of what I think is “going on” beneath the 
surface of Yoder’s account; in other words, Merleau-Ponty’s work on 
bodily orientation helps us to do a phenomenological reading of what is 
happening when we inhabit the confessional stance that Jesus is Lord. For 
Yoder, everything starts with being convicted as Jesus-loyalists. It is not 
that Christianity is the best that we have found so far; it is that we are 
followers of Jesus. Our confession is evoked forth from the depths of our 
being at encountering the goodness and glory of God in Jesus the 
suffering servant. Thus, our confession names a fundamentally involved 
perspective rooted in the external call of the incarnated Jesus and our 
encounter with this call. It is torn from our ongoing, lived orientation 
towards and grappling with the world. In other words, our confession 
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(spoken, lived, practiced, shouted, sung, painted257) is of the order of our 
pre-conscious being-in-the-world; confession of faith is of the body and thus 
presents us with a world and animates how we make sense of and move 
through this world.258 This is not to deny the important role that second 
order cognition plays in Christian life and thought in everything from 
moral training and decision making to planning worship services. But it is 
to say that this “reflective confession” stems from and is indebted to our 
pre-objective confessional posture of fidelity to Jesus, even as this stance 
must be constantly nourished by the intentional practices, deeds, and 
contemplations – in a word, the work – that makes up the Christian life of 
constantly reconverting oneself to Christ. In brief, with Merleau-Ponty we 
can name Yoder’s confessional fidelity as thoroughly in the world. 

Given this understanding of confession, I contend that Coles 
misses something about the nature and the importance of fidelity for a 
politics of traditioned particularity; this despite his profound accounts of 
identity and particularity and his practice (far too uncommon in scholarly 
literature on “the other”) of insistently weaving the stories and voices of 
real others into his theoretical reflections. As with his reduction of Yoder’s 
confessional starting point as a tool for us to use, we occasionally see 
Coles promote an understanding of fidelity and confession as beginning 
from a purely reflective act that suggests an “above the fray” approach to 
politics. Pursuing this critique will, I hope, ultimately help to further 
illuminate the qualities of a confessional identity in Jesus. 

While discussing the inherent good of the clash of particularity, 
Coles argues that “[s]ome others ought to be converted to something other 
than they are.”259 Similarly, Coles frequently argues for the vital role of 

                                                 
257 A painter that I know shares this story. “A good friend came to my place for the first 
time and saw some of my paintings. Almost immediately she exclaimed, ‘I didn’t know 
that you are a Christian!’ I asked how she now knew, and she told me that in some way 
‘all of your paintings have Jesus in them.’ It was true and though I knew each of my 
paintings individually I hadn’t registered that theme at all.” 
258 One might think that in thus locating confession, we are building up to faith or God’s 
call to faith from some non-theological ground. To the contrary, this articulation of 
confession is one way of saying that God’s claim on us and our belongingness to God 
goes all the way down to the depths of our being. 
259 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 184, Coles’s emphasis. Shortly before this quotation Coles 
writes: “We ought to learn better to appreciate the tensions among myriad peoples 
articulating historical responsibility with different accents as the very condition of 
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teleology.260 Such comments and arguments suggest an approach that 
would betray the very meaning of fidelity in the same way that the notion 
of a tentative confession undoes the meaning of confession. To simply say 
that some ought to be converted comes close (only “close” because of the 
passive voice) to suggesting that it is after a comprehensive examination of 
the available options that we figure out which traditions we should “join” 
in order to provide the most eclectic mix of radical democracy in our area 
(in which case we would already be in and acting loyally to the tradition of 
radical democracy). In response to Coles’s suggestion we must ask: who 
precisely is being converted? With what motivation? Without taking these 
questions into account we not only risk losing what it means to belong to 
a tradition, but are in danger of losing some of the conditions of proper 
vulnerability in the face of others, which always demands that we, likewise, 
are rooted in the world, and do not come down to meet our others from 
above. In the same way, to turn teleology into a role suggests a detached 
attitude that undoes the very meaning of teleology; at least it does for 
Christians, because God is quite simply not a role. Thus, I question 
whether particular traditions can be truly embraced if their confessional 
roots and teleological orientations are understood as instrumental roles. 
When we remove fidelity from tradition, it would appear to lose at least 
some of its vitality. This begs the questions: Can we appropriate what is 
best in traditions if we leave behind fidelity to those traditions? Can we 
genuinely inhabit and move through different particulars, cultivating a torn 
identity, once we take away fidelity to these particulars? 

I do not wish to overemphasize this point. To embrace fidelity for 
the reason that without fidelity particularities lose some of their vitality 
would be self-defeating. The nature of confession cannot hinge on a 
“because”; or, the church confesses because it is a confessing body. 
Similarly, I do not want to propose a reactionary retreat into blind fideism 

                                                                                                                     

responsibility. We ought to cultivate a deep thirst for the illuminations, provocations, and 
mysterious suspensions that such discordant efforts provide one another” (183-184). If 
indeed we do this, as I believe we should, then Coles is probably right that some of us 
will be converted; this, however, is different than saying that some of us should be 
converted. 
260 See, for example, Ibid., 153: “The infinite alterities that call forth teleological 
traditioning also always call it into question. Infinity solicits a responsibility [or role] for 
teleological elaboration, but it also solicits a responsibility to recall the darkness at the 
source of light, the alterity in excess of our sense of the other.” 
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for the sake of a self-deceptive “reinvigoration” of tradition. Furthermore, 
this discussion has veered dangerously close to what Yoder rightly 
critiques as 'methodologism,' in which we attempt to get our method 
straight prior to our life within particular communities and look to 
systematize the world in abstraction from the concrete practices of our 
lives together.261 Thus, I hope to avoid trying to identify and defend the 
validity of a general confessional stance, from which we could build up to 
an articulation of Christian confession. Rather, in a manner that coheres 
with my project of exploring how the church might truly be the church, I 
am attempting a phenomenological investigation of the practice of 
Christian confession that aims to be both descriptive and prescriptive.  

At the same time, pointing to the lack of a full-fledged fidelity in 
Coles’s work does point us back in the direction of the church’s proper 
fidelity to Jesus, to which we now will return via the “bodily confession” 
that Merleau-Ponty helped us to see. For thus understood, confession is 
not (or need not be) a means to enclosing ourselves in a protective and 
self-deceptive identity out of fear of “the fray.” Instead, by abandoning 
the lust for universal validation, the faithful church gives voice to an 
unapologetically particular politics that confessionally engages in the 
particularities of life. Yoder argues that faith often becomes ideology – 
which is marked by an inability to engage with otherness – when “Jesus 
Christ ceases to be concretely Lord. Some other value: power, mammon, 
fame, efficacy, tends to become…the new functional equivalent of 
deity…. [The problem here is] purchasing…such value at the expense of 
fidelity to the jealousy of Jesus Christ.”262  

Merleau-Ponty shows us not only that “[i]n order to perceive 
things we need to live them.”263 He also shows that “[t]o ‘live’ a thing is 
not to coincide with it” and that therefore “[t]he perceiving subject must, 
without relinquishing his [sic] place and his point of view…reach out 
towards things for which he has, in advance, no key, and…open himself 
to an absolute Other.”264 Our confession of faith in Jesus, places us into 
just such a rooted place in the world and therefore – at least, given the 
kind of roots Jesus gives us – deepens us into the vulnerability of a 

                                                 
261 See Yoder, “Walk and Word.” 
262 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 86, my emphasis. 
263 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 379. 
264 Ibid., 380. 
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particular, invested orientation, from which we might be able to truly 
engage with others. In other words, tempering our fidelity often puts on 
ideological armour, rather than shedding it. This is both because we need 
to come from somewhere (“live a thing”) in order to open ourselves to 
others, and because entry into a life that confesses Jesus’s nonviolent 
politics demands ongoing engagement with the world rather than an effort 
to “get an edge” on our others. Starting confessionally with being 
in/of/for/sent-by Jesus places us in the world through our belonging to 
Jesus; our foundationally interested perspective, itself drawn from the 
world, locates us firmly in the clash of the world.  
 
Confessional Ecclesiology and/with Merleau-Ponty’s Expression  
 
If confession is indeed bodily, then Merleau-Ponty’s discourses on how 
we strive to create and to live into freedom in our bodily being has great 
potential to further show us whether and how naming confession as of the 
body helps us move towards a church with properly thick and permeable 
boundaries. Accordingly, this section seeks to develop a politics of 
Christian confession by looking to Merleau-Ponty’s account of freedom in 
expression. 

One of the most important implications of the theory of the body 
as a theory of primordial perception is that we are thrown into an 
ambiguous world full of criss-crossed boundaries that lay claim to us. As 
we have seen, “my body is a movement towards the world, and the world 
my body’s point of support”; indeed, my body is “the potentiality of this 
world.”265 Because of this we should not understand perception “as a 
constitution of the true object, but as our inherence in things.”266 Thus “I 
am given, that is, I find myself already situated and involved in a physical 
and social world.”267 This fundamental givenness holds at least two 
implications that are important to take note of in regards to expression. 
First, in being primordially aimed at the world, the self is wholly 
constituted by and receives itself from the world. As bodies submerged 
into being, our actions and thoughts contain nothing originary and our 
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“[c]onsciousness…makes its life in the world.”268 Here, Merleau-Ponty 
does not deny our ability to remove ourselves from the immediacy of our 
situations through reflection, but points out that we always perform such 
reflective thought from the context of our mooring in the world and the 
language of our world; after all, “[t]he refusal to communicate…is still a 
form of communication.”269 Second, our thrownness initiates us into a 
world that is relational, multidimensional, and, in short, full of 
significance. Far from a neutral setting, our body orients us towards 
situations, in which objects jostle for position, with some assuming 
importance and others a supporting role, as we see, for example, when a 
sexual object dominates our world and being. This creates a navigable 
setting with foreground and background; a setting that is alive and actively 
guides us as we seek to live and move through and in the midst of it.270 

From this context of our givenness, Merleau-Ponty works to 
articulate a politics and practice of freedom. In fact, writing that “[t]here 
is…never determinism and never absolute choice, I am never a thing and 
never bare consciousness,” he argues that the self’s total immersion in the 
world is the condition of its freedom.271 One of the most compelling and 
comprehensive ways by which Merleau-Ponty demonstrates and 

                                                 
268 Ibid., 526. See also Ibid., 403: “I am thrown into a nature, and that nature appears not 
only as outside me…but it is also discernible at the centre of my subjectivity.” 
269 Ibid., 420. Merleau-Ponty gives an interesting and (given his participation in the 
French Resistance) apt example of this by considering the consciousness of the person 
under torture. “If he refuses to give the names and addresses which it is desired to extract 
from him, this does not arise from a solitary and unsupported decision: the man still feels 
himself to be with his comrades, and, being still involved in the common struggle, he is 
as it were incapable of talking. Or else, for months or years, he has, in his mind, faced 
this test and staked his whole life upon it. Or finally, he wants to prove, by coming 
through it, what he has always thought and said about freedom…. What withstands pain 
is not, in short, a bare consciousness, but the prisoner with his comrades or with those he 
loves and under whose gaze he lives; or else the awareness of his proudly willed solitude, 
which again is a certain mode of the Mit-Sein” (Ibid., 527). 
270 See, e.g., Ibid., 474: “I understand the world because there are for me things near and 
far, foregrounds and horizons, and because in this way it forms a picture and acquires 
significance before me, and this finally is because I am situated in it and it understands 
me.”  
271 Ibid., 527. Merleau-Ponty concludes these remarks by stating: “Freedom… does not 
go unbuttressed in being.”  
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elaborates on this point is in his various accounts of self-expression. In 
particular, his examinations of the work of artists are illustrative.  

In one instance of these, Merleau-Ponty reflects on a video that 
shows Matisse working in slow motion. In this video, each rapid stroke 
“was seen to meditate in solemn, expanded time – in the imminence of a 
world’s creation – to try ten possible movements, dance in front of the 
canvas, brush it lightly several times, and crash down finally like a 
lightning stroke upon the one line necessary.”272 In this video we see that 
Matisse did not consciously contemplate each stroke, as if reflective 
thought were primary. Rather, “[b]y a simple gesture he resolved the 
problem which in retrospect seemed to imply an infinite number of 
data.”273 And this, Merleau-Ponty argues, strikes against the claim that in 
modern art we witness the creative expression of individual difference (as 
opposed to the purely objective representation of classical painting).274 
The visual of Matisse’s brush moving beyond Matisse’s own cognizance 
shows that Matisse is not an esoteric individual understood by none, 
expressing a sublime subjectivity that – at least to the extent that his 
creation is “authentic” – he has created and that owes nothing to 
anybody.275 At the same time, Merleau-Ponty observes that “Matisse’s 
hand did hesitate. Consequently, there was a choice, and the chosen line 
was chosen in such a way as to observe, scattered out over the painting, a 
score of conditions which were…unformulatable for anyone but Matisse, 
since they were only defined and imposed by the intention of executing 
that particular painting which did not yet exist.”276 In continuity with this, a 
Matisse painting clearly contains Matisse’s individual, creative spirit in it, 
such that one could not say that his paintings are not examples of creative 
expression and interpretation. (And in the same way, classical painting 
bears the marks of creative interpretation, such that it also is not 
determined purely by its object of representation.)  

It is thus that Merleau-Ponty works to articulate an account of 
expression that, far from self-definition, is a foundational and lived 

                                                 
272 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 247. 
273 Ibid. 
274 See Ibid., 251ff.  
275 I thank Joel Peters for help in articulating this particular point, and also for instructive 
comments more generally in regards to Merleau-Ponty’s account of expression. 
276 Ibid., 247, Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis. 
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through co-existence and communion with the world. To do so, he grounds 
expression in the body’s perceptual bonds to the world. In perception the 
world invades us, placing certain demands on us (e.g., summoning our 
gaze to a particular point) and our bodies meet this invasion, taking hold 
of and constituting it. Hence “[t]here is no hyle, no sensation which is not 
in communication.”277 In this way Merleau-Ponty shows us that it is 
through the perpetual and inevitable communication of perception that we 
actively live with and through the world.278 And this is the relationship that 
gives birth to a person’s particular style of being that “brings…meaning 
into being or makes it effective” in the very process of being handed over 
into a world of meaning.279 Thus, “[a]ll perception, all action which 
presupposes it, and in short every human use of the body is already 
primordial expression.”280  

However, this articulation brings us to the dilemma of whether it 
is possible to be freely expressing subjects within a pre-objective 
intentionality. Merleau-Ponty’s work consistently struggles with this 
problem, and frequently returns to what it means to cultivate a style of 
perception and communication with the world. In line with this, he 
observes that: 

 
Just as…when I walk round an object, I am not presented with a 
succession of perspective views which I subsequently co-
ordinate…so I am not myself a succession of psychic acts, nor for 
that matter a nuclear I who bring them together into a synthetic 
unity, but one single temporality which is engaged, from birth, in 
making itself progressively explicit, and in confirming that 
cohesion in each successive present…. The primary truth is indeed 

                                                 
277 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 471. Merleau-Ponty makes this claim this 
while arguing for a “subjectivity conceived as inherence in the world.” See also p. 373: 
“the whole of nature is the setting of our own life, or our interlocutor in a sort of 
dialogue…. [E]very perception is a communication or a communion…and a coition, so 
to speak, of our body with things” 
278 See Ibid., 375: “Natural perception is not a science, it does not posit the things with 
which science deals, it does not hold them at arm’s length in order to observe them, but 
lives with them; it is the option or the primary faith which binds us to a world as to our 
native land.” 
279 Ibid., 213. 
280 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 267, Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis. 
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‘I think’, but only provided that we understand thereby ‘I belong 
to myself’ while belonging to the world…. [For i]nside and outside 
are inseparable. The world is wholly inside and I am wholly 
outside myself.281  
 

In other words, to say that the body brings us the synthesis of the world 
does not collapse body to world. Instead, it names “the body [as] a power 
of natural expression,” such that the self is the ongoing work of 
movement and intention that molds out a certain style of being in the 
midst of a world which constitutes us.282 We think and know from within 
the messiness of our bodily perspective; to think and know well will be to 
slowly emerge from and dive back into our particularity and the 
particularity of the world around us in an ongoing exchange with the world 
that comes from the world.  We live and work dynamically, grappling with the 
world that we have been given in our particular, lived orientations.283 
Thus, the artist is always working in dialogue with the world, which is 
“why his [sic] labor, which is obscure for him, is nevertheless guided and 
oriented.”284  

For Merleau-Ponty, to thus make expression inseparable from our 
movement through the world locates expression in the realm of gesture. 
That the body acts as a flow of perception/intention/gesture in and 
through the world means that we express and create as a part of our 

                                                 
281 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 473-474. 
282 Ibid., 211. 
283 See Ibid., 248-249: “The sensor and the sensible do not stand in relation to each other 
as two mutually external terms, and sensation is not an invasion of the sensor by the 
sensible…. Apart from the probing of my eye or hand, and before my body synchronizes 
with it, the sensible is nothing but a vague beckoning…. Thus a sensible datum which is 
on the point of being felt sets a kind of muddled problem for my body to solve…. I must 
find the reply to a question which is obscurely expressed. And yet I do so only when I am 
invited by it…. As I contemplate the blue of the sky I am not set over against it as an 
acosmic subject; I do not possess it in thought, or spread out towards it some idea of 
blue such as might reveal the secret of it, I abandon myself to it and plunge into this 
mystery, it thinks itself within me, I am the sky itself as it is drawn together and unified, 
and as it begins to exist for itself; my consciousness is saturated with this limitless blue.” 
284 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 259. Merleau-Ponty goes on to write that “the 
painter [can never…] say (since the distinction makes no sense) what comes from him 
and what comes from things, what his new work adds to the previous ones, or what he 
has taken from others as opposed to what is his own.” 
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gestural movements. So, for example, our handwriting remains identifiable 
across a nearly infinite variety of writing circumstances; this because we do 
not write with a “thing-hand,” but with a phenomenal-hand that has 
cultivated  “its own ubiquitous style, which is undivided in one’s 
gesture.”285 Likewise, a woman walking by is “a certain manner of being 
flesh which is given entirely in her walk or even in the simple click of her 
heel on the ground.”286 With such observations, Merleau-Ponty contends 
that, “the artist makes his [sic] style radiate into the very fibers of the 
material he is working on [just as] I move my body without even knowing 
which muscles and nerve paths should intervene, nor where I must look 
for the instruments of that action.”287 Hence, to return to our initial 
example, with a simple gesture Matisse made an impossible decision and 
expressed himself; caught up in the world, he moved to make something. 
He was not simply tossed about by the world; but, pulled by the particular 
style of his intentional bonds to the waves of the world, which solicited this 
stroke rather than that one, he created a work of art. Likewise, our (more 
or less) expressive and free “stamp” on things lives in our various gestural 
movements.288 

From here Merleau-Ponty claims that our gestural expression does 
not represent or correspond to external meanings, but, rather, reveals 
immanent meanings. This is not to say that meaning stems from an inner 
subject, but that “[t]he meaning of a gesture…is intermingled with the 
structure of the world outlined by the gesture.”289 For example, when 
“[f]aced with an angry or threatening gesture, I have no need, in order to 
understand it, to recall the feelings which I myself experienced when I 
used these gestures on my own account…. [A]nd what is more, I do not 
see anger or a threatening attitude as a psychic fact hidden behind the 
gesture, I read anger in it. The gesture does not make me think of anger, it is 
anger itself.”290 Likewise, speaking of the striking differences between the 

                                                 
285 Ibid., 266. 
286 Ibid., 255. 
287 Ibid., 266. 
288 See Ibid., 268: “Despite the diversity of its parts, which makes it fragile and 
vulnerable, the body is capable of gathering itself up into a gesture which for a time 
dominates its dispersion and puts its stamp upon everything it does.” 
289 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 216. 
290 Ibid., 214, Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis. 
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behaviours associated with certain emotions across cultures, Merleau-
Ponty observes, that “the difference of behaviour corresponds to a 
difference in the emotions themselves.”291  

This does not mean that gestures are things. Rather, gestures 
embody the primordial intentionality of their being in the cultivated rhythm 
of their own movement. As gestural, our expressive being lives its truths 
and values, created in relationship with the world. Hence, just as the 
painting itself does not so much express (a meaning), as it finds itself 
imbibed with meaning (which is why neither a description nor an analysis 
of art can bring us to it or replace it), we can say that our gestures constitute a 
world. In sum, style does not simply bestow meaning on the world or, on 
the other hand, represent it; instead, it is our way of living, working, and 
seeing by which we receive and establish a world.292 

Such an understanding of expression can help to inform and 
develop the oriented confession I articulated earlier. My contention, in 
short, is that Merleau-Ponty’s account of expression points us towards 
confession of faith as the simultaneous construction of a reality and our 
mode of encountering this reality.  

The church acts and moves in various ways – in worship, 
discernment, service, fellowship, and the like. Such styles of movement 
and action, when faithful, corporeally and corporately confess Christ’s 
lordship. And, in such common confessional activity, the church creates 
itself and a new world. In some ways, this is to reiterate Yoder’s claim that 
we confess that, in Christ, the renewal of the world has begun and point 
towards the reality of this world through such corporate practices as he 
outlines in Body Politics.293 However, with Merleau-Ponty I am also looking 

                                                 
291 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 220.  
292 This is why two people with different styles of being in and relating with the world 
can see very different worlds in an “objectively” identical scene. So, for example, a 
national flag  in a church will present an entirely different situation to a Yoderian 
Mennonite and an American evangelical; the appearance of a police officer in a “less-
than-safe” area will often evoke different visceral reactions in a person from the 
dominant culture who wishes he or she were elsewhere (relief) and a member of a 
cultural minority (foreboding, anxiety). Of course, these examples also point to the fact 
that our style of relating to the world is always formed in relation to the same world. 
293 See Yoder, Body Politics, 78: “The believing [and confessing] body is the image that the 
new world – which in the light of the ascension and Pentecost is on the way – casts 
ahead of itself. The believing body of Christ is the world on the way to its renewal; the 
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to go beyond this articulation of confession, to argue that our liturgical 
movements are a sort of bodily-intentional-gestural confessional activity. 
Merleau-Ponty says that “the spirit of the world is ourselves, as soon as we 
know how to move and gaze. These simple acts already enclose the secret of 
expressive action.”294 This can help us to see that through our confessional 
movements and visions, through their creative and immanent truthfulness, 
we are drawn further into the reality God’s creation (the reality of a 
reconciled cosmos); burrowing deeper into our liturgical style, we “taste 
and see that the Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8). Indeed, our practices and 
words of doxology, prayer, lament, exhortation, condemnation, and 
proclamation, uncover God and God’s new world as reality. In this way, 
for example, rather than being a principle, neighbour love becomes the 
reality of the cosmos; in response to God’s salvation, the church 
constructs an expressive way of being in which neighbour love becomes 
our gestural embodiment of how to live truthfully. As Jesus tells us, “the 
Kingdom of God is among you” (Luke 17:21) when we practice the hard 
work of reconciled fellowship in the community of disciples (17:1-6). Or, 
following Paul, we might say that it is in the movements of our worship 
that we come to know and realize the transforming goodness/truthfulness 
of God’s salvation as enacted through Messiah-Jesus.295  

                                                                                                                     

church is the part of the world that confesses the renewal to which all the world is called. 
The believing body is the instrument of that renewal of the world, to the (very modest) 
extent to which its message is faithful. It may be “instrument” as proclaimer, or as pilot 
project, or as pedestal.” 
294 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 266, Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis. 
295 Romans 12 is probably the most obvious passage that I am drawing from here. It calls 
on believers to have their minds/vision transformed by God’s gift of salvation (the gist 
of Romans 4-11 and the “therefore” that connects these chapters to chapter 12), which 
they experience by living as a reconciled and charitable community (12:3-21). 
Significantly, Paul here presents all aspects of our lives, and especially our acts of 
corporate discipleship, as worship. Galatians 5 and Colossians 3:1-17 are two other 
passages that influence this reading of Christian life and belief as “Pauline.” Galatians 
5:22-23 describes the virtues of the Christian life as “fruits of the Spirit,” clearly 
designating this way of life as God’s gift to us as a manifestation of the Spirit. And, Paul 
describes these virtues as characterizing a life of the cross (5:11), the “offensive” freedom 
which we truly find when we live a life of the Spirit – which is to say, a life characterized 
by love (5:6, 11-13). Likewise, in Colossians 3, it is because we have been raised into 
salvation with Christ (3:1, 13) that Paul tells us to clothe ourselves in “compassion, 
kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience,” as well as forgiveness, love, and peace 
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At this point it may seem that we have done a lot of work for very 
little gain. After all, the idea that we construct a world through our way of 
being (or our language) will already be familiar to many. Furthermore, if 
Merleau-Ponty simply teaches us that we make our own world, any 
account of confession drawn therefrom will be in considerable variance 
with a Christian understanding of God’s sovereignty. However, we have 
only scratched the surface of the implications of Merleau-Ponty’s work  
on gesture, freedom, and expression. For the remainder of this section, I 
will explore four such implications, outlining the manner with which they 
help us move towards a faithful politics of confession. Far from providing 
an analogy to confession or simply confirming what we already find in the 
Bible, these four “lessons” bring important aspects of Christian 
confession into focus in new ways, such that they might take on new life, 
and also point towards illuminating possibilities for how we might better 
live into a Christian politics with properly thick and permeable boundaries. 

All four of these points will build off of the conviction that the 
work of confession described thus far is a journey. Jesus calls us to take up our 
cross and follow him; to take a journey with him that cannot be separated 
from the ultimate confession of faith – namely, martyrdom (the cross). As 
Jesus so shockingly informs Peter, the confession that he is the Messiah is 
inseparable from taking the journey to Jerusalem (Matt. 16:13-28). We 
catch compelling images of what this can look like in Merleau-Ponty’s 
descriptions of gestural expression. With gesture, Matisse’s brush travels 
along, choosing one path and not another. In his expressive movement, he 
continually takes steps along “a way of inhabiting the world.”296 Each 
movement, each “work,” becomes for the artist another step in the lived 
work of discovering one’s style and voice. Hence, Merleau-Ponty writes 
that “style lives within each painter like his [sic] heartbeat… [in a] secret, 

                                                                                                                     

(3:12-15). To “put on” this life that has already been given to us, Paul advises us to “let 
the message of Christ dwell richly among you” in our corporate activities of discernment, 
fellowship, and especially our worship and praise; to let the gospel of Jesus become a rich 
truth in our embodiment and proclamation of it (3:16). Paul concludes this passage (3:17) 
by explicitly linking the life in Christ to an holistic confession of faith, calling for 
whatever we do, in either word or deed, to do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus. 
296 Ibid., 255, my emphasis.  
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modest, non-deliberated, involuntary, and, in short, living historicity.”297 In 
this way, a bodily confession of faith begins to emerge as the activity of 
living and telling of Jesus-stories along our pilgrim way; the activity of, to 
borrow from William Cavanaugh, “tracing a narrative through space and 
time […with our] movements and practices.”298 I now turn more detailed 
attention to what this suggests about the sort of journey a Christian 
confession of faith might take us on. 
 
1. Far from our confession being self-originating, God calls us to and sets us on our 
path. For Christians, faith is God’s gift to us, and confession is something 
that is pulled out of us.299 Likewise, the New Testament is remarkably 
consistent when it insists on describing the Kingdom of God as a gift that 
we receive from God. Thus, in our confessional activity – our formal and 
informal liturgies and doxologies – we are grabbed by and thus embody a 
way of seeing that is gifted to us. Created, claimed, and called by God, the 
pilgrim church is always and everywhere on a journey determined and 
marked out by God, even as we often stray off our path. In Thomas 
Aquinas’s words, we “see God through God’s essence.”300 This is not to 
diminish the hard work of confession (living into and within our given 
boundaries), but to re-orient it, such that it originates out of God and 
God’s good work. And, indeed, with Merleau-Ponty we saw that, though 
we “have received, with existence, a manner of existing, a style,” this does 
not determine our actions but opens the possibility of communication.301  

Hence, with Merleau-Ponty, we can see compelling possibilities for 
how we might freely practice a politics of confession that we wholly 
receive. For thus understood such reception of God’s grace becomes an active 
giving over of ourselves to a world – God’s world – that inhabits and 

                                                 
297 Ibid., 262-263, my emphasis. In this quote, Merleau-Ponty is pointing to the devaluing 
work of museums, which turn works of art into objects detached from contingent 
expression and gestural movement. 
298 Cavanaugh, 100. 
299 This becomes even more clear when we understand the act of confessing our loyalty 
to Jesus to be intertwined with the act of confessing our iniquities through and before 
God. I almost exclusively examine confession in the former sense, but I note the latter 
sense here so as not to completely neglect its importance. 
300 Thomas Aquinas, An Aquinas Reader, ed. Mary T. Clark, revised ed. (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2008), 291. 
301 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 529, my emphasis. 
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defines us. To be claimed as God’s own opens up the life-giving 
possibility of friendship with a dynamic, living, and thoroughly relational 
God: in short, confession is co-existence. Beginning in the context of 
God’s gracious placement of us, we will travel through the world 
relationally, encountering the many and varied graces of the Spirit; for 
whatever brings us deeper into and reflects our originary communion with 
God is “noble, right, pure, comely, admirable, excellent, and 
praiseworthy” (Phil 4:8). Furthermore, in this understanding, though we 
indeed pick up the agenda, we do not set it; for there is distance between 
the origin of the gift and our action.302 This distance gives us unmistakable 
boundaries – including our Scripture, our histories, our discussions and 
work together, the gift of strangers, and the testimony of creation – that 
we cannot collapse to ourselves and thus are not arbitrary or infinitely 
negotiable. However, even as they exclude that which brings us away from 
God, we do not set these standards, but rather continually encounter them anew as we 
journey onward. Thus we must constantly re-discern our boundaries, 
which will continually modulate as we are exposed to new truths and grow 
deeper into old understandings.  

 
2. Our confessional journey is directed towards God’s life and God’s good work. God 
does not call us to something that is other to our confessional activity and 
God does not give us hard work prior to a reward in abstraction from this 
work. Certainly, God promises rewards to the faithful, but these rewards 
are in fulfillment of the good towards which our faithful actions gesture. 
Martyrdom, for example, is a confessional embodiment of the Kingdom 
reality of “living together in love,” which is promised the reward of the 
loving communion of the resurrection. Hence, Jesus does not call us to 
arbitrary work, but to “come unto me and rest” (Matt 11:28). And, 
because in God there is no separation between being and act, this rest is 
the good work of feasting/communion, which is ongoing by its very 
nature.303  

                                                 
302 For an extended argument of this point, see Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being: Hors-
Text, trans. Thomas A. Carlson, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 
esp. chap. 6.  
303 For these arguments I am heavily indebted to John Milbank. See esp. “The Ethics of 
Self-Sacrifice,” First Things 91 (March 1999): 33-38. 
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In this way, it is better to think of confession of faith as an 
ongoing practice rather than a static stance. We saw that confession was a 
journey, but now it emerges even moreso as a path of ongoing rhythmic 
expression itself. With Merleau-Ponty we again catch many rich glimpses 
of what it might mean to live into this ongoing expression. Merleau-
Ponty’s descriptions of expression as the continuing manifestation of our 
relationship with the world frees us, as he says, “from the idea of a finished 
work of art” or a “complete expression.”304 For, far from an attempt to 
capture or represent a resemblance, expression is work in view of better 
work. In short, style is not an end and cannot be formed outside of 
contact with the world. So, for example, Merleau-Ponty observes that 
Leonardo Da Vinci’s brilliance is not that he managed to reach some static 
destination of pure expression; rather, “he succeeded in making a means 
of interpreting the world out of everything he lived.”305 

This speaks to the reality that our confession is not an object: 
though it will often speak and act with clarity and forthrightness, it is not a 
predetermined set of answers to all potential questions and dilemmas; 
neither is it some sort of emotive state to achieve, though our emotional 
ways of living and knowing are indispensable. This confessional path, 
then, is difficult, meandering, and unpredictable; on it, we will work and 
find ourselves with strange and embodied places and others; further, we 
encounter these as the sites of our corporate confessional activity itself, 
not as obstacles to overcome or as a means to some other end. 
Instrumental relationships are thus a betrayal of our confessional activity; 
instead, we ought to pursue slow and inefficient relationships of dialogue 
and openness. Thus, in the face of a world that wants. success. now., our 
practice of confession undoes our lust for answers and explanations, such 
that it will be patient, unafraid of failure, and will embrace 
unimpressiveness.306 This is one way of naming our confession that, with 

                                                 
304 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 197 and 245, Merleau-Ponty’s emphases. 
305 Ibid., 264. 
306 Stanley Hauerwas makes a similar point very well in Christianity, Democracy and the 
Radical Ordinary, 334:  
 

Crucial for me is the presumption that the gospel is a story meant to train us to 
live without explanation. Explanation presumes that if I can just account for 
why what happened did happen, then I will be able to live with what has 
happened. In modernity, this hunger for explanation often takes the form of 
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Jesus, we see that the true path of kingship is the path of servanthood.307 
At the same time, Merleau-Ponty shows us that this patient and open 
movement is not aimless, with no direction home; for, to the extent that 
we are expressive, we always try to speak truthfully. In Christian 
confession, we look to participate in the truthfulness of God’s 
being/acting, and thus our confessional activity must involve various sorts 
of confrontations and exclusions. Significantly, however, if we are to 
confess well, we must live these boundaries, enacting and inhabiting them 
as a part of our journey itself. This means that we will construct different 
kinds of boundaries in different places for different situations, experiment 

                                                                                                                     

mechanistic cause-and-effect relations that ironically attempt to give people who 
have such a view of the world the presumption that they are in control. I think 
Christianity is the training for learning how to live without being in control: You 
have to learn to live in the silences, and you learn what the politics of living in 
the silences might look like. I always think of nonviolence as crucial to this. Just 
think about this: what does it mean to try to end a war – the war in Iraq – when 
people feel that if you end it, they could not explain the meaninglessness of the 
deaths of the people who have died so far? So you’ve got to somehow make the 
deaths successful. But to learn to live patiently in a world where you have no 
answers, it seems to me, gives you political alternatives that otherwise would not 
exist – through hope. And I don’t care whether the people who are able to do 
this are called Christians or not. I mean, I assume that God will show up in all 
different kinds of ways. That’s how I try to conceive of what it means to live 
hopefully without explanation. You don’t have to explain the death of a child. 
That will kill you. That will kill you.  
 

307 This theme – an emphasis throughout Yoder’s corpus – is especially prominent in For 
the Nations. See, e.g., p. 244:  
 

The criterion of servanthood is substantial, not merely formal…. Who is in high 
office or what laws are written will make less difference for many indices of 
where things will have gone by the year 2000 than the accumulation of an 
infinity of tiny deeds: mothers who feed their children, children who learn their 
lessons, craftsmen who finish a job, doctors who get the dosage right, drivers 
who stay on the road, policemen who hold their fire. The lunge for the large 
view is often the beginning of self-deception…. The kingdom is like the grain 
growing while no one watches (Mark 4:26f.), like the hidden leaven silently 
taking over the flour bin (Matt. 13:33). Contrary to the proverb, watching a pot 
does not keep it from boiling, but it does misdirect the pot watcher’s creativity. 
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with and adjust them as appropriate, and decide on and enforce them in 
various ways together with the various social groups we participate in.308 
3. We are not the master of our journey. Paul instructs us that because the gift 
of the Spirit inhabits our bodies, “you are not your own,” but are instead 
wholly united to Jesus (1 Cor. 6:17-19). As bodies wholly confessing to the 
Lordship of Jesus, we work at something of which we are not in charge. 
Such is the natural implication of undertaking a journey that originates 
with and aims towards something other than ourselves (namely, God’s 
work/love). We are, as Merleau-Ponty often describes it, pulled to create a 
work of which we are not the master. This is such that Merleau-Ponty 
often argues that the artist’s creative journey – his or her style –  is not 
accessible even to the artist her- or himself. For, rather than being 
something the artist might possess, “[i]t is that very life, to the extent that 
it emerges from its inherence, ceases to be in possession of itself, and 
becomes a universal means of understanding and of making something 
understood, of seeing and of presenting something to see – and is thus 
not shut up in the depths of the mute individual but diffused throughout 
all he [sic] sees.”309 That is, though the artist manifests his or her dialogue 

                                                 
308 Jeanne Zimmerly Jantzi reflects in the following way on her experiences with interfaith 
relationships as an MCC worker in Indonesia. 

 
I believe that the more points of connection with people of other faiths, the 
better. We know that we are called into relationship with others who are created 
in God’s image. We know we are being mysteriously transformed as we learn 
from each other. How do we know we are moving in the right direction? I 
imagine a visit to the optometrist in which I am sitting in front a [sic] machine 
testing various options for the prescription for my lenses. With each twist of the 
equipment, the optometrist asks, “Better? Or worse?” With the next optic 
adjustment I am asked again “Better? Or worse?” We can ask the same 
questions of our interfaith relationships. Is this step better? Or worse? I believe 
that each step toward more trusting relationships and better understanding is a 
move toward shalom…. We trust that God is at work in these interfaith 
relationships. (Jeanne Z. Jantzi, “Indonesia: Living in the Mystery” in Borders and 
Bridges: Mennonite Witness in a Religiously Diverse World, eds. Peter Dula and Alain 
E. Weaver (Scottdale: Herald Press, 2007), 29-30) 

309 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 254. Immediately prior to the quotation, 
Merleau-Ponty writes that Van Gogh’s style of expression  “is legible for Van Gogh neither 
in his first works, nor even in his ‘inner life’ (for in this case Van Gogh would not need 
painting in order to be reconciled with himself; he would stop painting)” (Merleau-
Ponty’s emphasis).  
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in a constituting expression, she or he neither owns nor even 
accomplishes this expression.  

One of the reasons this is important to spell out is that it mitigates 
against some of the ways we might misunderstand our role as “uncoverers 
of God and God’s new world.”310 For example, we might be tempted, as 
are many churches that attempt to take discipleship seriously, to speak and 
think of the work we undertake in the name of Christ as “Kingdom 
Building.” However, understanding that we possess neither confessional 
work nor word, we can see that this problematically suggests that building 
God’s Kingdom is our work and not God’s – and this even if we bracket 
the presumption and overconfidence with which this slogan equates our 
actions with God’s. Beyond the crippling burden I imagine must 
accompany such a duty, this kind of belief/expression will tend towards 
the elevation of ends – bringing about the Kingdom – above means. This, 
in turn, carries with it the danger of undoing a Christian confession of 
faith, which must consist of journey and encounter. For to effectively 
“build the kingdom” we must “make a difference”; thereby we allow the 
predetermined standard of this end goal to erect a rigid and often violent 
(for how else can we secure results?) boundary that we imagine will enable 
us to take control of situations, people, and relationships. There is, in 
other words, no gesture in Kingdom Building. 

Or, as a related example, we might understand our role in wholly 
embracing the call of Jesus311 as the need to take ownership of our 
relationship with Jesus. Many churches rightly concerned with personal 
friendship with God tend to do this, speaking of “my” or “your” faith; 
relatedly, they tend to equate “personal relationship with God” with an 
odd ethereal feeling that is (impossibly) locked up inside the individual, 
and answerable only to a will that (again, impossibly) precedes act. Thus, 
not only is the nature and content of my faith entirely up to me, but it is 
entirely inaccessible and unaccountable to anyone or anything besides my 
autonomous will. Notwithstanding the undesirability of the god in this 
schema, this sort of protectionism and ownership of an internal state is 
antithetical to an understanding of confession of faith of which we are not 
the master. This practice of confession does not journey, or, at best, sees 

                                                 
310 See p. 83 above. 
311 See pp. 72-76 above. 
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journey as a means; it is unable to share its life and expression with 
anybody or anything; it composes boundaries without bodies, practices, or 
others, even if these boundaries are supposed to result in changes to 
bodies, practices, and others; and it sets these boundaries arbitrarily, the 
confessing, composing, and enforcing will taking over the role of God.  

The point with these examples of misguided confessional activity 
is not only that they institute rigid boundaries, but also that the boundaries 
they create are insufficiently thick. Made up only of a representing will or a 
community’s intention, we will often be unable to maintain them. 
Furthermore, unable to receive well from others, people in both situations 
will often be blind to hidden violences in their midst, which they should 
root out and exclude. And also, in collapsing the work of discerning and 
drawing boundaries wholly to the community or individual, they neglect 
the fact that boundaries rooted in the call of Christ call to us, shaping and 
moving us. 

Another way to put this is that though we receive the confessional 
movements of discipleship and spirituality they are still work, and indeed 
work that we have a deep stake in; that is, confessional sojourning is the 
work of Christ that we are converted to. I have already argued for this in 
other ways,312 so what I wish to do now is show how being fully converted 
does not necessarily imply a certainty that will not change and has nothing 
to learn. Working at this is another way to explore what it means to work 
well at manifesting a confessional path that is not ours, with the work of 
conversion naming our belongingness in something other than ourselves. 

Writing on the possibilities of freedom in regards to participation 
in revolution, Merleau-Ponty argues that “[t]he revolutionary project is not 
the result of a deliberate judgement, or the explicit positing of an end….  
[Rather, the stand I take] matures in co-existence before bursting forth 
into words and being related to objective ends.”313 For Merleau-Ponty, we 
do indeed freely and fully take a position; however, this does not suggest 
“that the worker makes himself [sic] into a worker and a revolutionary ex 
nihilo” through an internal positing of a value. Rather, we live through this 
wholehearted and passionate position in ambiguity, such that “it appears 
to itself as anterior to decision.”314 Likewise, in regards to speech, Merleau-

                                                 
312 See pp. 43-50 and 54-56 above. 
313 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 518. 
314 Ibid., 518 and 423. 
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Ponty reveals that the use of language “is the subject’s taking up of a 
position in the world of his [sic] meanings.”315 He sees that we receive all 
meaning and thought from language, which wholly inhabits us and lends 
us its power of signification. However, for Merleau-Ponty this does not 
mean we do not take a stand – i.e., apprehend, convey, co-ordinate, and 
modulate a meaning-full existence – but that “our thought crawls along in 
language,” empowering its expressiveness with our “phonetic 
gesticulation.”316 Though we do not speak of our thoughts, we do speak 
our thoughts, thereby manifesting our living relation with others and the 
world.317 Thus, the speaker dwells within and grapples with a language that 
claims her, trusting that, with her touch, “the words of 
language…suddenly swell with a meaning.”318 We are not masters of our 
journey, but we do journey. 

For example, consider the married person who puts on her 
wedding ring each morning. She does not make a decision to wear her ring 
in the sense of a conscious deliberation of the costs and benefits of being 
married that day, her marriage held before her as an object in her “mind’s 
eye.” Putting on her ring each morning is not an option. In another sense, 
however, she does make a choice, each time taking up the task of being 
part of a marriage relationship. Every morning she lives through this 
decision; she does not possess or posit it, but she does freely participate in 
the act. In this sense, one could say that she is converted to her marriage. 
And this conversion requires the constant and careful work of performing 
the intentional practices that continually re-convert her, just as she re-
commits to these practices every morning in claiming her ring. This does 
not mean that she should look to practices that will maintain some static 
state called “marriage”; for just as she does not own her choice, her lived 
through participation in her marriage will continue to fluctuate as 
circumstances change and as she further receives, teaches, and learns in 
the various movements of this participation.  Of course, she may one day 
decide not to put on her ring, that is, to leave her marriage. However, this 

                                                 
315 Ibid., 225. 
316 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 244 and Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of 
Perception, 210. Cf. Ibid., 225-226. 
317 See Ibid., 207: “Thus speech, in the speaker, does not translate ready-made thought, 
but accomplishes it.”  
318 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 199.  
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does not mean that she arrives at a different conclusion after a daily 
exercise of deliberation, but that a deliberation took place where normally 
there would be none. Further, this deliberation does not cease her activity 
of living through/with her marriage and represent a new goal of non-
married life; rather, it marks a radical reorientation of the direction of her 
intentionality, as well as the practices and movements that will 
simultaneously derive from and inform this new direction.  

   Counter-intuitively, then, to practice a journey that is not ours 
points us towards the vital importance of careful thinking and deep 
intentionality in our practices and movements. For if, as a confessing 
church, we are set on a path by God, this gives us responsibility without 
ownership; as Paul continues in 1 Corinthians 6, because we are God’s we 
should act like we are God’s. In Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions and my 
example we witness the subject continually taking up his or her world with 
the ongoing action of living through the world; with a “labor of 
manifestation” the subject gives life to already available meanings.319 In 
our navigation of the world that is in dialogue with the world, we actively 
cultivate our expression. In this, then, we see that gestural expression is 
not opposed to, but works with intentional cultivation of a way of being as 
the work of conversion. What gestural expression does change is the 
nature of our intentional nurturing of ourselves and others, such that it is 
always bodily, lived-through, and practiced with the world. In short, our 
intentionality operates in perpetual motion, aiming at its object rather than 
positing it.320  

This helps us to see that to be truly converted to the God that 
claims us involves learning to embody openness – unless we wish to 
collapse God to ourselves and meander into self-idolatry. Thus, to be 
converted does not involve having it all together; in fact, we do not have 

                                                 
319 Ibid., 255. 
320 See Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 518-519: “[One of idealism’s errors is 
that i]ntentionality is brought down to the particular cases of the objectifying acts, the 
proletarian condition is made an object of thought, and no difficulty is experienced in 
showing, in accordance with idealism’s method, that, like every other object of thought, it 
subsists only before and through the consciousness which constitutes it as an object. 
Idealism (like objective thought) bypasses true intentionality, which is at its object rather 
than positing it…. It is I who give a direction, significance and future to my life, but that 
does not mean that these are concepts; they spring from my present and past and in 
particular from my mode of present and past coexistence” (Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis).  
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anything at all. Coles picks up on this, powerfully calling for confessing 
Christians to cultivate times and spaces where we relinquish the initiative 
and “let others take it from us, let them radically call us into question, let 
them call us to pause indefinitely.”321 We are converted to what God is 
doing and thereby should not just admit to the possibility of change, but 
should count on being continually changed. And it may be that this 
change undoes our conversion itself.  

On the journey of our confession of Christ’s lordship there are 
many things to guard against; there are many things we must seek; there 
will be things we need to vigilantly keep and jealously attend to; and there 
is a Jewish man that we are being converted to. However, there is nothing to 
hold onto. Though risky, in all of these boundary drawing activities we 
should not seek to defend either God or ourselves. Doing so precludes 
the possibility of our being converted to God’s good work. We will, 
without doubt, continually fail at such a conversion to Christ; such failings 
work against our confession of Christ and stand under Christ’s judgement. 
But, by struggling on with, taking up, and crying out this confession we 
throw ourselves on the grace of our Lord who offers to transform our 
feeble gestures. 
 
4. We make and discover our confessional way through the world by diving into the 
world. Christians tend to think of journey with and towards God as being 
called out of the world, with our “diving into the world,” only happening 
so that we can proclaim a message from the “outside.” In this construct, 
we will tend to miss the extent to which our creation in co-existence with 
God must, by definition, be rooted in the concrete and messy realities of 
the worlds we are called to inhabit. We are created bodies: as earth formed 
by God in God’s image, we are creatures, at once rooted in God and in 
God’s good creation. Furthermore, the Spirit offers us life in God’s new 
creation, which is not only a radically disjunctive break with present 
reality, but in continuity with and a fulfillment of a cosmos that is good. 
Thus, when we offer up our confession to God, this confession only finds 
its genesis by digging back into a world in which we are originally rooted, 
even as it at once tears through the fabric of the world. Such is the 
consequence of refusing to separate the doctrines of creation and 

                                                 
321 Coles, “Letter of July 17, 2006,” in Christianity Democracy and the Radical Ordinary, 42. 
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redemption. After all, the expressive journey of which we are not in 
charge is “a gaze at grips with a visible world,” not a gaze coming down to 
or hoping to supersede the world.322 

Thus understood,  participating in God’s ongoing activity of 
creating-resurrecting is not as mystical or otherworldly as it may sound. 
Indeed, a large part of participating in God’s work is attentively and riskily 
throwing ourselves into a world in which we are deeply rooted. As 
Merleau-Ponty makes clear, “[w]hen one goes from the order of events to 
that of expression, one does not change worlds; the same circumstances 
which were previously submitted to now become a signifying system. 
Hollowed out, worked from within…they become transparent or even 
luminous.”323 This can be as simple as to say that “[p]eople borrow from 
one another so constantly that each movement of our will and thought 
receives its impetus from contact with others, so that…it is impossible to 
have more than a rough idea of what is due to each individual.”324 And 
that, because of this, to express well involves “the obligation to 
understand situations other than my own.”325 Thus, “the body, life, 
landscapes, schools, mistresses, creditors, the police, and the revolution 
which might suffocate painting, are also the bread his [sic] painting 
consecrates.”326  

We are hurled into a messy world and therefore our identity/ies 
will always be multiple. Always in motion, our ceaselessly negotiated 
identity/expression continually draws from and works with the physical, 
emotional, and spiritual places and objects of the world. Thereby 
nourished (and poisoned), we practice expression. Confession of faith, 
then, is the creative proclamation of Jesus’s lordship that is torn from the 
depths of who we are as a rooted body are and working through (but not 
rising above) a messy world of complicated allegiance. But it can only do 

                                                 
322 Ibid., 409. 
323 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 264.  
324 Ibid., 274. 
325 Ibid., 274. In continuity with this, Merleau-Ponty argues that, as opposed, to a 
random, uninspired Childlike improvisation, “there is also the improvisation of the artist 
who has turned toward the world that he [sic] wanted to express and (each word calling 
for another) has finally composed for himself a learned voice which is more his than his 
original cry” (Ibid., 253). 
326 Ibid., 264. 
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so well when we lend ourselves to the excessive soil of the world and 
breathe its air; for therein lies the truth we wish to make manifest.327  

For example, from this understanding any confession of Christ in 
North America that does not listen and attend to past and present 
aboriginal experiences is lacking. This is not only because we should 
attend to the marginalized in society; it is even more so because we are 
already rooted in these stories – and in overwhelmingly negative ways. As 
such, aboriginal experiences are already a constitutive aspect of any 
confessional activity we participate in, even (especially?) if hidden and 
disfigured. Therefore, we cannot come to aboriginal experiences from 
above (even as, in many ways, we do come from elsewhere: other parts of 
the city, other ethnicities, other economic standings, other claims to the 
land, other practices of community, other practices of humour, and so on) 
and should not pretend to. Instead, if we are to confess Jesus without 
betraying him, we must do so, in significant part, from these roots in such a 
way that we receptively sink into them and only move forward with them. 
Another pertinent example is the other-than-human-creation we humans 
seem intent on destroying. Not attending to the (wisdom of the) earth we 
are utterly rooted in or allowing it to shape who we are as a people of 
God, negates from our confession of Jesus’s Lordship.  

We might describe this sort of process as relaxing our boundaries 
in order to better thicken them; or as looking to certain “inauthenticities” 
to transform our confession of Jesus into something more truly 
(truthfully) authentic. Embracing this, we should also see that there are 
other ways of confessing from and into our roots that proceed in the 
opposite direction: building up our boundaries in such a way that they hurl 
us outside of them. For example, we often use the Bible – which is at once 
at the heart of our identity and decidedly “other” to us – in ways that 
would limit its ability to shape us. Individually and in worship, we come to 

                                                 
327 Two of Merleau-Ponty’s comments regarding our communication in speech are worth 
recalling here. “To understand [speech], we do not have to consult some inner lexicon 
which gives us, in regard to the words or the forms, the pure thoughts that they covered 
over; we have only to lend ourselves to its life, to its movement of differentiation and 
articulation, and to its eloquent gestures”(Ibid., 244). “Whether it is a question of 
another’s body or my own, I have no means of knowing the human body other than that 
of living it, which means taking up on my own account the drama which is being played 
out in it, and losing myself in it” (Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 231).  
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the Bible with our questions, rather than allow it to shape the content and 
form of our questions. The sermons we hear often sound like pop-advice 
for “fitter-happier-more-productive”328 living with a verse (or many) 
plugged into it, at best offering this advice a Christian “twist”; 
alternatively, our sermons look to explain away a Scripture passage rather 
than proceed from it. Concerns with “relevancy” and keeping up with a 
notion of progress twist our discernments away from any meaningful 
mooring in the Bible and what it says about Jesus and the character of 
God. In Sunday School classes we feel much more comfortable having 
open ended discussions on “moral issues” than we do teaching and 
learning from Bible stories. The Bible has tendency to grab people and 
throw them outside of prior cultural, personal, and religious constructs; 
but we grossly limit its ability to do so (or at least to do so biblically) when 
we relegate and silence it. 

With such examples, I contend that the kind of navigation we see 
in Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions of artistic expression teaches us about 
how we can be a Christ-confessing people that lives in the world. In 
“creat[ing] a path between [our] life and that of others,” we learn a 
confession that forms particular Christ-centred and Christ-driven paths of 
emerging from and encountering the world.329 Christ claims our roots; 
thus we look to these roots, allowing them to inform our confession at the 
same time that our confession grabs and molds them. In this way we will 
not just tell our Christian story, but see that the Christian story must 
originally consist of hearing (and, where appropriate, telling) the stories of 
others; for, named or unnamed, these stories constitute our confession 
and are thus the “bread our confession consecrates.” This is not to undo 
the normative requirements of Jesus; instead it is to trust that Jesus is with 
us, goes before us, and truly shows us the way.330   
 

                                                 
328 “Fitter Happier” in OK Computer, 1997. With apologies to Radiohead. 
329 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 274. 
330 Alain Epp Weaver rightly observes that “[w]e should engage in interfaith bridge 
building not out of a low view of Jesus, according to which Jesus is one light among 
many others, but out of a high view of Jesus. To deny that there is truth to be found 
outside of the church, to deny the value of fostering friendships and collaboration among 
persons of different faiths, is to have too low a Christology” (“Interfaith Bridge Building, 
Peacebuilding, and Development: Learnings from Palestine-Israel” in Borders and Bridges, 
103). 
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Impure Confession and Coles’s Torn Identity 
 
With this account of expressive confession I hope to have advanced 
Yoder’s understanding of our confessional identity. However, in this 
section I argue that as we went deeper into Merleau-Ponty’s account of 
expression, we witnessed a partial erosion of Yoder’s insistence on our 
confessional starting point. Most prominently, the confessional path 
Merleau-Ponty helps us see has no pure ground at beginning or end; 
indeed, this confession does not know purity at all. In this section I want 
to show how this impurity begins to undermine Yoder’s account of our 
confessional identity in Jesus, on which I have based my construct of the 
confessional faith that lends us thick and permeable boundaries. Thus, to 
move forward, I present Coles as offering us the constructive possibilities 
of an “impure confession” even as this possibility calls into question  the 
self-sufficiency that we attribute to this confession.   

For good readers of Yoder it may sound misguided to implicate 
him in accusations of purity. After all, Yoder often reminds us that life is 
messy, that our ethics are always compromised, and that we must make 
our confessional way through a world that is often full of ambiguities. 
Nevertheless, in many ways, Yoder looks to our singular Christian 
confession as a starting point above the fray. For example, writing against 
the epistemological violence of seeking universal validation for our 
particular identity, Yoder writes: “What we are looking for, I repeat, is not 
a way to keep dry above the waves of relativity, but a way to stay within 
our bark, barely afloat and sometimes awash amidst those waves, yet 
neither dissolving into them nor being carried only where they want to 
push it.”331  

This is a compelling and helpful image. However, almost in spite 
of itself, it reveals a certain temptation to strive after purity. In Yoder’s 
image we start “within our bark” and then encounter the “waves of 
relativity”; ambiguity and messiness is secondary not primary. And this is 
consistent with Yoder’s general presentations of confession amidst 
ambiguity. We find the most pointed example of this at the beginning of 
The Priestly Kingdom. There, Yoder rightly argues that we begin with 

                                                 
331 Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom, 58. 
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confession rather than a universally accessible foundation.332 However, he 
sets up this argument by stating that the “discourse…between two 
cultures or two communities…is not a place to start.”333 Instead, we must 
start with the “community’s charter or covenant,” which appears to escape 
the waves of relativity, even as the community it constitutes does not. We 
see the same thing in Yoder’s account of diaspora: a supposedly 
comprehensive minority culture encounters secondarily the supposedly 
comprehensive majority setting in which it lives.334 In this construct, 
communities form their pure identities prior to their encounters with each 
other. Thus, though Yoder’s church practices vulnerable discourse with 
other communities, it is after we have (more or less) figured out who we 
are and what matters to us that we go out (from where?) and engage with 
others.  

However, we have seen Merleau-Ponty reveal that from our birth 
“[w]e are involved in the world and with others in an inextricable tangle,” 
and that this is to the extent that our world only comes into being as 
shared.335 Things are not first “identical with themselves, which would 
then offer themselves to the seer, nor is there a seer who is first empty and 
who, afterward, would open himself [sic] up to them.”336 Rather, the world 
pulls the sentient and sensible self into a lived experience of the world – 
“it tears itself away from being one of my phenomena, offers me the task 
of a true communication, and confers on my objects the new dimension 
of intersubjective being” –  such that the self is birthed in its relations with 
other selves and the world.337  

                                                 
332 See Ibid., 7: “What must replace the prolegomenal search for “scratch” is the 
confession of rootedness in historical community. Then one directs one’s critical acuity 
toward making clear the distance between that community’s charter or covenant and its 
present faithfulness.” 
333 Ibid. 
334 This is especially apparent in Yoder’s essay “On Not Being Ashamed of the Gospel.” 
See, e.g., p. 291: “We should rather ask what in principle are the logical and linguistic 
conditions of the communicability of “news,” which is always community-conditioned, 
to a given receptor culture, which is always outside of that community conditioning.” 
And 297: “The procedure of evaluation…operate within the community’s story, not from 
Athens or “from nowhere.” 
335 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 528. 
336 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 393. 
337 Ibid., 94. 
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Thus, in expression as co-existence we can know no purity; rather, 
we practice the cultivation of a fundamentally “impure” and “mixed” 
identity that stems from and is always rooted in our original involvement 
with the world. And, as we are irreducibly social creatures, this world in 
which the subject originates is always a social world, so that, just as “one 
must give up trying to establish the moment at which Latin becomes 
French,” we must acknowledge that a culture has no pure origin and is 
never “complete.”338 It is thus that Coles points out that Yoder’s construct 
greatly exaggerates “the distinction between newbearers [sic] and host 
culture,” “when in fact almost all known communities are mixtures of 
different traditions.”339 

Therefore, I contend that the confessional practice I began to 
develop with Merleau-Ponty starts to unravel its own starting point. It is 
not only that our confession is held in the hands of God, but also that we 
are in the world and thus torn from the beginning. Our interdependent 
relationships are in large part pre-voluntary and this is the only position 
from which we might work and practice the ongoing movement of 
confession. 

But can a confessional identity in Christ function within such a 
construct? How might an ambiguous starting point that we do not wish to 
escape engender an unambiguous confession of faith to a jealous Lord? 
We must carefully consider whether we can do away with a clear-cut 
beginning without entirely undoing Yoder’s account of our confessional 
starting point – integral for his and my project.  

From this vantage point, let us to return to Coles and his account 
of torn identity. I have suggested that Coles may neglect the central 
importance of fidelity and I stand by this.340 However, the need to resist a 

                                                 
338  Ibid., 243. See also Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 421: “Our relationship 
to the social is, like our relationship to the world, deeper than any express perception or 
any judgement. It is as false to place ourselves in society as an object among other 
objects, as it is to place society within ourselves as an object of thought, and in both cases 
the mistake lies in treating the social as an object. We must return to the social with 
which we are in contact by the mere fact of existing.” 
339 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 276, n21 and 275, n21. 
340 See pp. 57-61 and 70-76 above. To be clear: I am not primarily suggesting that Coles’s 
politics, which do not pretend to an allegiance to Jesus, require an infusion of confession 
for their own integrity (though see pages 67-68 above). Rather, I am attempting to 
articulate how a body that claims loyalty to Jesus might faithfully exercise this loyalty. 
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pure starting point suggests that we must find ways to infuse this torn 
politics with our confession that Jesus is Lord. Furthermore, if it is indeed 
the case that all politics of tradition and fidelity begin in at least partially 
conflicting relationships that often compete for our loyalties – regardless 
of whether this is acknowledged – then it might be the case that Coles’s 
receptive border dwelling is better able to enact confession and fidelity 
than some portions of his writing might suggest.  

In seeming support of this, Coles writes of his being swept up into 
democratic practice through the stories and living voices of the dead.341 
This kind of radical democrat, then, finds herself rooted in the midst of 
torn confessions and fidelities that propel her towards further stories. 
Swimming through the eddies of the world, competing and crisscrossed 
boundaries call loudly to her rather than fade away into oblivion, claiming 
her as they cross through her. When I attempt to conjure up an image of 
this kind of politics – strongly traditioned and sharply riven – I often 
picture a sort of deepening into the bowels of the earth itself. In this 
deepening, we sink into and are brought face to face with the different 
boundaries of our lives and this world. As opposed to superficially 
travelling over the surface of the earth or lying down in stifling mud, this 
politics of depth works in and amongst varied fidelities to real bodies, and 
thus enables staunch resistance as well as patient, difficult, and joyful 
movement. As such, Coles shows that we can navigate boundaries well, not 
because we have mastered them, but because we are immersed in them.  

In this way a confessional walk with Jesus and Coles’s torn identity 
can come quite close together. This closeness provides rich potential for 
us to consider how we might cultivate and name our confessions of faith, 
such that they do not pretend to or strive for pure origins. So, I argued 
that confession forms particular, Christ-centred and Christ-driven paths of 
emerging from and encountering the world.342 I think this is right; but now 
we can supplement this with the claim that we find these paths of 
encounter and emergence in our ongoing encounter with different others. 
In this way, confession would not be an alternative starting point to “the 
discourse between communities.” Instead, our confession would come out 
of this very discourse. It is impossible for the centre to be prior to the 

                                                 
341 Coles, “Letter of July 17, 2006,” 34. 
342 See p. 98 above. 
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edge; and, to the extent that we want thick and permeable boundaries, it is 
not desirable. The church does not first get its identity straight and then 
go out to meet the world; for the church is sent to the fringes of society, 
where it finds its confession and identity. That is, Jesus meets us in the 
margins and sweeps us into a way of moving that only knows edged 
centres and centred edges. Within this understanding, to the extent that 
the church, in its creative confessions, is not of the world, it would receive 
itself from the world. 

For example, scholars and laypersons alike have long recognized 
that our Scriptures are not a tidy or pure document. Pseudopigraphal, 
edited, compiled, revised, supplemented, translated originally, 
contentiously selected, contradictory, often barbaric, varying according to 
region and denomination, and written entirely by men (with the possible 
partial exception of Lamentations), it is not a compelling document upon 
which to ground one’s faith and life. Furthermore, searching for some sort 
of pure strand (the originally spoken words of the prophets; select texts 
which would allow us to separate Jesus from YHWH) is both impossible 
and misguided, for this strand would no longer be the Bible. The Bible is 
not a pure foundation. Yet, it might be an incarnate foundation: an impure 
origin. My point is not that we should take the Bible less seriously, such 
that we can accept more outside voices. Instead, I want to show that we 
misconstrue our foundation and constitution if we think of it as anything 
other than impure, as anything other than in the messy and fragmented 
boundaries of the world. This means that our Scriptures are always on the 
move, giving us something to continually return to and work with. In the 
Bible, we witness the strands of our confession coming to us from the 
messiness of the world; our ongoing encounters and work with these 
strands form and mold a confession that finds itself impurely (though not 
arbitrarily or imprecisely) in the world. In doing so, there will be situations 
in which we find that we do not have ample sources, that our sources and 
our use of these sources are insufficient. And this should propel us to 
further encounters with the many others with whom we work at our 
confession of Christ. 

I want to conclude this section by re-emphasizing the difficulties 
and tensions that the kind of impurity Coles pushes for holds for 
Christians. However, first I want to suggest six concrete forms that our 
journeying confession might take, that might faithfully embody its 



 

 

 

104 

 

inherence in the world. These allow us to see, in tangible ways, the 
constructive impact Coles’s receptivity can and should make on the 
church, where I have mostly emphasized deconstructive impacts. I do not 
offer these six suggestions for the church as comprehensive or as 
replacements for other more explicit practices of confession. Though, of 
course, they will not all be appropriate or sufficient for all situations, I 
offer them in the hope that they might be both illustrative and instructive. 

First, we should cultivate and learn to practice unspoken 
confessions of faith. This is not just to follow the popular saying that we 
should “preach the gospel always and when necessary use words.” And I 
certainly do not want to suggest backing away from the particularity of our 
religious convictions and commitments. Rather, I mean to suggest that 
often we will gesture towards and glorify Christ’s presence as our Lord 
when we practice a difficult listening to, receiving from, and attending to 
others inside, outside, and on the margins of the church. Chantal Logan 
tells of how when the Somali government regulated that Islam be taught 
in all schools, the Mennonite mission (run by the Eastern Mennonite 
Board of Missions and Charities) decided, in consultation with Somali 
Christians, to teach Islam in their missionary schools, while all other 
Protestant schools closed down.343 According to Logan, this decision was 
in continuity with and stemmed out of the Mennonites’ missional 
approach and practiced embodiment of presence, commitment, sacrifice, 
and forgiveness.344 I take this decision as suggestive for how our 
sojourning embodiment of confession of faith ought to take us places 
where that confession of faith is unspoken, even such that we speak and 
teach the confessional creed of another. 

Second, attending to the form of our encounters with others 
attunes and practices confession of faith. In many ways, our confession 
finds both its expressions and its geneses in our lived relationships. In 
these, content certainly matters, partially because it shapes form even as 
form shapes it. However, just as often it is our practices of friendship, 
laughter, honesty, joy, conviction, compassion, humility, and so on that 
are significant for guiding and enacting a faithful confession of Christ. For 
example, Roy Hange cites a student participant in the North American 

                                                 
343 Chantal Logan, “Reflections on Mennonite Interfaith Work in Somalia” in Borders and 
Bridges, 59. 
344 Ibid., 59-60. 
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Mennonite and Iranian Shi’ite exchange program who claims: “‘the most 
profound moments of dialogue have been unplanned and come out of the 
friendships that are formed naturally while living among Muslims.”345 
Hange goes on to argue that through mutual hosting “[t]he exchange 
program has developed a structure of a living dialogue…: a daily 
encounter of persons of faith, not just a scholarly encounter of faith 
perspectives,” through which “we can…live with more ambiguity and 
laughter alongside each other.” 346 I want to claim this sort of “thick 
dialogue” as a profound moment of living, witnessing to, and receiving 
our confessional way.347 In this respect, we practice confessional 
permeability and thickness in the form of our relations, such that they 
impact and nurture our ways of seeing, moving, and knowing through the 
world, even as our and others’ minds may not significantly change.348 

Third, we should learn to discerningly embrace others’ framings 
and others’ terms for our confessional activity; that is, to “become all 
things to all people” and “a slave to everyone” (1 Cor. 9:22, 19). Since no 
form is neutral, such framing of our confession will change it even as we 
trust the gospel to radically change (convert) the identities we take up. 
Therein we can see that, even as the gospel claims all aspects of our lives, 
our whole identity remains in constant negotiation; furthermore we can 
see that this is not something to flee, but to work at from within. In this 
light, Yoder’s diasporic adaptability of the gospel begins to look more 
dangerous and more hopeful than it originally appeared, becoming 
“slightly reconfigured” with each change in form.349 In their relationality, 
different words, places, times, and spaces shape us. For, as Coles sees with 
Merleau-Ponty, “seizing the categories the world holds ready” “‘initiates 
me into the world…by encroachment…. Perception is not first a 
perception of things, but a perception of elements, of rays of the world, of 
things which are dimensions, which are worlds[;] I slip on these ‘elements’ 

                                                 
345 Roy Hange, “A Dialogue of Civilizations: The Encounter of Iranian Shi’ites and 
North American  Mennonites” in Borders and Bridges, 106. 
346 Ibid., 109 and 116. 
347 Ibid., 111. 
348 In fact, Hange observes that interreligious encounters often  strengthen our convictions, 
with the difference we encounter helping us to better see what we confess and why we 
confess it. See Ibid., 112-113. 
349 Something along these lines might be what those I cite on pages 67-69 would say in 
reply to my critiques. 
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and here I am in the world.’”350 To continue to adapt Coles: when our 
confessions thus take on others’ spaces, stories, and cultures we “might 
gain a sense that the geography of this neighborhood and church, these 
new relationships, the clothes and flesh of these bodies, are not just things 
to be framed [by the gospel truth we speak] from elsewhere. Rather, they 
are…rays and dimensions of the world that are capable and worthy of 
framing the figure-ground articulations [of Jesus’s lordship] and thus of 
participating in the myriad framings [of our confessional journey].”351 This 
is not necessarily to capitulate to forms other than the gospel (though it 
may risk this). Rather, our confessions should patiently allow other 
framings to shape and shake the gospel so that the same gospel will shine 
with greater clarity and truthfulness. Of course, we will need to exclude 
some frames and drastically transform others; significantly, however, the 
more we take up other worlds the better we become at discerning what 
needs to be excluded and at enacting good forms of exclusion.352  

Fourth, we should practice our confession in spaces other than 
our own. My quotes from Coles in the previous paragraph come from a 
chapter entitled “Moving Democracy”; there he notes that “it is often 
nearly impossible to hear another person or group of people well if one 
has not spent time in their very different spaces and been proximate to 
their discrepant conditions and modes of being.”353 To be nourished, we 
cannot simply “listen,” but, as groups and individuals, must break out of 
our gated communities. We must go out there, across our rigidly divided 
world, finding ways to serve, listen to, build trusting friendships with, and 
witness to those who are different from us, and especially those whom 
Jesus called “the least of these.” And these movements cannot only be 
exceptions that occasionally wake us from comfortable routine; as 
Hauerwas and Coles remind us, quite often our most profound 
confessional activities will take place in the ordinary routines and 
movements of our day to day lives.354 The forms this travelling takes 

                                                 
350 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, 232. 
351 Ibid., 234. 
352 This is one of the most important lessons I attempt to take from Coles in chap. 2 
above. 
353 Ibid., 223. 
354 Stanley Hauerwas and Romand Coles, “‘Long Life the Weeds and Wilderness Yet’: 
Reflections on A Secular Age,” Modern Theology 3 (2010): 349-362. 
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should differ greatly depending on the location and makeup of our homes 
and churches. Often it will not involve terribly exotic and distant travel – 
we should keep in mind that the car is at once one of the most effective 
means of travel and one of the most pronounced causes of our gated 
condition – but will involve lingering and pausing in already familiar places 
(which effectively rules out the travel industry and its promises of self-
discovery). In very small forms, this sort of travelling might look like an 
explicitly receptive-oriented service trip,355 a particular way of homemaking 
and neighbourliness, using a church building to practice concrete forms of 
hospitality, a choice of daily transportation that exposes oneself to 
proximate people and places, or formal and informal modes of 
community involvement and volunteerism. In all cases, we do well to 
remember that to speak of confession as a journey is not only a metaphor; 
it involves literal movement. 

Fifth, we must practice our confession in such a way that we hear 
one another’s visions, laments, angers, apathies, celebrations, and hopes of 
and for the church. The church must be a confessing body, but I suspect 
that it is little more than an amorphous aggregate when we do not 
regularly hear each other’s personal confessions, in all the different forms 
described above. If the space for church members to share their visions 
and dreams for the church is generally limited to semi-annual meetings, 
then we are probably not hearing from each other enough. If most 
preaching is done by salaried personnel, then we are probably not hearing 
from each other enough. If more often than not there is no meaningful 
and structured way to respond – positively or negatively – to sermons and 
worship services, then we are probably not hearing from each other 
enough. If we do not know very much about the past and present faith 
stories of most of the people in our communities of faith, then we are 
probably not hearing from each other enough. If our conversations before 
and after worship times rarely connect directly with our confessional 
understanding of God’s call to us, then we are probably not hearing from 
each other enough. If we generally do not know why people have stopped 
attending at our congregation – either to go elsewhere or to cease 
participation in a formally worshipping body – then we are probably not 

                                                 
355 Mennonite Church USA’s DOOR (Discovering Opportunity for Outreach and 
Reflection) program strikes me as a good example of the kind of service that might 
receptively inhabit spaces of others across the rigid boundaries of capitalist society. 
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hearing from each other enough. If the informal conversations and 
encounters in our various faith communities do not push us to regularly 
articulate, redefine, strengthen, and modify our confessional stances we 
are probably not hearing from each other enough. If there is not a 
formally identified space for those with ideas to bring these ideas, then we 
are probably not hearing from each other enough. If “fellowship” times 
tend to have little to do with the church’s mission and work of 
discipleship, then we are probably not hearing from each other enough. If, 
on the other hand, we find ourselves living into some of these forms of 
hearing from each other, we will probably also find that practicing 
confession corporately opens up our boundaries, as we slowly and 
gesturally embrace others’ visions for the church. We should also find 
those same boundaries thickening: the stories, visions, and critiques of 
others strengthen and edify us; we help to clarify others’ and our own 
doctrine; we take responsibility for the church’s good and bad actions; we 
get involved with sermons we like and do not like by responding to them 
and acting on them with others; and we find that we are involved in multiple 
faith communities.  

Sixth, to inhabit spaces confessionally means that we must inhabit 
them as spaces of worship and prayer. We should be very wary if our faith 
communities are not regularly worshipping and praying together. We are 
to be a consecrated peoples, and this is hard work that demands constant  
resubmission to God; we must constantly reconvert ourselves to the good 
and joyful way of Christ – the good and joyful way of the cross – which is 
intimate friendship (reconciliation) with God. Not only am I doubtful that 
that we can do this good work without the training of worship and prayer; 
I suspect that this work is inseparable from lives that are together 
prayerful and worshipful. To this end, on a more specific level, I suggest 
that we name the work that we do as work that we trust God is doing 
through us and that we explicitly work and live “in the name of Christ,” 
recognizing that all we do is done in Christ, because of what Christ has 
done for us, and is offered to Christ. We thereby compose our boundary 
out of our confession of Christ’s Lordship and immerse ourselves into 
this boundary, allowing it to strengthen and discomfort us. 

I trust that these six suggestions get at some of what it means to 
practice a journeying and (thereby) impure confession. However, to 
conclude this section let us revisit the lingering (and hopefully fruitful) 
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challenges that the concept of an impure confession makes to Christian 
confessions of faith. How well do my six suggestions cultivate genuine 
impurity? They embody patience, but is it a patience marked by 
overconfidence? If a confessional church politics that is captivated by 
identification, definition, and clarity destroys what it hopes to protect, can 
we share a collective identity in Christ that moves through the world with 
unity and vision? Do we not get bad theology when we cease to receive 
our faith – in nurture, articulation, example, and so on – from the church? 
I am not sure what the answers to these questions are, but let us allow 
them to sit with us and sink in a bit more.  

Coles critiques political liberalism for only listening to its others in 
order to discern desirable adjustments that, it believes, its core tenets will 
always be able to make. In this way, believing itself more open to 
dissonant voices than any other political form, liberalism ironically 
engenders a poor sense of insufficiency. Coles’s questions to Christians 
are often similar. For example, this is how he responds to Hauerwas’s 
argument that it is probably fair and might be useful to say that faithful 
Christians practice radical democracy. “With an edge, one could wonder, 
what and how does Hauerwas learn from radical democrats if what he 
learns is that Christians have always been, insofar as they were Christians, 
what could be called radical democrats, if that is useful?”356 Coles goes on 
to call Hauerwas “to cultivate a…radical notion of insufficiency.”357 As Coles 
outlines, it is in presuming one (confessional) starting point from which 
we will always find what we need to move forward well that we get caught 
in the myth of sufficiency. In this vein, he wonders whether some of the 
most admirable practices of radical democracy – such as experimentalism, 
openness to new experience, an antihierarchical (and, he might add, 
antipatriarchal) ethos, and acceptance of pluralism – involve “a form of 
syncretic radical-democratic community that significantly exceeds what 
either Christianity or non-Christian modes of democracy embodied before 
them.”358 From the opposite angle, Coles suggests that we reflect critically 
on whether deleterious modes of Christianity (colonialism and patriarchy 
come to mind) might not merely be heresies – versions of “sham 

                                                 
356 Coles, “Letter of July 17, 2006,” 35. 
357 Ibid., 42, Coles’s emphasis. 
358 Ibid., 37. Here we might consider Ella Baker’s formative experience in Harlem, which 
was significantly other to her church upbringing. 
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Christianity”359 – that occur when we capitulate to the world, but lie 
“inside the Christian story/body/practices,” inextricably intertwined with 
our core.360 

This suggests, that just to start with the confession that Jesus is 
Lord of the cosmos – even when following this Lord means nonviolence 
and when we understand this Lordship to be active beyond us – is, 
perhaps, “hell-bent on absorbing  every corpuscle of flesh-desire.”361 
Cultivating a capacity to recognize Christian insufficiency, then, means to 
recognize that some of the good we see in the world exceeds what Jesus 
can give us. To what extent does being thrown with so much energy into 
the reality of Jesus’s Lordship engender modes of haste that are 
incompatible with the expression/confession I describe above? Can we 
truly lose the initiative in this way?  

This is why, for Coles, if we are called to something it is by partial 
calls, and if we respond this response need not be all or nothing. In 
contrast, our confession is that Jesus is always worthy of all our worship. 
In the next section I will make one final effort towards an articulation of 
this confession and worship that does not only allow for but enables a 
church that practices an impure confession and is able to practice a politics 
that includes not just some, but faithful contaminations, inconsistencies, and 
tensions.  
 
Intercorporeal Confession 
 
This section aims to answer the question of which body/ies perform/s the 
confessional activity I have described thus far. Up until now, my 
arguments and descriptions have shifted with little notice from Merleau-
Ponty’s analyses of individual human bodies to the corporate language of 
the church body, from the existential accounts of individual bodies caught 
in various forms of confession and expression to the collective 
confessional activities of the Christian community. Since these two 
realities do not work together so simply and are not analogous to each 
other, my presentations thus far can only appear as insufficiently rigorous. 
Therefore, in this section I will attempt to show that working at this 

                                                 
359 See pp. 53 and 59 above.  
360 Ibid., 38. 
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crucial ambiguity between different kinds of confessing bodies – which 
ones confess or are primary in confession, how they confess, and how 
they work together in this confession – provides one more means by 
which we might compose properly impure confessions of faith, with 
properly thick and permeable boundaries. I begin by looking to Merleau-
Ponty’s understanding of flesh and the inter-bodied understanding of 
expression it helps us to see. I then argue that there can be no ideal or 
singularly proper site of Christian corporate and corporeal confession. The 
section and chapter conclude with four suggestions through which the 
Mennonite Church might be able to (continue to) embody this inter-
corporate and intercorporeal confession. 

“Flesh” is an important concept in Merleau-Ponty’s later work and 
is a helpful way to think about how different bodies in the world relate to 
each other. In brief, Merleau-Ponty describes flesh as the ontological and 
physical realities that make possible what we have seen in this chapter as 
perception as communion. Flesh is made up of the stuff of the world and 
is called into being from the world. We are flesh and are joined to the 
world through flesh; it is flesh that inserts us into an intercorporeal 
structure of the world. One effective way that Merleau-Ponty gets to this 
is by describing our basic reversibility: the fact that we are both sentient 
and sensible. In this reversibility, Merleau-Ponty sees the fleshy body and 
the fleshy world coming together in communication, such that “[t]here is a 
reciprocal insertion and intertwining of one in the other.”362 

Though brief, this understanding of flesh can help us to see the 
extent to which our gestural expression and communication stems from 
and lives into the intercorporeal structure of reality. For we do not learn 
communication and style primarily through analysis and conscious 
mimicry. Each individual is not locked away in his or her private 
experiences, with his or her gestures producing analogous inner visions in 
others. Rather, it is because we are fleshy bodies that we “get” each other’s 
gestures; we come to our mutual participation in gestural forms of life in 
and through our belonging to the flesh of ourselves and the world.363 In a 
shared experience, one person’s “gestures invade [the other’s] world and 

                                                 
362 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 399. 
363 See Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 410: “The other can be evident to me 
because I am not transparent to myself, and because my subjectivity draws its body in its 
wake.” 
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guide his gaze,” such that one “perspective…slips spontaneously into the 
other’s, and…both are brought together in the one single world in which 
we all participate.”364 Indeed, when we consider our interactions with a 
friend, we are two people in communication, co-inhabiting and co-
participating in a shared and “living experience of the same world.”365 “It 
is,” Merleau-Ponty writes, “as if the other person’s intention inhabited my 
body and mine his.”366 Participating originally in inter-body 
communication – communication with the many and messy fleshy bodies 
of the world – is a condition of the self and its ability to practice 
expression. And thus, Merleau-Ponty claims that “[o]ur relationship to the 
true passes through others.”367 An ontology of flesh, that is, opens up the 
extent to which the expressing self is not an expressing self without 
others.  

However, intercorporeal expression does not mean that we 
collapse to each other or posit an ideal unity of the world. Flesh both 
differentiates and unites us, opens us to a shared world and ensures that 
we do not perceive this world in quite the same way. In fact, one of the 
most important lessons we can learn from Merleau-Ponty’s account of 
flesh is that truthful expression does not take place in an abstract, idealized, 
and amorphous community. What Merleau-Ponty does claim is that the 
expressive body “is intentionally projected outwards,” that gestures are 
inherently excessive, and that thereby we live through and are jointly 
present to the world with others.368 But far from tidily locating individual 
expression within a larger corporate body or positing a pure and proper 
location for expression, this means that bodily expression invites others 
into a shared and living gesture as part of a contingent, perennially 
shifting, untidy, and agonistic work of relating that continually disrupts 
what we think of as foundational, rather than providing an easy sense of 
belonging together.  Recalling Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of art, we 

                                                 
364 Ibid., 472 and 411. See also Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 272: “[A]t the 
moment of expression the other to whom I address myself and I who express myself are 
linked together without concession.” 
365 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 472.  
366 Ibid., 215. 
367 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, In Praise of Philosophy and Other Essay, trans. John Wild and 
James Edie (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 31.   
368 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 375.  
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can say that rather than a Spirit of Painting that gathers all to its bosom 
and enforces cultural unity, paintings and painters perform an expressive 
work, which, by its very nature, leaps from one to the other.369 Merleau-
Ponty notes this astutely: “expression must go from person to person 
across the common world they live, without passing through the 
anonymous realm.”370 

I take this understanding of fleshy expression as the closest that 
we get to a starting point for our thinking and practice of a corporate 
politics. In this understanding we do not start with a community – a 
corporate expression – that is the basis, foundation, and context for all 
that we do. Neither do we begin with an individual who later joins a 
community which then improves his or her expression. And we also do 
not get isolated individuals linked together in the absence of community 
and structure. Instead, expression inherently moves from one body to 
another. Thus, expression is fundamentally corporate and yet does not 
come from the idea of a corporate body; expression links individuals in a 
messy network of relationships, but in an original rather than aggregated 
sense. 

I opened this thesis by citing Coles’s call to the church to cultivate 
its boundary “as the flesh that at once joins with and distinguishes it from 
the world.” Shortly thereafter, Coles states, again astutely: “Ultimately the 
church is flesh through and through.”371 In continuity with what we have 
seen, this is to rightly observe that confessional church practice is a 
corporate politics in that it goes from person to person across the 
common world that we live.  

This holds  implications for how we think about the church body 
– the confessing Body of Christ. For example, in response to the obvious 
(but popular) blasphemy that the family unit is the basic unit of the 
church, many denominations have reasserted the traditional understanding 
that the local church or parish is the church’s foundational unit. In some 
respects this is a welcome move that gets much right. However, often this 
move understands what “local church” might mean too rigidly and 

                                                 
369 See Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 263: “If we put painting back into the 
present, we shall see that it does not admit of the barriers between the painter and others, 
and between the painter and his own life, that our purism would like to impose.” 
370 Ibid., 252. 
371 Coles, “The Pregnant Reticence of Rowan Williams,” 192. 
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thereby turns church into an idea abstracted from reality. If expression 
runs from one to another and if Jesus is present when we confess his 
name, then “church” should not be a body-concept or a formal category.  

Perhaps we witness this most egregiously when theologians 
unilaterally appeal to something they term “church” or “ecclesiology” (and 
the “embodiment” that apparently just accompanies those terms) as the 
answer to all theological questions, turning church into a category. 
Without any need for empirical elaboration, verification, or specification, 
the Eucharist simply becomes the most truly political act, whether or not 
it is actually a part of the difficult political work of forming a new people. 
With appeal to the abstract category of church, theologians claim that a 
theology rooted in the church is more embodied (than the appeal to 
another category), even though I suspect that their most invigorating and 
important theological thinking and discussion is generally not done in the 
context of Sunday School classes; being “rooted in the church” becomes 
another disembodied and meaningless slogan and “concrete hermeneutical 
practices” becomes an abstract theological stance.  

Likewise, when we are tidy and pedantic with church it becomes 
an abstraction. As Peter Blum succinctly notes, “hospitality is more 
important than clear boundaries”; that is, crucial though boundaries are 
for hospitality, they do not measure, but are measured by our practice of 
hospitality.372 In these cases, ideas of church, held in abstraction from our 
practices of church, interfere with confession going from one to another; 
we thus turn church into an idea instead of a body. In other words, the 
need to abstractly identify the proper site of Christian confessional 
practice (as “the church”) obliterates its own embodied conditions, its 
inherence in the flesh of the world. We perform our confessional journey 
as a lived through ambiguity in the flesh. This means that we cannot locate 
its proper site in any one identity – whether this be a/the community or 
an/the individual. Instead we should work to root our confessional 
practice in our inter-bodied paths from and to the world. For part of the 
point of “thick and permeable” boundaries is that the practice of Christian 
community is, to again use Blum’s words, “not a matter of totality, not a 

                                                 
372 Peter C. Blum, “Totality, Alterity and Hospitality: On the Openness of Anabaptist 
Community,”  Brethren Life and Thought, 48, no. 3-4 (2003): 159-75, 171. 
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matter of everything being sewed up, and everyone living happily ever 
after.”373 

Making some observations regarding where and how formation, 
fellowship, and mission tend to happen at a “basic” level should help us to 
get a better sense of this lived-through and fleshy ambiguity. So, one 
“location” where we see these aspects of confessional activity is at an 
informal and semi-formal person to person and small group level, that is, 
in friendship and day to day encounters with others. Sometimes such 
informal and tightknit friendships will be building blocks for the larger 
worshipping body officially named “church”; the church is, after all, a 
society of friends. However, often we do not attend the same worship 
services as our friends and we often are not close friends with all of those 
with whom we officially worship. In some cases this is cause for lament 
and correction; but at the same time, we misunderstand the full import of 
understanding church as a society of friends if we take it to mean that we 
must be friends with all people in the worshipping community or that all 
of our closest friendships ought to be amongst those with whom we 
attend church worship services.  

In fact, often it looks to me like Christians are doing church in a 
“basic” sort of way in and through these interactions. For it is in our 
difficult and joyful practices of friendship and day to day encounters 
where we cultivate and express our relational senses, interests, and 
orientations – where we find shared Christian formation, fellowship and 
mission. These relationships will be where we (often very naturally) 
practice mutual aid, theological discernment, celebration of Christ’s gift of 
life, acts of service to others, conscientious separation from the violences 
in our world, and worship, in all of its forms; or at least this is what should 
be happening if our friendships are confessional. To a certain extent, we 
can even say that they are foundational: in many ways our theology will 
start and be worked out here, both in explicit theological discussion and 
the everyday liturgies and languages that train us into (good and bad) 
theological ways of being. As messy and overlapping societies of friends, 
these sites of our Christian confession may often be closer to “church” 
than our desires for tidy definitions and boundaries would like to allow. 
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And this should propel us to further encounters with the many others in 
our world, with whom we will work at our confession of Christ. 
Significantly, many of these encounters will be with non-Christians; but if 
our actions give glory to God then I see no reason why these encounters 
cannot be considered part of a confessing body, not in such a way that we 
make all others “anonymous Christians,” but in the sense that they 
participate in our confessional life under the reign of Christ. 

At the same time, in many of these cases, it will be broader inter-
church institutions and organizations that provide the mooring, capacity, 
and context for such confessional formation and activity. In other words, 
these sorts of institutions cultivate and enable the kinds of friendships we 
saw above: they foster the explicit formation of our character; they open 
doors to ministry opportunities where we are brought together with co-
workers and those we have been “sent to”; they open spaces where groups 
can meet and gather; they provide us with visioning processes and 
direction. When I think, for example, of the sites of my faith formation 
and expression it is three inter-church institutions – two church-run 
schools and one denominational camping ministry – that stand out above 
the rest, that stand out as foundational. These broader church-run 
institutions are responsible for bringing me to Christ, explicitly training 
me, providing opportunities for confessional Christian practice, providing 
the space and context for most of my meaningful Christian friendships, 
and for providing me with some of my most meaningful sites of worship. 
In so many ways, these places were foundational. Furthermore, it is not a 
bad thing that these organizations often serve as foundational sites for our 
confession; rather, this is a sign and embodiment of our confession going 
from one body to another. 

Then, of course, there is the worshipping body that we officially 
sanction as “church.” When communities support and enable 
interpersonal relationships and when they provide much of the energy, 
strength, and resources for visioning for larger bodies, they start to look 
quite a bit like the official versions of what we call church. However, it is 
these communities’ primary role in providing the space for the official 
liturgical acts of worship – which ground and empower us – that is why 
we most easily call these places “church.” In going to church, we again 
and again come to face what the church believes; we are reminded and 
reconverted to our confession of Christ’s Lordship. We face the cross, 
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recite creeds, and remind each other that God is worthy of trust and 
worship. In continuity with this, it is often at the site of our official 
churches that we experience explicit spiritual mentorship, concrete aid, the 
gathering of different people, easily available and hands-on opportunities 
for witness and service, the telling and teaching of our constituting stories 
and beliefs, and the calling of us to new rhythms in our lives. 

For many Christians, this practice of church is greatly intensified 
by their participation in deeply intentional worshipping communities, 
whether these be base communities in Latin America, the various 
manifestations of the New Monastic movement, Catholic Worker 
communities, or communities that withdraw from the world, such as the 
Amish. Often excellent models of Christian community, with these sorts 
of cell church groups it becomes a bit more sensible to speak of the local 
church as the most basic unit of faith and confession. But before we do so 
too eagerly we need to consider three questions. First, to what extent are 
these communities marked by messy networks of relationships and 
dependencies that, in some senses are “foundational” and to what extent 
should they be? Second, to what extent do these communities receive their 
being and support from persons, groups, and organizations outside of 
them and to what extent should they? Third, should we want to 
universalize the (new) monastic life? 

I suspect that answers will vary for the first two questions and for 
the most part I will leave them for readers to answer according to their 
own observations. I will, however, observe that it often seems as though if 
the answer to the first question is “to a small extent” the answer to the 
second question will be “to a more significant extent” and vice versa. I will 
attend somewhat moreso to the third question; for if we answer that “yes, 
everyone who wants to faithfully practice the Christian life should join 
something like a (new) monastic community” then the vast majority of our 
ecclesial forms need to be utterly destructured and rebuilt from the ground 
up, as we all join intentional communities. On the other hand, if we want 
to hold up the practices of cell Christian communities as ideal examples of 
church practice but do not think participation in them is necessary for all 
Christians, then it seems to me as though we would suggest two levels of 
the Christian life: one wholly in submission to Christ’s reign and the other 
only partly in submission to Christ’s reign, but both equally legitimate. In 
its classical form, the monastic life does articulate itself in these terms; it 
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was, however, the wisdom of the early Anabaptists (at least, in their 
Schleitheim forms) to see that we all receive the same call, which is to live 
life fully in Christ.  

 I suggest that we reject both options. We do indeed all receive the 
same call, which is to live fully under the reign of Christ. However, as 
confession goes from one body to another, we will find that the corporate 
ways we have of engaging in this confessional calling will vary. In this 
sense, it was a mistake to universalize the monastery even as it is also a 
mistake to say that only some should live fully in the reign of Christ. In 
both of these cases the mistake is neither concrete visions and institutional 
practices nor the radicalism and totality of Christ’s call to us; rather, it is 
the need to have a tidy articulation of precisely where church happens. In 
other words, we should not assume that response to Christ’s call finds its 
most proper corporate expression in one form of community. The proper 
site of our confession is ambiguous and constantly shifting, but it remains 
marked by the confession itself. This points us towards a style of 
confession that does not begin with or seek out clear-cut beginnings or 
endings. Instead, we catch a glimpse of a confessional practice that tears 
through and emerges from our various, overlapping worlds and relations. 

I do not make this point to suggest that we give up on thinking 
about church in concrete or defined terms. The ambiguity of our 
confessional journey does not mean that we should not give careful 
attention to it, call out apostasy, name our failures, and work to move 
closer to Christ’s desire for us. On the contrary, the point here is that 
visibility and obscurity often go hand in hand and that the road to being a 
distinct and marked out people often involves living into greater 
ambiguity, as non-rigid but still substantial boundaries already signal a 
break from the too fluid and too rigid politics of our day. For this kind of 
ambiguity does not prevent us from working, visioning, and clarifying, but 
does always mean that the confession we compose is not our own: it does 
not belong to those worshipping bodies called church, to gatherings that 
have exclusively Christians present, to devout individuals, or to an 
organization that does the work of the church very well. Instead we find 
the visibility of our loving confession going from person to person in 
strange and sojourning ways.  

This also names an inhabitation in and cultivation of thick and 
permeable boundaries: made up of a confession of a Lord that we cannot 
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hold captive in any sort of pure form, inter-body confession calls us into 
the many fleshy bodies of the world. The question, then, concerns what 
sort of corporate bodies and practices might work together to allow our 
confession to go from one to another and not what the pure ground or 
proper site of Christian practice might be. To this end, I will conclude this 
chapter with four related suggestions for how we might organize our 
bodies well into this sort of reality. 

First, in many cases, we should look to strengthen our institutions. 
Too often people respond to the ambiguity of the world by loosening 
institutional ties, believing that institutions are fundamentally violent and 
that the “organic” community or movement provides a compelling 
alternative. Without question, organic community is important and must 
be intertwined with our institutional practices. However, on their own and 
particularly in a liberal-capitalist society that seeks to colonize all aspects 
of life, organic communities tend towards homogeneity and complacency. 
In contrast, while many institutions are tremendously violent, institutional 
structures also hold the potential to bring diverse people together, send us 
into new and discomforting places, and cause us to interact with people 
outside of our standard social groups. We need institutions that can form 
us, enable opportunities for good work, and speak well to the problems 
we face; we must not simply let go, allowing ourselves to become a 
“movement.” In these ways, the thick boundaries of institutions can make 
the rigid boundaries of our world more permeable.374  

In its various forms and bodies, the church should unsettle bad 
habits, training us to meet God; it should form places of moral 
accountability; it should cultivate intimate friendships; it should be a place 
where we find concrete ways of embodying and pursuing the peace and 
justice that Christ offers to us. The primary place for this will often not be 
in an official congregation per se (though we should question whether we 
are truly worshipping if these qualities are absent from our congregational 
life), but these difficulty practices of living in love with others should be a 
part of confessional Christian practice with others. And for this we need 
strong institutions with their ability to sustain and implement such 
practices. For example, I suspect that the church will not be able to 
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practice any of the six suggestions I provide in the previous section 
without strong, institutionalized ways of organizing. As Coles observes, 
“Sustaining conversation, patience, and struggle is a craft requiring those 
who are skilled, such that they can keep memories before us when we’d 
rather forget, recognizing people who are not getting heard in the present, 
and call us to the heights of energetic daily investments in such practices 
in a world where we’d rather shop.”375 Properly strong church institutions 
are what can guide and enable these sorts of confessional practices. 

Second, we should continue to support denominational and 
broader church missions organizations. Currently there is a trend towards 
churches running their local and distant missions. In many respects this is 
a good thing and an important direction; churches are looking to be 
incarnate in their neighbourhoods, a truly hospitable body, and hands-on 
with their discipleship. But at times this move seems to reflect a desire for 
ownership, a desire for the good we do to be our own. This should make us 
deeply sceptical, particularly when we eschew the institutional resources 
and programming that enable sustained and long-term projects, wisdom 
and insight from practiced others, and other concrete forms of support. 
From the other end of the spectrum, active participation by churches in 
the organizations that they supposedly comprise, prevents such 
organizations from assuming their own autonomy and models of 
ownership. This latter point is particularly important given the neoliberal 
“business model” being foisted on all organizations, such that bureaucratic 
hurdles of specialization and micromanagement make it more and more 
difficult for the grassroots support of these organizations to find 
meaningful forms of participation. 

Third, making practical coalitions of common work and purpose 
with different others is another way that we can relinquish a destructive 
control over our confessional journey. There is a great need to cultivate 
coalitions – of life and worship, but especially of mission – with Christian 
and non-Christian others. At times, both in our historical retelling and 
current practice of missions, we exhibit a deleterious jealousy, desiring our 
work to be (seen as) “distinctively Christian,” in a manner that smacks of 
the hunger for validation. This is not to say that there is no place for more 
distinctly Christian organizations; and, we should be wary of the blandness 

                                                 
375 Coles, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary, 327.   
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that may come if we take coalitional activity to mean shying away from 
our own particular identity. But the fact remains that, precisely because we 
perform mission as, in, and out of our confessional loyalty to Jesus, we 
should not guard jealously against working together with those who sing 
different confessions. Both less formal and local ecumenical and 
interreligious coalition, and also partnerships at an organizational level, are 
essential for cultivating a confessional practice that is in the world.  I have, 
for example, already quoted numerous observations and stories from the 
book Borders and Bridges that tell of interreligious and ecumenical 
cooperation, relationships, and shared responsibility between Mennonites 
and others that was absolutely integral the Mennonites’ faithful confession 
of Jesus’s Lordship.376 Such stories are inspiring and estimable. 

Fourth, though most of these points focus on some way to 
strengthen our institutions, it is important that they find their strength 
from the edges. So often church happens on the fringes, in the wastelands 
of our cities and the activities of the workers the we send to foreign 
countries and summer camps, and then just stays there. Learning thick and 
permeable boundaries will mean learning ways to bring the church 
institution into these vulnerably missional edges. We must find ways to 
bring these relationships into church, such that the “edge” lies at the 
“heart.” I suspect that the first image that comes to mind at this 
suggestion is bringing these “others” to a worship service or church event 
– perhaps even inviting them to speak or take some other leading role; and 
we should find loving ways of doing this. But, less commonly practiced, 
and therefore all the more important: we as the church must find concrete 
meaningful ways of heading out to these fringes – to see, and learn, and 
become uncomfortable, and witness God’s grace. And perhaps most 
simply, we can look to these grassroots activity of church for our vision 
allowing it to inform our articulations of who we are and want to be, 
rather than the more common practice of making a vision statement from 
the centre of our organizations and then expecting it to rule over the 
attitudes and actions of all those we send out. Given the inter-boded 
nature of confession, the hundreds of stories, meetings, and relationships 

                                                 
376 Randall Puljek-Shank draws on Sally Engle Merry to argue that “Mennonite 
peacebuilding efforts are characterized by two key features: leaving control in the hands 
of local parties and an emphasis on grassroots participation” (“Mennonite Experience 
with Interfaith and Ecumenical Work in Southeast Europe,” in Borders and Bridges, 147).  
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of the church should provide the resources for our visioning and self-
identity. 

And here I will leave this chapter. There are many bodies thrown 
into the confessional journey of Jesus’s Lordship. In these bodied 
journeys, we go from one body to another, such that our bold confession 
that Jesus is the one Word of God does not see itself as on the way to 
totality. Instead the confessional journeys of the pilgrim church 
perpetually bring it up close to its dependence on the bodies of others. 
May we trust that these ongoing dependencies intertwine in forms that 
give glory to God; with Jesus as our (concrete and prescribing) guide, we 
have hope that they might.377 

 
 

 
 
 
 

  

                                                 
377 These concluding remarks are deeply inspired by Peter Blum’s experimental gesturing 
in “Totality, Alterity, and Hospitality” and Peter Dula’s insightful reading of Barth in “A 
Theology of Interfaith Bridge Building,” in Borders and Bridges. 
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CONCLUSION 
WORKING OUR WAY INTO FAITHFUL 
AND VULNERABLE ECCLESIOLOGY 

 
When people ask me what I have been working on they often 

want to know what my conclusion was. I usually respond with something 
like “I found that I kept on coming back to confession of faith.” This is a 
fair way to put it, for the stream of my argument throughout is that our 
confession that Jesus is Lord makes up our boundaries and ought to be 
and can be thick and permeable. Lately, however, I been wondering if 
instead I should say that my conclusion for how we might cultivate good 
boundaries is to “go and do some good work, making boundaries that are 
thick and permeable.” Though more subtle, this theme – that it is in (the) 
action (of good work) that we faithfully compose our confession of faith – 
also runs through my work above. Therefore, in this conclusion I want to 
briefly build a case for the theme of doing the good work of composing 
good boundaries being the concluding point of my essay. 

Three quotations about the work and experience of dialogue and 
conversation (another thread throughout this work) guide us nicely into 
this discussion. 

 
In the experience of dialogue, there is constituted between the 
other person and myself a common ground; my thought and his 
are inter-woven into a single fabric, my words and those of my 
interlocutor are called forth by the state of the discussion, and they 
are inserted into a shared operation of which neither of us is the 
creator. We have here a dual being, where the other is for me no 
longer a mere bit of behaviour in my transcendental field, nor I in 
his; we are collaborators for each other in consummate reciprocity. 
Our perspectives merge into each other, and we co-exist through a 
common world. In the present dialogue I am freed from myself, 
for the other person's thoughts are certainly his; they are not of my 
making, though I do grasp them the moment they come into 
being, or even anticipate them. And indeed, the objection which 
my interlocutor raises to what I say draws from me thoughts 
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which I had no idea I possessed, so that at the same time that I 
lend him thoughts, he reciprocates by making me think too.378 
 
It is said that the recording of a conversation which had seemed 
brilliant later gives the impression of poverty. The presence of 
those who were speaking, the gestures, the physiognomies, and the 
feeling of an event which is taking place and of a continuous 
improvisation, all are lacking in the recording. Henceforth the 
conversation no longer exists; it is, flattened out in the unique 
dimension of sound and all the more disappointing because this 
wholly auditory medium is that of a text read.379  
 
Toward the end of our work on this book we recorded some of 
our dialogues. With a sharp ear and great discerning patience, 
Carole Baker (research associate for Hauerwas) carefully 
transcribed one of these into written words…. When Rom first 
read the unrevised transcription he was appalled! While he found 
that Stanley generally spoke in coherent sentences, Rom’s voice 
tended frequently toward sentence-less deformations that 
contained ceaseless qualifications of qualifications, introjections, 
and strange twists. Rom somehow knew some of what he must 
have meant (and Stanley must have as well because he responded 
with precision) and revised his “speaking in tongues” into a  
sentence he thought he would be less embarrassed to see in print. 
Yet before doing so he apologized repeatedly to Stanley, Carole, 
and to others whom he imagined might one day come upon this 
transcription of his monstrous “thinking out loud.” A bit later 
however, he had the opportunity to listen to the actual recording of 
the conversations, at which point his reaction changed entirely. 
For what he heard, much to his astonishment, were the 
untranscribable sounds of friendship…. Interweaving each other’s 
words were “hmmms,” “huhs,” “whews,” “yeses,” “I sees,” 
“waits!” “buts,” collective pauses, collective hastiness, copious 
hilarity, shared sighs of mourning, almost inaudible invitations, 

                                                 
378 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 413. 
379 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 257-258. 



 

 

 

125 

 

questions, challenges, extensions, and incitements to the birth of 
each other’s thoughts.380 
 

What I want to draw out of these quotations is that each one presents 
meaningful dialogue as somehow impossible. The experience of it fails to 
live up to the recording; in it we suddenly find ourselves speaking in ways 
that sound foreign to our own ears; what is not only coherent to the other, 
but illuminating is full of incoherencies; we rise to new levels of 
intelligence and articulation only to find that we have no idea what we said 
or why it was so brilliant. And yet, though marked by impossibilities, this 
meaningful dialogue happens.  

In continuity with this, Merleau-Ponty frequently emphasizes that 
encountering others makes no sense and is a scandal to objective thought; 
and yet, we encounter others. This is because, when we consider human 
responsibility and freedom, we often make the mistake of turning either to 
an internal intention or external facts or results. What Merleau-Ponty 
proposes, in contrast, is that it is in action – in the momentum of our 
gestures – that we find ourselves practicing lived freedom. As he puts it, “I 
have only one means of representing [the word], which is uttering it, just 
as the artist has only one means of representing the work on which he is 
engaged: by doing it.”381 Thus, it is in the act of dialogue that enables 
dialogue; the intentional body finds the truthfulness of dialogue in the very 
action of dialogue.  

Peter Blum takes this understanding of bodies in action in some 
illuminating directions. Examining the ritual of footwashing, Blum argues 
that “the way in which footwashing means, as a practice [read: action] 
involving the body, travels extremely well across cultural boundaries.”382 
His broader argument is that, without referring to universal meaning, 
footwashing is a symbolic action with a transcultural ability to take the 
strangeness of the other as other into my world as the sustenance for my 
world. But what is more pertinent to my context is that for this to happen 
it must be a happening: explicitly linking his claims to Merleau-Ponty’s 

                                                 
380 Stanley Hauerwas and Romand Coles, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary, ix-
x.  
381 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 210. 
382 Peter C. Blum, “Heidegger's shoes and beautiful feet: ritual meaning and cultural 
portability,” Mennonite Quarterly Review, 79, no. 1 (2005): 89-107, 91, my emphasis. 



 

 

 

126 

 

lived body, for Blum it is in the bodily act of footwashing that we are 
swept into its transcultural power.383 

Once again launching off from Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of 
the phenomenal body,384 Blum makes a similar point regarding our 
practice of church. He looks in particular at the church’s supposed ability 
to be nonviolent amidst the ubiquity of the violence of our world. He 
suggests that rather than looking for a site beyond violence, “[i]t may be 
that there is one thing to which we must do violence, and that is violence 
itself.”385 Thus, the church is not (cannot be) nonviolent, inasmuch as it 
actively does or practices “a ‘no to violence.’”386 For our finitude does not 
stymie but enables us.387 For Blum this connects directly to the boundaries 
the church draws, boundaries that can never stand as perfect but might be 
accomplished well in our doing. Looking to the Amish, he argues that 
their “drawing of boundaries in relation to modernizing trends appears 
notoriously arbitrary, and I believe that we should consider carefully the 
idea that it cannot be other than arbitrary…. It is impossible to draw 
boundaries that are univocal and finalized, but why should this prevent the 
drawing of boundaries?”388  

Here, Blum writes, “[t]he point is action, of course.”389 Or, as he 
puts it in the context of the cross-cultural authenticity of footwashing: 
“Ritual is a work, a ‘work of the people.’”390 The boundaries we draw and 
actions we take may remain mired in failure that cannot be reduced away; 
and yet they may live truthfully in the intentional body-action sense that 
Merleau-Ponty helps us to see. In this vein, we might say that faithful 

                                                 
383 Ibid., 103: “The world that opens in the work is that of a human being whose 
involvement in her world is emphatically a bodily involvement.” 
384 Blum’s primary dialogue partner in these essays is Derrida. However, Merleau-Ponty 
appears as a significant background figure in a way that exceeds the explicit citations 
given to him. See Peter C. Blum, “Two Cheers for an Ontology of Violence: Reflections 
on Im/possibility,” in The Gift of Difference: Radical Orthodoxy, Radical Reformation, eds. Chris 
K. Huebner and Tripp York (Winnipeg: CMU Press, 2010), 13. 
385 Ibid., 19. The major emphasis in Blum’s essay is the im/possibility of nonviolence. As 
I read Blum (and good Yoderian as he is), however, this practice of nonviolence cannot 
be understood apart from the practice of church. 
386 Ibid. 
387 Here, again, the connection to Merleau-Ponty is explicit. See Ibid., 22. 
388 Ibid., 20. 
389 Ibid., 19. 
390 Blum, “Heidegger’s Shoes and Beautiful Feel,” 99. 
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church happens as an ongoing emergence when particular bodies work at 
it; that the church at work – the church as missional church – is the 
church. Yoder might say that we delve into the life Jesus and suddenly 
find ourselves (impossibly) graced to be in thick and permeable 
relationship with the world.  

Confession of faith is always being made, which is to say, being 
acted or worked at. In this sense, going from one body to another, 
confession must remain incomplete. Merleau-Ponty writes that “[t]he 
work that gets accomplished is thus not the work which exists in itself like 
a thing, but the work which reaches its viewer and invites him to take up 
the gesture which created it and, leaping over the intermediaries, to rejoin, 
without any guide other than a movement of the invented line [the spoken 
confession] (an almost incorporeal trace), the silent world of the painter, 
henceforth uttered and accessible.”391 We look to do deeply intentional 
good work and thereby find that ongoing acts of confession are part of 
the pattern of every moment of our lives. These patterns (of the good 
work of confessional expression) across the world bring us into shared 
(which is not to say common) experiences, missions, works, and 
confessions with others that, at their best, might be rightly thick and 
permeable, giving glory to Jesus’s name. In other words, good work 
precedes the sanctioned organizational unit (which is not to say that it 
straightforwardly precedes the good work that is properly disestablished 
institutions).392 To bring this explicitly to bear on the topic of thick and 
permeable boundaries, we can observe, with Chantal Logan’s summary of 
her interfaith experiences in Somalia, that “when Muslims and Christians 
work in the same context, interesting and unexpected interfaith 
communication happens.”393  

And where might this work lead us? A glib, though not inaccurate, 
answer is “nowhere.” For confession is an ongoing emergence. Even our 
final destination is an ongoing, but now perfected movement in and with 

                                                 
391 Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Reader, 252. 
392 Observing the shared missional work of MCC with the Coptic Orthodox Church and 
Syrian Orthodox Church, Eldon Wagler and Jane Emile-Wagler argue that “a unity of 
service and witness precedes a need for doctrinal and organizational unity” (“An 
Ingrafting: Mennonite Central Committee and the Churches of Egypt and Syria,” in 
Borders and Bridges, 125). 
393 Logan, “Reflections on Mennonite Interfaith Work in Somalia,” 63, my emphasis. 
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God. However, I think there is a sense in which this question should be 
taken more seriously. For to act in the way I have described suggests that 
we do not know ahead of time what truthful ways of being our action will 
find. However, we will better know how to act if we have some sense of 
where we ought to end up; and, given that Jesus is our guide, we should be 
wary of destinations that would contradict his guidance. 

Calling for Christians to cultivate a sense of inherent insufficiency, 
Coles asks: “What if the development of the Christian story ends up being 
the development of one among other things – say, the Nez 
Percé/Lakota/Christian story – such that each of these narratives is 
profoundly thrown out of joint, out of narrative structure, even out of an 
improvisational narrative structure and what develops comes to be seen as 
essentially unexpected newness born of an unexpected encounter?”394 
When I first read this question nearly three years ago, it both terrified and 
offended me. I still think, given the argument of this thesis, that such a 
destination is unlikely in the extreme. And yet, I also believe that my 
argument does not allow us to totally rule out a destination such as this, 
and I find that… exciting. Perhaps this is an early step towards a church 
with thick and permeable boundaries: learning to see the possibility of this 
kind of disjointed outcome of our faith as unlikely and full of possible 
missteps – but also strangely hopeful and exciting. After all, Jesus tells us 
that there is good work to do; may we do it hopefully and trust that God 
will make faithful and vulnerable church “happen.” 

 
  

                                                 
394 Coles, “Letter of July 17, 2006,” 43, Coles’s emphasis. 
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during that writing process. Beyond this, Harry is responsible for ushering 
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engagements with theology and especially John Howard Yoder, and for 
providing me with a role model for what it might mean to do theology for 
the church. For these many gifts, I am deeply in his debt. I also wish to 
thank my second reader, Irma Fast Dueck, whose comments and 
questions at my defense provided much of the impetus for my subsequent 
revisions and additions. Beyond my thesis work, CMU provided me with 
wonderful opportunities for rigorous intellectual learning and exploration. 
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for this. Of those not already mentioned I wish to name Karl Koop, 
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details, but will say that I do not know what it would mean to think 
without the many gifts they have given me. I also need to thank Denny 
Smith, academic writing coach at CMU, who poured great labour into the 
drafts I presented him with and is responsible for the fact that a number 
of these chapters only dimly resemble their original form. Many wonderful 
friendships at CMU and afterwards have sustained my work and spirit. In 
regards to my writing, George Dyck III, Peter Dueck, and Joel Peters 
stand out as those who have and continue to keep me philosophically on 
my toes and indulge me when I “need to” think out loud. I also thank 
Johanu Botha for eight years of exhilarating and influential intellectual 
companionship and for honouring me with a thoughtful Preface. I am 
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deeply indebted to my parents for the many forms of loving support they 
have shown me over the years. The space and time to read and write is an 
amazing privilege, and I owe this primarily to them. And I thank Maxwell 
Kennel from Zwickau Press, who has offered his interest, excitement, 
encouragement, and great patience.  
 Finally, I owe most of all to Lisa Obirek. I do not mean this only 
in the general sense of what has enriched my life over the past two years 
(though she has far beyond anything else) or for who has lost most when 
my time and energy has been consumed by writing (though I fear she has). 
Besides me, no one has logged more hours on this book, seen more draft 
copies, or contributed more in a very direct sense than has she. I thank her 
for much editing and proof reading, her deeply cultivated ability to know 
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context of my writing for both correction and encouragement, and for an 
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stimulation. 
 I wish to dedicate this book to my Opa, Gerhard Ens – an 
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