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I would like to thank Martha Reineke and Willard Swartley for inviting this response.  I am not a New Testament scholar, although I love reading New Testament studies nor am I a peace church scholar, having only really discovered the Mennonites a year ago, but in one way or another, I have always preached peace
.  Willard is, quite frankly, a peace church New Testament scholar.  He is also a big fan of the mimetic theory.

Juxtaposing mimetic theory and peacemaking may seem strange to some.  Like hydrogen and oxygen, they each have intrinsic value; together they form a compound that can originate life.  This generative process also occurs when bringing together mimetic theory and peace church theology.  James Alison in The Joy of Being Wrong suggested a theological framework to do just this.  In Covenant of Peace
 (hereafter COP), Willard Swartley provides an exegetical structure that compliments Alison’s theology. 

The subtitle of COP, “The Missing Peace in New Testament Theology and Ethics”, raises the question that is the pink elephant in the room.  If there are over 100 references to peace in the New Testament, if Jesus taught nonviolence or active nonresistance, how have the vast majority of those writing on the New Testament missed this?  

The simple answer is that certain presuppositions regarding the relation of church and culture unconsciously influence exegesis.  Peace Church scholars date the origin of these presuppositions to the time of Constantine and Augustine, I would suggest that they go back deeper into the “pristine” early church and can already be found in several significant second century writers, even perhaps in some New Testament literature
.  One may quibble with this timetable; nevertheless, mimetic theorists do agree about the seductive capacity of cultural victimage to inform our hermeneutics.

I would like to suggest five areas where COP makes valuable contributions to both New Testament studies as well as to mimetic theory.

1. COP recognizes the New Testament understanding of peace and peacemaking to be a core aspect of positive mimesis.
2. COP signals the subversive value of the gospel in relation to the formation of theological traditions.

3. COP values the relationship between the [so-called] historical Jesus and the Risen Lord.

4. COP stresses both the inner (spiritual) and outer (political) dimensions of evil in its manifestations.

5. COP highlights the liturgical formation of beliefs regarding peace in the worshipping community.

First, COP recognizes the value of the New Testament understanding of peace and peacemaking to be a core aspect of positive mimesis.  Mimetic theory already has a tradition of excellent exegesis, Hamerton-Kelly, Schwager, Williams, Wink, Alison, Chilton and others.  Among these, Walter Wink stands apart, for his correlation of mimetic theory and active non-resistance and peacemaking in Engaging the Powers.  In COP, Swartley delves deep into the discipline of New Testament studies and exegetes a plethora of texts from a peace church perspective enlightened by mimetic theory.  Over and over again, COP exposes sacrificial readings and directs us to engage the gospel texts from a holistic perspective of shalom, which is the perspective of positive mimesis.

The configuration of positive mimesis is not one of Rene Girard’s strengths; he is quite open about this.   He has given us interpretive parameters, especially in Things Hidden, but the real work to be done on positive mimesis he bequeathed to his colleagues and students.  COP may well become the standard for exegesis on the real world implications of positive mimesis.  Swartley’s Mennonite heritage gives him a hermeneutic edge because both Anabaptist theology and mimetic theory see/read/hear/interpret from the perspective of the victim.  

Yet, COP is not a narrow sectarian reading of the New Testament.  As mentioned, COP is at home with Roman Catholic James Alison’s The Joy of Being Wrong.  They are two sides of a coin.  The anthropological epistemology found in Alison is rendered by Swartley through the peace church hermeneutic.  COP expands our vision of real world Christian ethics demonstrating that christology and ethics are not separate categories and that, if anything, the gospels present an ethical christology, not a metaphysical christology, but a christology with real world consequences and applications.  

Second, COP signals the subversive value of the gospel in relation to the formation of theological traditions.  There are cases, from a peace church perspective, of a false interpretation of Jesus’ messiahship.  S.G.F. Brandon would be one famous example, the Jesus of American Christian Zionism another.  The triumphalist Jesus has been toppled, though, in twentieth century research, not only in historical Jesus studies but also in alternative hermeneutics grounded in liberation theology and Jesus’ ‘preferential option for the poor.’  In this vein, COP develops a coherent Prince of Peace christology, a christology oriented toward humility, meekness, love and forgiveness.

Swartley marshals an army of scholarly support to demonstrate that the christology that is being elucidated is not an isolated reading. That Jesus related his self-understanding to the ethic he lived seems viable to me. That Jesus should be a figure with something to say about real life should not be too surprising, one would expect this of a Jewish teacher or rabbi.  That Jesus’ message included profound social aspects that included transformative initiatives for human relations might be surprising to some.  Jesus’ life was radical and challenged everything about the status quo.  The nonviolence (nonresistance) and forgiveness displayed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus are the way into understanding the peacemaking character of Jesus’ message.  COP admirably demonstrates this, not only in the Synoptics, but in the chapters on John and Paul as well.   

Swartley argues that the theology of the New Testament writers is congruent with Jesus’ teaching, that there is a clear and consistent ethic that is generated both by Jesus before his execution and after his resurrection in the church which followed him.  The gospel writers do not betray Jesus in their understanding of his person and work.  Neither does Swartley succumb to the contemporary pressure to push the envelope of a hermeneutics of suspicion.  Rather, one finds a generous, jubilary, yet subversive reading of the New Testament.  

There is often a certain lack of ‘humor’ or joy today in scientific biblical and theological research.  We have become ‘Philistines’ as Karl Barth put it.  COP, however, does not leave one with that disenchanted taste in one’s mouth (as do far too many books).  On almost every page there is something “good” about the “good news.”  

One will not find here cheap apologetics harmonizing the New Testament.  Rather, rigorous redaction, literary and cultural criticism abound.  In this way, COP reminds one of N.T. Wright’s or Ben Witherington’s books on Jesus.  Yet, this rendering of the Gospels is done with an eye to mimetic theory, reading them through the lens of mimetic victimage.  

Third, COP values the relationship between the [so-called] historical Jesus and the Risen Lord.  When the resurrection tells the story of the vindicated victim, rather than the justified sacrifice, the gap, created with Platonic metaphysics between the historical Jesus and the Risen Lord diminishes.  This dichotomy, that split the church and the academy a long time ago (“What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?”), still holds true today.  The church has perceived the Risen Lord as the ideal while the academy has elevated the historical Jesus.  Either way something gets lost in the copy.  In the case of the Church it was the humanity of Jesus; in the case of the academy it was the divine character of Jesus, the Divine affirmation of this specific human life.

On the other hand, e.g., in COP, the theological framework and redaction of the gospels is shown to project the same christological-ethical trajectory as the teaching of Jesus.  I am fairly certain that Lessing’s “ugly ditch”, more recently surveyed as a mighty chasm by the Jesus Seminar, will turn out to be simply a crack and that a hermeneutic derived from the perspective of the victim will allow us to see the congruence between the gospel writers and Jesus.  James Alison has observed that this hermeneutic is possible only in light of the presence of the wounded, resurrected Jesus
.  

Jesus not only brings a new hermeneutic, he is a new hermeneutic.  Unlike a lot of hermeneutics that imply a single reader and a text, COP advocates a communal reading and interpretation of the biblical text, a true ‘synagogue.’
  Gnosticism is alive and well in Christianity, private interpretations abound
.   But there is a new spirituality, a new hermeneutic generated in the resurrection in the formation of a new community. The community, the Body of Christ, collectively hears, obeys and lives Holy Scripture.  Swartley, as any mimetic theorist, recognizes the ‘interdividual’ character of humanness.  The false transcendence of individual spirituality is transformed into spirituality that is, at once, personal and collective, but never individual, private or secret.  

Fourth, COP stresses both the inner (spiritual) and outer (political) dimensions of evil in its manifestations.  Swartley is not one to shy away from evil in any of its expressions.  Following in the footsteps of the Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder
, we would expect COP to emphasize not only the personal but also the social dimension of Jesus’ teaching.  And it does.  Time and again, the social or interdividual aspect of human relationships and their grounding in a gospel morality are shown to be a characteristic of virtually every strand of the New Testament.  Like liberation theology, sin and evil are perceived as structural realities not dissimilar to the pillars of culture found in mimetic theory.  State, religion, family and social honor are all challenged by the event of Jesus Christ.  One might suspect that Swartley’s Mennonite heritage is seeping through here except that the social ethic of Jesus has been recovered and developed by many scholars from a variety of backgrounds these past several decades.
  

Yet, evil also manifests itself in another fashion, not easily discussed among academics: demonic possession.  In COP as well as several other recent essays
, Swartley has asked about the ‘reality’ of both demons and the practice of exorcism.  Evil is not just social but also intensely personal (although not ‘individual’ - that is ‘the romantic lie.’).  Persons can be afflicted by evil as much as groups and so Swartley draws attention to the importance of Jesus’ exorcistic ministry and the possibility of our own participation today in ‘casting out Satan.’  

Walter Wink
 has highlighted the varied forms the ‘powers’ can take by bringing into our worldview the social-spirituality of the Powers. Jean-Michel Oughourlian
 has laid a foundation to understand ‘possession’ psychologically.  They both address ways by which to understand the phenomenon of a victim ‘possessed.’   There will surely be discomfort for some who pride themselves on strictly rational, intellectual approaches; nevertheless, those in the trenches, pastors, chaplains and others who are only too aware of the deep, psycho-social disordering of many folks, will find this part of COP to be immensely beneficial.  Swartley suggests that we might also consider ‘deliverance ministries’ to have a viable place in effecting the victory of the vindicated victim.

Fifth, COP highlights the liturgical formation of beliefs regarding peace by the worshipping community.  Following World War II there was a flurry of exegetical work that showed the liturgical character of much of the New Testament.  One thinks of Protestants like Oscar Cullman, C.F.D. Moule, Ralph Martin and Geoffrey Wainwright as well as the Roman Catholic Jean Danielou. COP adds to this wealth of understanding, illuminating liturgically formed beliefs about peace within the worshipping community.

Why is this important for mimetic theorists who interpret Scripture?  How will it assist us to speak of the ‘transformation of the powers’ as indicated by Walter Wink?  Just as gospel is the exposure of myth and thus the new way the story is told, so also ritual is given new life and meaning in the worship practices of the church (as prohibition is given new form in the ‘positive command’ to love God and neighbor).
  

Liturgy is not a particular strength of Mennonites so it is all the more delightful that Swartley finds the liturgical character of some New Testament traditions to be a moral foundation and enactment of certain peace practices.  I am not persuaded, as is Swartley, that the Eucharist was a Passover meal, but if it was, I prefer the rendering that Swartley gives it. One cannot share in the bread and cup and draw the sword; these actions are antithetical.  A positive mimesis is here drawn from a new reading of the last supper which sees the self-giving of Jesus as the primary christological-ethical impulse for Christian worship and discipleship.

Perhaps most striking is his use of the Apocalypse of John in this regard.  The book of Revelation is a drama (shades of von Balthasar?), indeed a ‘theo-drama’, about the nonviolent victory of God expressed above all through the worship of the Christian community.  The lamb christology of the Apocalypse is that of the mimetic victim, now justly vindicated, whose vindication is also the sign that breaks down myth making culture and thus creates the condition for the escalation of human violence, the war of all against all.

In the midst of this violence, the martyrs and the saints, those who like Jesus, have given and give their lives, gather to re-enact the drama of death and resurrection both on earth and in heaven, one liturgy, one song, one common voice of the faithful.  This chapter concludes with an inspirational liturgy based upon a dramatic reading of the Apocalypse.

Others will undoubtedly discern additional strengths of COP.  In spite of all these kudos, I found myself deeply disappointed by the penultimate chapter of COP.  The conclusion that Swartley draws regarding the issue of violence and nonviolence in God disturbs me.  The christological paradigm of the book to this point is decidedly nonviolent, yet when it comes time to speak of the relation of God (theology) to nonviolence, Swartley falls back on the traditional Gnostic dualism and speaks of God’s love and God’s mercy alongside the necessity of retaining God’s wrath.  He argues this by evidencing Miroslav Volf’s ‘eschatological deferral of violence.’
  To be sure, Swartley nuances the discussion as he suggests the ‘category of fallacy’ when attributing violence to God.  He asserts that there is no direct analogy between human violence and God’s wrath or eschatological judgment.  Nevertheless, I think the cosmic vision of reconciliation in COP gets short-circuited or at the very least short changed in this chapter where condemnation is treated as ‘essential’ as forgiveness.  

Swartley notes the divide this produces among Mennonites; I for one am more comfortable saying that “violence is not an attribute of God” as does the Epistle to Diognetus for “the Father judges no one” (John 5).  All justice is given into the hands of the ‘lamb slain from the foundation of the world’ who in both dying and resurrection brought forgiveness; why should things be any different eschatologically?  Is Jesus Christ not “the same, yesterday, today and forever”?  

If we assert from the perspective of mimetic theory that the “identity” of the Son and the Father is not metaphysical but one grounded in mimesis, how can Jesus be said to imitate God if God judges and condemns, something Jesus did not do to sinners during his ministry?  Only those who find themselves among the in-group pronounce judgment.  This already ought to signal to us the mythic structuring of the victimage mechanism that divides persons into believers and non-believers, holy or profane, some destined to heaven and some to hell.  If those who practice nonviolence and inclusion as Jesus practiced it do not follow this to the same conclusion that Jesus did, namely that God is non-discriminating (Matthew 6) and nonviolent (Luke 4), then how can we speak of an authentic imitatio Dei?  Isn’t following Jesus’ hermeneutic also an essential aspect of discipleship?

It seems to me that the axiomatic phrase “God is Love” in whom “there is no darkness at all” (I John 1) and in whom “there is no shadow of turning” (James 1) is a better epistemological foundation upon which to build a doctrine of the trinity than the dualistic model presupposed by Platonic Christianity.
  In this regard it is rather astonishing that Swartley references Anthony Bartlett’s book Cross Purposes as “stimulating…an excellent example of post-Girardian inquiry” but does not follow through on the logical consequences of the rejection of dualism in Christian theology and the grounding of a Christian anthropology and theology in the abyssal compassion of the cross and resurrection
.  

In conclusion, I would not want my concerns about this one chapter to nullify all that I have previously said regarding COP.  It stands as a beacon of light in New Testament studies, querying both the theologians and the biblical scholars, asking them to stand back from their Constantinian and Augustinian presuppositions long enough to ask about the ‘strange new…peaceful world’ that is breaking through the biblical story
.  
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