
 

467 

MQR 87 (Oct. 2013) 

A Peace Witness Transformed:  
The Mennonite Response to the Gulf Wars in 1990-1991  

and 2002-2003 
 

GRANT MILLER* 
 

Abstract: Throughout the twentieth century Mennonites in the United States relied 
on their refusal to obey conscription demands and fight in the nation’s wars as a 
primary expression of their peace witness. However, when the draft ended in 1975 
Mennonites lost their primary mechanism to voice their dissent. In the context of 
the changing dynamics of modern warfare Mennonites struggled during the Gulf 
Wars and other armed conflicts of the 1990s to find an appropriate peace witness 
that encompassed the broader concerns of the church while remaining grounded in 
a collective and unifying commitment to peace. 

Early in the fall of 1918, Adam Mumaw, a Mennonite conscientious 
objector from Wooster, Ohio, arrived in Camp Zachary Taylor in 
Kentucky. At the time, the U.S. government required all draftees to serve 
under military command, even those in noncombatant positions. But 
after he arrived, Mumaw refused to wear the military uniform assigned 
to him. The soldiers in the camp subsequently grabbed him, repeatedly 
threw him in the air, and stripped him of his clothes. They stopped 
mistreating him further only when a lieutenant intervened.1  

Twenty-seven years later, during World War II, Clayton Wenger was 
also drafted by the U.S military. Shortly before the U.S. entered the war, 
however, the government had agreed to allow conscientious objectors to 
fulfill their military obligation by participating in an alternative 
program—Civilian Public Service—that was managed by Mennonites 
and other historic peace churches. For one year, Wenger worked on a 
soil conservation project at Weeping Water, Nebraska followed by three 
years of service at various dairy farms in Wisconsin.2  

In 1970, at the height of the Vietnam War, Duane Shank, a Mennonite 
from Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, sent a letter to the United States 
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government explaining why he would not register for the draft. Three 
months later Shank was arrested and soon thereafter sentenced to three 
years of service with a community organizing group.3  

At several important junctures in the twentieth century, the U.S. 
government called on its citizens to serve the nation by going to war. 
Although the circumstances, conditions, and public forms of pressure to 
comply varied widely between World War I and the end of mass 
conscription in 1975, a significant number of Mennonites consistently 
sought to express their peace convictions by refusing to serve in the 
armed forces. Although the wartime experiences of these three young 
men differed in significant ways, they were united by a common theme. 
Each was drafted by the United States military, and each chose to resist 
the pressure to conform to the demands of a nation at war as an 
expression of his religious commitment to peace.  

As Mennonites navigated their political relationship with the state 
during the course of the twentieth century a central concern was how 
their pacifist principles could be accommodated to the demands of a 
nation at war. During World War I, the U.S. government expected that 
all draftees, including conscientious objectors, would do their part for 
the nation. As a result hundreds of objectors were court-martialed for 
refusing to obey military orders, including commands to work or drill 
while in uniform. In the decade prior to World War II, Mennonites and 
other historic peace churches were able to negotiate an alternative 
arrangement—Civilian Public Service—in lieu of military service. This 
option of alternative service remained in place during the Korean War 
and the Vietnam War, offering thousands of young men a means of 
serving their country while staying true to their religious or political 
convictions. Still, some young men and church theologians rejected all 
accommodations to the conscription system and refused even the option 
of civilian service.  

By the end of the twentieth century the nature of modern warfare had 
dramatically changed. The technology of modern armies no longer 
demanded mass mobilization of armed personnel. The introduction of 
the ‚all-volunteer army‛ in 1975 meant that the nation no longer 
required Mennonites to participate directly in its wars. Although 
Mennonites celebrated the end of compulsory conscription, the new 
reality brought an end to a time-tested means by which Mennonites had 
given public expression to their peace witness. The Gulf Wars against 
Iraq in 1990-1991 and again in the decade following 2002 elevated this 
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theoretical question to a matter of urgent debate among Mennonites, a 
debate that played out in several North American Mennonite periodicals 
and illustrated the contested, sometimes fragile, understanding of the 
Mennonite peace witness at the turn of the century. The end of the draft 
hastened a transformation in the peace witness of the Mennonite Church, 
in which the focus of Mennonite pacifism moved from conscientious 
objection, alternative service, and draft resistance to a broader 
understanding of peacemaking that included a public witness against 
warfare itself and the larger social, economic, and political forces that led 
to war. This shift extended the scope of Mennonite peace theology and 
broadened the base of the peace witness beyond the young men who 
faced the draft. But it also created deep debate and uncertainty within 
the Mennonite Church that may have weakened the church’s ability to 
present a cohesive, focused, and unified peace witness. 

This study explores the shifting attitudes toward peace among U.S. 
Mennonites during the last decade of the twentieth century and the first 
decade of the twenty-first as reflected in the pages of several church-
wide periodicals. Although the writings of Mennonite theologians and 
ethicists on the subject of war and peace have been well documented 
during this period, we know significantly less about the corresponding 
attitudes of Mennonites in general, especially since young men were no 
longer compelled to make a public decision in response to the draft. 
Assessing popular attitudes is not easy. But the major Mennonite 
periodicals of the day—The Gospel Herald (M.C. through 1998), The 
Mennonite (G.C. through 1998; MCUSA thereafter),4 and Mennonite 
Weekly Review (an independent paper)—provide one window into 
contemporary currents of thought. Although these periodicals privilege 
the voices of church leaders and likely do not reflect the full breadth of 
Mennonite attitudes toward peace theology and practice, they 
nonetheless illuminate the major contours of the discussion during this 
period and shed light on several critical changes and developments 
within the Mennonite community of discourse during these years of 
military conflict.5 
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THE MODERN WARFARE STATE AND MENNONITES  
IN THE UNITED STATES 

Many scholars, including the historian Eric Hobsbawm, have 
identified the twentieth century as the most violent century in human 
history.6 Marked by two world wars, the creation and use of atomic 
weapons, and bloody civil and ethnic strife, the century witnessed the 
violent death of more than 100 million people.7 To be sure, the 
devestation of war is nothing new to human history; civilizations have 
risen and fallen on the destruction of others. But the mass loss of life in 
the twentieth century came about through two new developments that 
changed the scale of human destruction and broadened its impact on 
civilians. The first was the technological advancement of weapons—from 
the introduction of Gatling gun and airplanes in the early 1900s to the 
emergence of nuclear weapons by midcentury—that opened up the 
possibility of destroying humanity itself. The second development was 
the institutionalization of the modern warfare state.8 Not only did 
modern nations conscript and mobilize large armies but their whole 
political and economic systems became directed towards the military 
endeavor. Virtually all aspects of society were marshaled to win the 
war.9 In the U.S. wars of the twentieth century every patriotic citizen was 
expected to join in the war effort—men went to battle, women entered 
the workplace, media and governments flooded the nation with 
propaganda, citizens bought war bonds and grew victory gardens, 
industrialists produced enormous stockpiles of weapons and 
ammunition, and farmers grew the food needed to feed the army.  

This all-encompassing approach to warfare was problematic for 
Mennonites. As eighteenth and nineteenth-century immigrants to the 
United States, Mennonites had come to enjoy sustained security and 
prosperity by the twentieth century. Although relations with the state 
had always been difficult for Mennonites in the United States during 
times of war, the emergence of the modern warfare state in the early 
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twentieth century posed new challenges.10 Their religious commitment 
to the principle of nonresistance—based on a literal interpretation of the 
teachings of Jesus, who taught that Christians should love their enemies, 
even sacrificially—brought them increasingly into tension with their 
fellow citizens and the nation’s leaders.11 During the First World War in 
1917, Mennonites faced many hostilities, especially toward the men who 
were drafted and reported to military training camps but refused to put 
on uniforms or participate in training exercises. When many of these 
men refused to cooperate, they faced the reality of physical mistreatment 
and courts-martial. Troubled by this experience Mennonite leaders in the 
1930s joined together with other peace churches to negotiate with the 
government an alternative to military service. Their efforts led to the 
creation of the Civilian Public Service program in 1940. This initiative 
required conscientious objectors to devote a period of service to 
government-approved civilian projects in place of military service, 
thereby allowing Mennonites and others to perform their civic duty 
without going to war. The experiences of conscientious objectors during 
World War II profoundly impacted Mennonites. It not only brought 
hundreds of young Mennonites out of the isolation of their rural 
communities, but it also gave public expression to the Mennonite 
commitment to pacifism while simultaneously enabling them to perform 
work ‚of national importance‛ as the nation was at war. In the years 
following World War II a consensus between the church and the state 
had emerged that honored the traditional Mennonite commitment to 
pacifism in return for a period of service to the state.12 When the draft 
was reinstituted during the Korean War—and remained in effect 
through the end of the war in Vietnam—a somewhat similar system of 
alternative service, known by its Selective Service classification code     
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‚I-W,‛ replaced Civilian Public Service.13 But the basic compact between 
the government and the church remained in place. 

The political and social turmoil of the Vietnam War in 1968, however, 
prompted many Mennonites to reevaluate their relationship with the 
state and the compromise they had made more than twenty-five years 
earlier. Some Mennonites, attuned to the growing secular peace 
movement, began to broaden their political engagement with the state. 
As Mennonites were more deeply integrated into American society the 
church’s traditional ‚two kingdom‛ theology—a worldview that 
envisioned the church and state as fundamentally different realms, with 
the state’s use of violence an inevitable part of its fallen nature—was 
challenged by a new theology that called for a more active witness to the 
state against its use of any violence. The racial inequities exposed by the 
Civil Rights Movement, the economic injustices revealed by the War on 
Poverty, and the deepening violence associated with the Vietnam War 
prompted a younger generation of Mennonites to not only engage the 
state on their own behalf, but on behalf of others as well.14 Some of those 
who sought a stronger witness to the state even called into question the 
I-W alternative service program by refusing to cooperate with the 
government. Not content with merely asking the state for permission to 
pursue alternative service, they rejected the draft and the alternative 
service program as a protest against a larger system of destruction and 
domination that seemed contrary to the Christian witness. The conflict 
triggered a heated debate among church leaders about what an 
appropriate response to the draft should look like. Some church leaders 
who had worked hard to create the civilian service program were 
offended at the apparent failure of these draft-resisters to appreciate and 
take advantage of the I-W service opportunity. Others, like Mennonite 
college professors J. R. Burkholder and James Juhnke, were outspoken in 
their opposition to the draft. They regarded draft refusal as not only a 
legitimate option for Christians but even elevated it as the more faithful 
response.  

Although the number of Mennonites who chose to resist the draft was 
quite small—probably no more than forty—the experience touched off a 
debate that shaped how Mennonites understood their peace witness and 
relationship with the state.15 The traditional two-kingdom theology was 
being challenged by the assertion that the alternative service programs 
had been created at the sacrifice of the church’s prophetic voice. That 
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debate found expression in the writings of leading Mennonite 
theologians and ethicists, as well as in a host of study conferences, 
seminars, and church assemblies.16 But the conversation that ensued was 
further shaped by changes in military strategy that eliminated the draft 
and increasingly focused its attention on specialized skills needed to 
maintain the technological fire power of the modern warfaring state. 

 

NEW QUESTIONS: THE PERSIAN GULF WAR, 1990-1991 

The Gulf War of 1990-1991 marked the first significant experience for 
Mennonites with the transformed nature of modern warfare. For fifteen 
years, following the end of the Vietnam War and the elimination of the 
draft, the U.S. had not engaged in a major military mobilization. To be 
sure, various military interventions had taken place during that time, 
including the invasion of Grenada (1983) and an intervention in Panama 
(1989).17 But when Iraqi forces invaded neighboring Kuwait on August 2, 
1990, the stage was set for an American military intervention in the 
Persian Gulf on a much larger scale. The immediate roots of the conflict 
went back to the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the overthrow of the U.S.-
backed Shah, and the subsequent American hostage crisis. In the Iran-
Iraq War of the 1980s, the U.S. had a strong interest in curbing Iran’s 
influence in the region and maintaining the balance of power with their 
neighbors. Thus, the U.S. provided a large amount of military aid to Iraq. 
The result was indecisive, leaving both Iraq and Iran with damaged 
countries.18 

As Iraq sought to rebuild and strengthen its economic and political 
position following the war with Iran, its access to major oil reserves 
directly affected U.S. interests in the region as well, especially when Iraq 
began to threaten the neighboring country of Kuwait. Iraqi leaders 
resented Kuwait’s refusal to forgive loans made to Iraq during the war, 
especially in light of the fact that Iraq’s struggle against Iranian 
aggression had been in the interests of smaller nations like Kuwait. Iraq 
also resented Kuwait’s overproduction of oil, which lowered global oil 
prices and reduced the income that Iraq desperately needed. Finally, and 
most egregiously, Iraqi leaders charged Kuwait with drilling for oil at 
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the border of the two countries and stealing Iraqi oil. When Iraqi 
president Saddam Hussein questioned the United States ambassador 
about the border conflict with Kuwait a month before the invasion he 
allegedly was told that the U.S. had ‚no opinion on Arab-Arab 
conflicts.‛19 

In reality, however, the U.S. and much of the rest of the world had 
strong opinions about the conflict that ensued. U.S. allies in the Middle 
East, especially Saudi Arabia, were frightened by Iraqi aggression and 
feared that Saddam Hussein and his Arab nationalist Baathist Party 
would eventually push farther than Kuwait. The United States and other 
Western nations were deeply concerned about the consequences the Iraqi 
invasion on oil prices; and, in light of the recent collapse of the Soviet 
Union President George H.W. Bush—leader of the world’s only 
superpower—did not want to show any signs of weakness in the face of 
Iraqi aggression. Almost immediately, the United Nations imposed 
sanctions on Iraq, demanding its immediate withdrawal.20  

For nearly five months after the invasion of Kuwait international 
tension grew. World leaders waited for sanctions against Iraq to force 
negotiations and their withdrawal from Kuwait. When that did not 
happen, a U.S.-led coalition of military forces, made up of American, 
British, Saudi, and Egyptian troops began to assemble in Saudi Arabia. 
On January 17, 1991, with the blessing of the United Nations, coalition 
forces began their assault on Iraqi forces in Kuwait. The massive 
coalition bombardment of Iraqi troops and cities quickly led to the 
retreat of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. On February 28, only forty-two days 
after the assault began, the coalition army declared victory and 
announced a ceasefire. Coalition forces had routed the Iraqi army, 
suffering only 150 casualties in the process. Although the Iraqi army was 
not as thoroughly decimated as initially thought—and would, indeed, go 
on in the following months to violently crush the Kurdish and Shiite 
rebellions within northern and southern Iraq—the war was quickly 
proclaimed as a complete success for the coalition and the larger cause of 
international justice.21 

For the United States, the Gulf War of 1991 marked a decisive shift in 
the nature of warfare. Unlike the major conflicts of the twentieth century, 
this war was brief and relatively painless for U.S. citizens. Military 
technology and overwhelming firepower had proven to be the crucial 
factors. Moreover, the United Nations Security Council—including 
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Russia, which until very recently had been a Cold War foe of the United 
States—had formally supported the United States as the military leader 
of the international coalition, signifying a dramatic shift from the old 
Cold War rivalries. Other nations also shared many of the costs of the 
war. Furthermore, unlike American military actions of the past decade, 
this conflict involved a long, public build-up. Economic sanctions had 
been given at least a modicum amount of time to work; and, in contrast 
to the Vietnam War, the large majority of the American public supported 
the action. Most significantly, the United States engaged the war without 
making any demands directly of its citizens. There was no draft or 
selling of war bonds or calls for national sacrifice. Given the low number 
of casualties and the support of international funds, the war seemed 
almost without cost.22 Superior technological military power had 
replaced a mass conscripted army.23 The country did not have to 
restructure its economy to support the war; and American citizens 
continued to act as if they were living in a time of peace, even as they 
were celebrating victory on the battlefield. 

 

MENNONITE RESPONSE TO THE FIRST GULF WAR 
The character of the Gulf War challenged the Mennonite peace 

witness that had developed in the twentieth century, hastening a 
transformation that had begun during the Vietnam War.24 By the end of 
the Vietnam War, choosing alternative service over induction into the 
military was still the central unifying aspect of the Mennonite peace 
witness. But in contrast to previous wars, the Gulf War of 1991 did not 
require any direct participation by Mennonites, thereby leaving them 
without a clear form of public witness for their commitment to peace.  

The model that tentatively began to emerge, guided by 
denominational leaders and supported by at least some congregations, 
was a traditional concern that the draft could be reinstituted combined 
with a new active and vocal opposition to the war, an embrace of direct 
political advocacy and public protest against the nation’s wars, and an 
affirmation of an alternative lifestyle that rejected unsustainable habits of 
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consumption as a constant and visible witness to peace. This emerging 
witness was deeply shaped by activist models of dissent forged during 
the era of the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War as well as the 
influential role of Mennonite Central Committee (M.C.C.), the relief and 
advocacy organization of the Mennonite Church, and Christian 
Peacemaker Teams (C.P.T.), an organization supported by Mennonites, 
the historic peace churches, and other peace-minded Christians that had 
organized five years earlier to respond to violence and oppression 
through direct nonviolent action.25 

During the buildup to the Gulf War many Mennonite institutions and 
congregants still feared that a draft would be reinstated. Thus, the 
initial—almost reflexive—reaction of the church was to ensure that their 
young men would be safe from military conscription.26 Numerous 
experts outside the White House argued that the war would be 
significantly more expansive, involve many more casualties, and take 
much longer than the government was predicting. By December 1990 
nearly one million troops were staged in the Gulf region ready for 
action.27 Some projections suggested that the army could expect 
casualties of at least 200 a day and predicted the reinstatement of the 
draft after three or four months of fighting.28 Already three months 
before the height of the troop buildup, several Mennonite denominations 
had asked M.C.C. to join the National Interreligious Service Board for 
Conscientious Objectors in preparing documents that might be needed in 
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order to reinstate the conscientious objector and alternative service 
option with the United States government.29  

However, Congress showed little interest in renewing a draft, and by 
early 1991 M.C.C. made it clear that a reinstated draft was extremely 
unlikely.30 Even so, M.C.C. offices were flooded with questions and 
requests for peace materials related to securing conscientious objector 
status.31 Major Mennonite publications carried information on how to 
document individual peace convictions and register as a conscientious 
objector.32 Articles and editorials by church leaders also continued to 
mention the draft as a possibility. Whether or not they saw it as a real 
possibility, their advocacy helped to stir Mennonite interest and concern 
for peace issues.33 The lessons from the wars of the twentieth century 
had been learned well—even though many experts outside of the peace 
churches never regarded the renewal of the draft as a serious possibility, 
in the early 1990s the church had quickly mobilized in anticipation of a 
possible military conscription.34 

After it became clear that the draft would not be reinstated, 
Mennonite periodicals instead carried stories of active duty soldiers 
seeking conscientious objector status, focusing especially on the 
difficulty soldiers had in obtaining that status.35 A change in the 
conscription system had reduced the number of days a draftee had to file 
for conscientious objection and increased the amount of documentation 
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necessary to offer sufficient proof of beliefs.36 Moreover, soldiers who 
were successful in receiving C.O. status had to give up their rank, salary, 
and military benefits, and those who were not successful in their appeals 
were often court-martialed and jailed.37 

Even as American news coverage was creating a patriotic narrative in 
support of the war, Mennonite Central Committee, which supplied 30 
percent of all news articles on the war for Mennonite publications, was 
sharply critical.38 Although M.C.C. did not have personnel in Iraq or 
Kuwait, long established units in Jordan, the West Bank, and Egypt 
enabled M.C.C. News Service direct access to the political realities of the 
region while also providing a historical and regional context for the war 
and its possible outcomes.39 The experience of the workers in these 
places shaped Mennonite perspectives on the conflict and its possible 
consequences.  

The M.C.C. unit in Jordan provided an especially crucial perspective 
on the Gulf conflict. M.C.C. had been working in Jordan since 1950 and 
had formed close relationships with Christian partners in the country.40 
Jordan received the largest number of the refugees streaming from 
Kuwait and Iraq.41 M.C.C. responded with emergency food and shelter 
but quickly ran through the $10,000 allotted to the endeavor and 
requested additional funds to help with the overwhelming flood of 
refugees.42  
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This resource, along with the experiences of other M.C.C. contacts in 
the region, provided an Arab perspective on the war and enabled 
Mennonites to better understand the direct consequences of the conflict 
for people of the region. The central problem, according to M.C.C. and 
other Mennonite leaders—-(including the widely-respected economist 
Carl Kreider—was the double standard practiced by the U.S.43 Iraq had 
broken international law by invading Kuwait, and the United States was 
rallying world leaders to pass U.N. sanctions against Iraq and endorse 
possible military action. However, for decades Israel had violated U.N. 
resolution after resolution and continued to occupy the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip, while enjoying full U.S. support. This double standard 
suggested to Arab nations that Americans were more concerned about 
their economic interests in oil than upholding the principles of 
international justice. Arab nations had also opposed the Iraqi invasion of 
Kuwait; but they sought to mediate the situation through the Arab 
League, a solution M.C.C. also endorsed.44 As Western nations amassed 
their forces in Saudi Arabia to deter further Iraqi aggression and prepare 
for a possible attack, readers of Mennonite periodicals were 
encountering arguments from M.C.C.’s partners in the Middle East that 
Western interests in the region likely had more to do with global 
economic concerns than with the principles of fairness and international 
justice.45  

Mennonite periodicals also reported on the activities of Christian 
Peacemakers Teams. During the late 1980s, C.P.T. had drawn attention to 
the plight of the Palestinian people and the unconditional American 
support of Israel. Readers of Mennonite periodicals were reminded that 
the problems and solutions swirling around the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict included the whole Arab world.46 When the war broke out in 
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1991, C.P.T. leaders drew on their experience in the Middle East to raise 
awareness about larger issues such as the Israeli occupation of Palestine. 
Any true and lasting peace with Iraq, they argued, would need to avoid 
armed conflict and address the Israel/Palestine conflict. 

As part of their emerging response to the Gulf War, both M.C.C. and 
C.P.T. also participated in delegations to Iraq in an effort to form 
personal relationships with Iraqi people, to lobby for the release of all 
international hostages, and to promote a nonviolent solution to the 
conflict. Ror example, one M.C.C. staff member, John Stoner, and a 
former worker, Doug Hostetter, were part of a twenty-member 
Fellowship of Reconciliation delegation that spent five days in Iraq in the 
fall of 1990. Delegates on the M.C.C. team met with a number of Iraqi 
officials, including the speaker of the national assembly, the first deputy 
minister, and the heads of health, religious affairs, and finance and 
commerce. Both M.C.C. and C.P.T. delegations gave medicine and other 
aid in response to the shortages caused by the sanctions and scheduled 
meetings with ordinary Iraqi citizens in order to better understand their 
concerns in the unfolding crisis. The delegations also met with Iraqi 
church leaders and worshipped together in prayer.47 

These M.C.C. and C.P.T. delegations provided Mennonites in the U.S. 
with firsthand reports regarding official Iraqi understandings of the 
conflict, the personal difficulties of Iraqi citizens, the shortages of food 
and medicine, and the struggles of the Christians churches in Iraq. As 
such, their reports helped Mennonite readers to form an understanding 
of the crisis distinct from that provided by the mainstream American 
media. Participants in the delegations were well aware that the 
perspectives they received were biased; but they were multidimensional 
perspectives and ones that were not being heard in the United States.48 
Especially the time spent visiting with Iraqi citizens and worshipping 
with Iraqi Christians added a new dynamic. The Middle East was both 
culturally and politically complex. Religion was central in understanding 
the conflict but national, ethnic, and tribal identity confounded the 
simplistic distinctions between Jews, Christians, and Muslims.  
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In addition to providing an alternative understanding of the war, 
voices from M.C.C. and C.P.T. also played a leading role in encouraging 
Mennonites to engage in new forms of activism against the war. The 
nature of that opposition took many forms. At the grassroots level 
Mennonites sent a barrage of letters to government officials. But they 
also participated in peace marches, joined in advocacy groups, and 
promoted new forms of international relationships.49 The C.P.T. and 
M.C.C. delegations to Iraq received prominent coverage in Mennonite 
periodicals.50 A Mennonite member of the Canadian parliament gave a 
speech denouncing the war and Western consumption.51 Menno Media 
distributed numerous radio and television ads opposing the war, 
reaching an audience of seven to ten million.52 This public exposure and 
prominence may have given Mennonite institutions a new sense of 
power and agency, leading some to assume that their actions may have 
actually influenced global politics.53 One editorialist suggested that, ‚If 
key questions are asked as soon as possible, perhaps some of the worst 
excesses of unchallenged military power can be avoided.‛54  

Some Mennonites were even prepared to broaden their peace witness 
beyond the actions of the U.S. government to raise uncomfortable 
questions about their own complicity in the larger scenario. If, as many 
Mennonite leaders asserted, U.S. dependence on oil from the Persian 
Gulf was the primary reason behind the conflict, then the American 
lifestyle was partially to blame for the war—a fact that led some 
conscientious Mennonites to raise new questions about their daily 
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practices.55 As one White House staff member had admitted in late 1990, 
‚If Kuwait’s export was oranges . . . there would be no problem.‛56 
Indeed, readers, columnists, and guest writers in Mennonite periodicals 
repeatedly called on Mennonites to reduce their oil consumption as an 
expression of the historic Anabaptist theme of simple living.57 In 
addition, in the fall of 1990 M.C.C., the (Old) Mennonite Church, and the 
General Conference Mennonite Church all issued official statements that 
not only denounced the military buildup and war but also expressed a 
commitment to move away from a lifestyle that necessitated war.58 The 
joint Mennonite Church and General Conference letter to the president 
said, ‚We are prepared to call our people to an alternative lifestyle that 
consumes less of the world’s resources. We are also prepared to pay 
higher prices for oil as an effort to resolve the crisis with Iraq and as an 
act of justice for many OPEC nations.‛59 The offer harkened back to older 
war experiences in which Mennonite leaders worked out a deal with the 
government to gain exemption for their men from military conscription 
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in exchange for public service work. If Mennonites could expose the true 
cause of the war, perhaps Americans would not trade blood for oil.60  

In September of 1990 Christian Peacemaker Teams proposed an ‚Oil 
Free Sunday‛ as a way of acknowledging the role that Western 
dependence on oil played in the war and to take a symbolic step toward 
a more sustainable lifestyle that tapped into Mennonite values of 
simplicity and sacrifice.61 The idea quickly gained attention through 
Mennonite publications and even attracted congregations outside of 
Mennonite denominations.62 C.P.T. sent participating groups a packet of 
informational and worship materials for the event.63 On October 21, 
1990, 40 percent of C.P.T.’s 2,000 supporting congregations participated 
in Oil Free Sunday.64 Many people chose to walk or bike to church while 
others shared rides, hitchhiked, or even rode horseback.65 Some 
congregations, whose members continued driving to church, still used 
the educational material prepared for that day.66 Even though Oil Free 
Sunday was only a symbolic act, it helped to raise awareness and 
encouraged conversation about over-consumption and the role it played 
in American foreign policy. As one participant stated, ‚it caught the 
imagination of a lot of people.‛67 

The day after the war broke out in 1991 C.P.T. called for an 
‚Emergency Sabbath‛ as a time of prayer and grieving for the disruption 
that the war was bringing to people’s lives. C.P.T. also challenged 
participants to engage in direct nonviolent action, although they only 
specifically mentioned education and prayer as possible options.68 
Individual congregations chose to participate in the ‚Emergency 
Sabbath,‛ as did a number of Mennonite institutions. Both Eastern 
Mennonite University and Eastern Mennonite Seminary, for example, 
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cancelled classes and held services.69 E.M.U. filled the day with lectures, 
seminars, and workshops on Middle Eastern history and various other 
peace topics; participants marched from the college to the post office, 
where they sent hundreds of antiwar letters to President George H. W. 
Bush.70 Goshen College also cancelled classes two days after the onset of 
the war to hold a teach-in that featured seminars and workshops on the 
Middle East, war, and peace.71 Victor Stoltzfus, the college president, 
described the day as ‚an intellectual and spiritual opportunity.‛72 Both 
schools emphasized the significance of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 
understanding the Gulf War. Goshen students also joined Fellowship of 
Reconciliation’s ‚No Blood for Oil‛ campaign, filling hundreds of film 
canisters, painted to look like oil drums, with notes and letters to 
President Bush pleading that blood not be spilled for oil. In a testimony 
to the continued concern over conscription and the assumed place of the 
draft in Mennonite peace practice, Goshen College held a mock draft, 
simulating what conscripted men would have to face, and students had 
to defend their peace position to a board of professors.73 These gestures 
that disrupted routines and focused attention on the war were an effort 
to demonstrate the centrality of Mennonite convictions regarding their 
peace witness. Thus, even though personal sacrifices were no longer 
demanded during wartime, some Mennonites still made the war an 
intentional disruption to their lives and their relationship to the state. 

Alongside these expressions of nonviolent activism, however, a strong 
traditionalist stream within the Mennonite world—especially the (Old) 
Mennonite Church—continued to refrain from speaking to government, 
satisfied that the government had not issued a national demand for 
military service. Mennonite publications drew heavily on the news 
releases of activist-minded organizations for their reports, and most 
articles addressing the topic clearly favored an activist response of some 
sort—from openly sharing peace convictions, to sending letters to 
Congress, to even more confrontational acts of protest. However, several 
articles did at least acknowledge the tension between an activist and a 
traditionalist approach. For example, in The Gospel Herald, J. Lawrence 
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Burkholder, an ethicist and former Goshen College president, laid out 
four approaches to peace, ranging from traditionalist nonresistance 
through witnessing nonviolence to vocational pacifism.74 J. Lorne 
Peachey, editor of the Gospel Herald, frequently acknowledged that 
Mennonites were not of one mind in the form of their peace witness and 
encouraged ongoing conversation within the church.75 In an editorial 
immediately following the outbreak of the war, he pronounced, ‚A few 
think the Gospel Herald has already had too much material on peace. But 
this will continue. Without apology.‛76  

But even if the editors of Mennonite publications acknowledged 
tensions within the Mennonite Church, they clearly favored an activist 
approach. No longer were church leaders and denominational media 
calling on Mennonites to merely abstain from participating in the 
nation’s war; they were now publicly and actively opposing it. 
According to a study of Mennonite media and the Gulf War, nearly two-
thirds of the editorials in the Mennonite Weekly Review supported a 
witness of nonviolent activism, encouraging readers to publicly voice 
their opposition to the war.77 As Titus Peachey, the M.C.C. Peace Section 
secretary, declared, ‚The burden of our witness for peace must rest on 
the shoulders of all of us, not just the young people who might face a 
draft. The situation calls us to give public witness to our faith and to 
think about our acceptance of violent systems that protect our 
comfortable lifestyles.‛78 

The Mennonite response to the First Gulf war thus combined 
traditional and newly-emerging expressions of peace witness. Initially, 
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M.C.C.’s top priority was focused on assisting conscientious objectors if a 
draft should be reinstated. When that fear proved unfounded, attention 
quickly shifted to doing everything possible to prevent war from 
happening.79 Opposition to war took many forms, including an effort to 
provide a broader perspective on the causes of the conflict, a recognition 
that Mennonites themselves bore some measure of responsibility for the 
war, and public protests against the use of any state-sanctioned violence.  

During the buildup to the war there were indeed signs of hope, 
including an international debate surrounding the conflict and a real 
push for peaceful solutions.80 Once the war began, however, events took 
a surprising turn. There was no draft and no realistic probability of one. 
And the war itself went much better than for the U.S. and its allies than 
even its strongest advocates could have expected.81  

Mennonites, as represented by their leadership in the media, seriously 
misjudged the geopolitics of the war.82 Although the peace conviction of 
the church was not shaken, there was a sense of disappointment because 
their efforts seem to have been for naught.83 The week after the war 
began J. Lorne Peachey wrote in his editorial: ‚perhaps the best we can 
do, with little perspective and much sorrow, is ask our questions: What 
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happened to all our prayers and petitions for peace? What about the 
letters we wrote?‛84 In previous wars, the church’s peace witness could 
be judged a success if large numbers of young men took their stand as 
conscientious objectors—they had been told to fight and they had 
refused. During the Gulf War, however, Mennonites had not been asked 
to participate directly in the war; no painful sacrifice was required. The 
new circumstances left Mennonites without a clear means of expressing 
their peace witness.85 Thus, when the church staked most of its peace 
witness in preventing the war, and that call to restraint fell on deaf ears, 
even a brief war felt like a failure, especially among the activists. In 
addition, the war’s brief duration did not give Mennonites enough time 
to fully develop or mobilize new expressions of Mennonite 
peacemaking, either as a lifestyle built around simplicity and 
sustainability or the activist forms of prophetic protest.  

 

MENNONITE CONFUSION IN THE SOMALIA CONFLICT 
In the aftermath of the Gulf War the United States carried out several 

military engagements in the 1990s, including in Bosnia, Haiti, and 
Somalia. None of these, however, compared with the level of military 
involvement of the Gulf War and all were heavily endorsed and 
supported by the international community.86 Although these 
engagements never gained as much attention as the Iraq crisis, they did 
give rise to a small, yet important, step in the evolving Mennonite peace 
witness seeking to address the changing dynamic of warfare.  

The conflict in Somalia was especially significant since Mennonites 
had a long history of mission in the country and the military intervention 
there had generated new theological debates regarding the use of 
internationally-sanctioned armed force in ‚solely humanitarian‛ 
situations. In 1989, as a result of simmering ethnic conflicts, the legacy of 
colonialism, and lingering Cold War dynamics, Somalia became 
embroiled in a vicious civil war among various local warlords. As the 
conflict reached its climax in 1990 thousands of Somali refugees began to 
starve to death, a situation made worse by the fact that armed groups 
frequently stole relief aid sent by the United Nations. Coverage of the 
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unfolding humanitarian crisis by Western media prompted an outraged 
response. In December 1992, the United Nations authorized the United 
States to lead a military force into Somalia with the goal of ‚restoring 
peace, stability, and law and order‛ in the country.87 In the end, U.S. 
forces narrowed their focus almost exclusively to the safe transport of 
humanitarian aid. In sharp contrast to the Gulf War, the U.S. had no 
obvious political or economic interests in Somalia or the surrounding 
region—no ‚blood for oil.‛ Instead, the U. S. military presence seemed 
clearly limited to protecting Somali refugees and ensuring that 
humanitarian aid reached their settlement camps.88 

In a series of articles that appeared in the Gospel Herald in the first four 
months of 1993, Mennonite church leaders described and defended three 
different peace theologies, none of which focused primarily on the 
lifestyle questions that had emerged during the Gulf War. J. R. 
Burkholder, a Mennonite peace educator and Mennonite Church 
coordinator for peace and social concerns, along with Ted Koontz, 
director of peace studies and associate professor of ethics at Associated 
Mennonite Biblical Seminaries, initiated the debate on the U.S. military 
intervention in Somalia with a Gospel Herald article they published jointly 
in January 1993. There, Burkholder and Koontz defended a modified 
two-kingdom peace ethic, which recognized that in the fallen order of 
the ‚world‛ the state might legitimately use coercive force to punish the 
evildoer and protect the good (Rom. 13). Clearly, Somalia was falling 
into anarchy, with the real possibility of a genocide. In response, Koontz 
and Burkholder distinguished between a ‚negative peace‛ and a 
‚positive peace.‛ Military action was certainly never good or desired; 
but it could create at least a temporary end to the violence. The creation 
of this ‚negative peace‛—that is, the absence of violence—was a 
legitimate role for the state. In the meantime, however, the church, along 
with other religious or secular institutions, would work toward a 
‚positive peace‛ of wholeness and justice. In this scenario, participation 
in violence and war was not acceptable for the members of the church; 
but Christians could recognize the state’s role in fulfilling its divinely 
ordained function of restoring and maintaining order, even as the church 
focused on its call to work nonviolently toward peace.89 

In the same issue of Gospel Herald, John Paul Lederach, a M.C.C. 
International Conciliation Service staff member and a consultant to the 
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United Nations National Reconciliation program, outlined a plan for 
mediation and reconciliation that would address the conflict among 
competing clans in Somalia.90 Although Lederach’s proposal hinged on 
the willing participation of the Somali warlords, it was the church rather 
than the state that would serve in the role of mediator. Two months later 
J. Lawrence Burkholder, Goshen College president emeritus, countered 
with an aggressive rebuttal. Burkholder depicted the reintroduction of 
two-kingdom theology as a return to sectarian dualism; the silence of 
Koontz and Burkholder regarding the morality of military force made 
their proposal theoretical and idealistic. Drawing such fine theological 
distinctions, Burkholder argued, offered no practical solutions to the real 
problems faced by the people of Somalia, who were left to suffer while 
Mennonite intellectuals justified their own silence in the face of blatant 
oppression. The mediation and reconciliation plan proposed by 
Lederach also had no realistic possibility of working, Burkholder said, 
especially if the violence was still raging. Instead, Burkholder described 
the dark side of ‚responsible love‛ in a world of ambiguity. Responses to 
the conflict in Somalia were fraught with moral ambiguity, he insisted. 
And since ambiguity always contains elements of both evil and good, 
every decision would inevitably reflect these same qualities. In this 
vexing situation—in which it was impossible to live up to an unqualified 
moral ideal—Mennonites were ultimately forced to fall back on the grace 
of God. The U.S. military action in Somalia was tragic and lamentable, 
but it was a necessary evil within the larger good of restoring order and 
peace to a complex conflict.91 

The tension between a tacit acceptance of military action in Somalia 
by Koontz and Burkholder and its qualified endorsement by J. Lawrence 
Burkholder became even more complex in the following issue of Gospel 
Herald when J. Denny Weaver, a professor of religion at Bluffton College, 
weighed in on the conversation. Weaver’s article appeared several 
months after Western intervention in Somali had started and had the 
benefit of witnessing the initial results of the campaign. Weaver decried 
both the perspectives offered by J. Lawrence Burkholder and by 
Burkholder and Koontz. He began by reminding Mennonites that their 
basis for pacifism was rooted in a commitment to Christ, not a desire to 
shape the politics of the world order, and he warned against secular 
understandings that confused and distorted the biblical peace witness. 
Nonviolence was central to Christian theology because Jesus 
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commanded it—regardless of its effectiveness as a short-term political 
strategy. At the same time, however, Weaver also questioned American 
intentions in Somalia and rejected the dichotomy between accepting 
military intervention or passively looking on, doing nothing. He 
applauded Lederach’s clan-based reconciliation proposal and identified 
a need for ‚large scale‛ peacemaking, similar to C.P.T.’s program but on 
a much larger scale. By labeling ‚negative peace‛—the endorsement of 
military violence for its limited benefits—as ‚just war theology,‛ Weaver 
attempted to discredit both Koontz and Burkholder’s call to remain silent 
about the military intervention in Somali as well as J. Lawrence 
Burkholder’s argument for an affirmation of military force as a tragic 
necessity. Although the situation was complex, Weaver denied that there 
was any moral ambiguity—Christ’s call to peace made the path clear. 
Strong engagement by Mennonites that both denounced military force 
and worked for a positive peace was the only appropriate answer to the 
crisis. The church should not accept any form of compromise.92 

This dispute among Mennonite leaders highlighted a deep 
uncertainty within the church in the 1990s regarding an appropriate 
response to the continual shifts in the nature of warfare and the changing 
demands of the country on its citizens. The church’s reaction to the Iraq 
War in 1990-1991 had been strong and swift. But the Gulf War also made 
it clear that the U.S. was moving into a new era of warfare. The war 
unfolded exactly as American leaders projected—it was swift, 
accomplished limited objectives, enjoyed support from the international 
community, resulted in few U.S. casualties, and never seriously raised 
the possibility of a return to national conscription or the draft. 
Traditional approaches to war, it seemed at the time, were relics of the 
past. Somalia, although different from Iraq in many aspects, seemed to 
be even more of a moral certainty for the rest of the world—and even 
more ambiguous for Mennonites since military intervention seemed to 
be the only solution to a humanitarian crisis. 

Following the Gulf War, James Juhnke, a professor of history at Bethel 
College, had argued that ‚the challenge now is to find a place as faithful 
Christians in a nation which plays out a domestically popular role as 
world police power without making overt sacrificial demands upon all 
citizens.‛93 Now, two years later, the brief sequence of articles on 
Somalia that appeared in the Gospel Herald revealed the confusion 

                                                        
92. J. Denny Weaver, ‚We Must Continue to Reject Just War Thinking,‛ Gospel Herald, 

April 27, 1993. 

93. James C. Juhnke, ‚Limited War in a Century of Total War,‛ in Weathering the Storm: 
Christian Pacifist Responses to War, ed. Susan E. Janzen (Newton, Kan: Faith and Life Press, 
1991), 59. 



Mennonite Response to the Gulf Wars 491 

created by this uncertainty. Whereas the Mennonite response to the Gulf 
War had begun to solidify an activist approach to peace witness and 
hinted at a shift in the Mennonite witness that would include broad 
attention to issues of consumption and environmental sustainability, the 
responses to the humanitarian crisis in Somalia pointed in quite different 
directions. But both wars posed the question of how Mennonites would 
express their peace witness in a context that demanded nothing from 
them. Koontz and Burkholder returned to the Anabaptist tradition to 
revive a form of two-kingdom theology.94 J. Lawrence Burkholder called 
for a realist approach that recognized the deep moral ambiguities of 
legitimate violence to protect the innocent in the face of blatant 
oppression.95 Weaver, building on the vision that led to the creation of 
Christian Peacemaker Teams, sought to drive the church toward an even 
more radical activism that firmly rejected all military solutions while also 
claiming—though without any specific proposal—that the Mennonite 
Church should intervene on behalf of the Somali refugees in some 
concrete and dramatic way.96 Each of these leaders responded to the 
complexities of Somalia in different ways, reflecting quite different 
starting points. The confusion regarding the shape of the emerging 
Mennonite peace witness would have profound implications less than a 
decade later when Mennonites once again faced their nation’s next major 
war. 

 

MENNONITE RESPONSE TO THE SECOND GULF WAR,  
2001-PRESENT 

On the morning of September 11, 2001, two commercial jetliners 
hijacked by operatives from Al Qaeda, a global militant Islamist 
organization, crashed into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in 
New York City. Around the same time, another plane crashed into the 
Pentagon outside Washington D.C., and a fourth crashed in western 
Pennsylvania. All told, the actions resulted in nearly 3,000 deaths. Amid 
the grief, confusion, and anger that followed, President George W. Bush 
assured the American people that those guilty would be dealt swift 
justice. It soon emerged that the mastermind of these attacks, Osama bin 
Laden, the leader of Al Qaeda, was living in Afghanistan under the 
protection of that country’s Islamist ruling group, the Taliban. Instead of 
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declaring a war on Afghanistan, President Bush declared a war on terror. 
This war would not be fought in conventionally-defined terms—
terrorists could be anywhere and take any form. Since terrorists could be 
organizations, governments, or individuals the war on terror would have 
no definable territorial boundaries. This new kind of war would require 
secret surveillance and interrogation, now legal through the USA Patriot 
Act (2002). Although the declaration of war was vague about its 
objective, most of the world’s governments rallied around the United 
States. Less than a month after the September attacks coalition forces 
invaded Afghanistan. By the end of the year the Taliban regime there 
had collapsed.97 

Yet just as President Bush had vowed, the war did not stop in 
Afghanistan. In his State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, the 
president identified an ‚axis of evil‛—specifically, Iran, Iraq, and North 
Korea—as the primary threats to the United States and global security, 
against Iraq as the administration’s primary focus. Over the next year the 
Bush administration sought domestic and international support for a 
war with Iraq. As with the Gulf War a decade earlier, the United States 
first outlined its case against Iraq before the United Nations, citing 
numerous U.N. resolutions that Iraq was said to have broken and 
providing covert intelligence that seemed to prove that Iraq intended to 
create nuclear weapons and was in possession of other weapons of mass 
destruction. The administration also tried to link the Iraqi regime to Al 
Qaeda. Although both allegations ultimately proved to be untrue, many 
Americans found the case made by the Bush administration to be 
compelling.98 

In contrast to the first Gulf War, however, the Bush administration 
soon encountered political opposition to the war in Iraq. By the late fall 
of 2002, claims that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and was 
actively trying to acquire materials to create a nuclear weapon had 
grown increasingly suspect. As the push for war grew stronger so did 
the voices against it. Three U.N. Security Council members—France, 
Germany, and Russia—all voiced their opposition. In addition, the 
World Council of Churches, the Vatican, and numerous mainline North 
American churches released statements denouncing the prospect of war, 
as did secular organizations like MoveOn.org and protestors around the 
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world who took to the streets in London, Madrid, Rome. International 
sympathy for the U.S. generated by the September 11 attacks quickly 
dissipated and the U.N. refused to authorize military action. 
Nonetheless, the Bush administration—with the strong support of the 
American electorate—pressed forward. On March 19, 2003, the United 
States military began Operation Iraqi Freedom.99 

As in the First Gulf War, the American military proved far superior to 
Iraqi forces. It quickly defeated the organized military resistance and 
toppled the Iraqi government. On May 1—just six weeks after the war 
began—President Bush declared ‚mission accomplished‛ and 
announced an end to combat operations in Iraq. However, the American 
occupation of Iraq continued even though American forces found no 
weapons of mass destruction or a clear link between the Iraqi 
government and Al Qaeda, who had been responsible for the attacks on 
September 11. When U.S. combat troops finally left Iraq in December 
2011, the prolonged and expensive occupation had resulted in hundreds 
of thousands of deaths and was remembered more for the allegations of 
human rights abuses on the part of the U.S. and its allies than for its 
liberation of the Iraqi people.100 

For Mennonites, the Second Gulf War represented yet another 
military conflict that did not conform to the experience of previous wars. 
As in the First Gulf War, Mennonite denominational periodicals clearly 
favored various forms of local, national, and international political 
activism, speaking out against the war in general terms. But the 
complexities of the post 9/11 world, combined with the conflicted legacy 
of the Mennonite response to U.S. military action in Somalia, left church 
leaders unable to articulate a unified approach to Mennonite peace 
witness. What emerged was a broader, more diffuse, response that 
included elements of public activism, while introducing a new element 
of outreach and dialogue with Muslims.  

In the weeks following the attacks of September 11, 2001, antiwar 
voices had generally remained quiet. But following President Bush’s 
address to the U.N. on September 12, 2002, that called for resolutions 
against Iraq, those voices, including Mennonites, began to be heard. 
M.C.C. and the newly-formed Mennonite Church USA had already 
begun to sell peace flags as a way to commemorate the anniversary of 
September 11 that they hoped would create a visible witness against the 
buildup toward war.101 Leaders in the Mennonte Church USA also began 
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to collect signatures opposing direct U.S. military action.102 The original 
goal was 5,000 signatures; by October over 13,000 had come in, and the 
number would eventually reach 17,000 signatures.103 Bearing these 
signatures, Jim Schrag, newly-appointed executive secretary of MC USA, 
joined with other religious and secular leaders in an antiwar action 
outside of the White House.104 According to Schrag, the public call for 
peace represented a renewed claim by Mennonites on their traditional 
pacifist convictions. The church, he stated, was ‚coming out of mourning 
and finding its voice through tradition and experience.‛105  

Not surprisingly, Mennonite periodicals reported an increasing 
number of other responses throughout the church to the impending war. 
Cedar Falls (Iowa) Mennonite Church, for example, organized a peace 
rally that attracted 300 protesters, fourteen of whom trespassed onto the 
132nd Iowa National Air Guard Base to pray for a peaceful alternative to 
war.106 Pasadena (California) Mennonite Church held a service in Central 
Park where they signed a letter of opposition to their congressional 
representative.107 Around the country, Mennonite congregations faxed 
letters to the president, took out newspaper ads, or fasted,108 while 
individuals organized and participated in marches.109 As with the First 
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Gulf War, students at Mennonite colleges held teach-ins and marches.110 
Stories covering these events in Mennonite periodicals were 
supplemented with various articles and editorials against the war. 
Although these voices did not generally advocate for specific actions or a 
dramatic change in lifestyle, they did call for Mennonites to awake from 
their guilty silence and to give more explicit expression to their peace 
witness.111 The articles and editorials frequently addressed the 
fundamental depravity of armed violence and the glaring injustice of 
war, often reinforced with theological arguments for pacifism.112 The 
time and space devoted to these perspectives in Mennonite periodicals 
suggests that the editors worried that the Mennonite commitment to a 
basic peace theology could no longer be taken for granted.  

Yet despite a general sense of opposition to the war, the Mennonite 
peace witness in the first decade of the twenty-first century had no 
unifying focus.113 Unlike the First Gulf War, the wars in Afghanistan and 
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Iraq generated virtually no discussion about the possibility of 
conscription or a draft. Leaders within the church actively opposed the 
war, but seemed to have no illusions that this form of a peace witness 
would be effective. Indeed, Mennonite publications considered the war a 
foregone conclusion.114 In September 2002, Paul Schrag, editor of the 
Mennonite Weekly Review, echoed the sentiments of many when he wrote 
that the statements by U.S. officials about Iraq ‚have made it all but 
impossible, according to the wisdom of worldly power, for them to turn 
away from the path toward war.‛115 Instead of imagining that their 
actions might somehow prevent the war, Mennonite leaders tended to 
focus instead on obedience to Christ and an unwavering faithfulness to 
his teachings and example as the basis for their activism.116 As Robert 
Rhodes, assistant editor of the Mennonite Weekly Review, concluded, 
‚What we are called to here is obedient witness.‛117 Even if there was no 
hope that those in power would listen, he continued, Mennonites still 
had a responsibility to witness to the state by calling it to greater justice 
and peace.  

M.C.C. and C.P.T. also played a part in the Mennonite peace witness 
in months leading up to war in 2003, though their efforts seemed less 
focused on shaping a collective Mennonite response than had been the 
case a decade earlier. Even before the first bombs fell M.C.C. began to 
stockpile humanitarian aid in Jordan and to collect school and relief kits 
from local congregations.118 In October 2002, C.P.T. sent a large 
delegation to Iraq; eight members of the team were turned away but 

                                                                                                                            
response to the September 11th attacks yet contained almost no perspectives written by 
Mennonites, drawing instead on other sources. 
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seven managed to gain entrance.119 The seven who were allowed into 
Iraq camped by a water sanitation facility in an effort to keep American 
bombers from destroying it.120 Their experiences were widely 
publicized—Cliff Kindy offered stories of sorrow and lament in The 
Mennonite and Peggy Gish later wrote a book about the C.P.T. experience 
during the buildup and beginning of the war.121 Yet despite the fact that 
the two organizations took these steps to stand in solidarity with Iraqi 
civilians and refuges,122 they did not enjoy the same visibility in 
Mennonite publications as they did during the First Gulf War.123  

One new expression of the North American Mennonite peace witness 
focused on a deeper understanding of Islam. During the First Gulf War, 
Mennonite periodicals published several articles explaining some basic 
tenants of Islam.124 But after the events of September 11 and the 
increased animosity in the United States toward Arabs and Muslims, 
Mennonites leaders began to make more intentional efforts to 
understand and connect with their Muslim neighbors.125 Articles in 
Mennonite publications, for example, traced the history of Christian and 
Muslim tensions and offered theological reflections comparing the 
character of God with that of Allah.126 Some Mennonites, like Evan 
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Bontrager, a member of Community Mennonite Church in Markham, 
Illinois who had spent time in Egypt, adopted the ritual of fasting and 
prayer during Ramadan and reflected on his experience in The 
Mennonite.127 Above all, Mennonite leaders encouraged dialogue and 
deeper understanding between the two religions.128 In a 2002 article in 
The Mennonite, Jon Hoover, a Mennonite staff member at Dar Cambani 
Arabic Studies in Cairo, Egypt, defined dialogue as ‚opening ourselves 
to relationship with others and loving our neighbors and enemies just as 
God has loved us.‛ ‚In this dialogue,‛ he continued, ‚we prayerfully and 
gently seek to walk with Muslims in the passion of their lives, even in 
the face of hostility.‛129 If the War on Terror was becoming a war on 
Muslims, then part of the Mennonite peace witness would be to seek out 
and befriend the unnamed but frequently targeted enemy.130 

Despite these trends, in the years following 2002 the Mennonite peace 
witness as reflected in Mennonite periodicals was quite unfocused. No 
dominant peace narrative emerged within the periodicals that could 
shape a coherent denominational peace witness or inspire collective 
action. Aside from general opposition to the war and encouragements to 
engage with Muslims, Mennonite leaders did not offer a clear or unified 
perspective.131  

Sixty years earlier, a more hierarchical church structure and the reality 
of the draft had enabled Mennonite leaders to organize and implement 
an alternative service program that shaped the church. By the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, the context had changed significantly. 
Leaders in the newly-integrated Mennonite Church USA no longer 
appeared to be in a position to speak for the church in a way that 
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congregational members would welcome. The Mennonite peace witness 
faltered in part because the church never fully succeeded in 
institutionalizing a witness to the First Gulf War. No longer able to rely 
on the draft to unify the Mennonite response in a time of war, church 
leaders and organizations were forced to acknowledge the growing 
ambiguity of the peace witness and the expanded role of individuals and 
local congregations in defining that witness. But following September 11, 
the conflict itself—the ‚War on Terror‛—also had no tangible objectives 
and no clear definition of victory. What should a peace witness look like 
in response to a policy that committed real lives and dollars to an 
ambiguous war with an ambiguous objective? The divergent views on 
how the church should respond to the use of military force in Somalia 
only added to the confusion.  

Certainly peace remained an important concern for Mennonites. 
Indeed, outsiders may have thought that Mennonites emphasized peace 
to the exclusion of almost any other issue. Nonetheless, despite the fact 
that the nature of the peace witness had broadened in scope, by the first 
decade of the twenty-first century Mennonites as a denomination 
struggled to find coherent and unified ways to give expression to that 
witness.132  

 

CONCLUSION 
The American wars of the 1990s and 2000s varied in cause, objective, 

and implementation. The First Gulf War declared by George H. W. Bush 
differed greatly from the Second Gulf War initiated by his son twelve 
years later. The various military engagements in Haiti, Bosnia, and 
Somalia during the Clinton years also introduced new complexities 
regarding the humanitarian role of the military. In earlier times, 
Mennonites had refused to bear arms, worked in alternative service 
programs, or resisted the draft completely. Yet in none of these modern 
wars did the country ask Mennonites in the United States to participate 
personally. The elimination of the draft left Mennonites with the 
problem of how to express a peace witness whose primary public focus 
had been a refusal to be involved with fighting in war. The result was an 
increasingly divided peace witness that ranged from tacit support for 
U.S. military intervention, rooted in a traditional two-kingdom 
perspective, to activist forms of public protest against all military actions, 
including humanitarian interventions in the face of genocide. 

In January 2003, Ted Koontz, the professor of ethics and peace studies 
at Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary, published an essay titled 
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‚Thinking Theologically about War against Iraq‛ that sought to reframe 
the conversation.133 In the essay, Koontz identified two distinct 
‚languages‛ that Christians speak in addressing war and peace. The first 
and primary language, he argued, consists of the distinctive 
commitments and beliefs of the Christian community rooted in Christian 
theology. The second language, by contrast, is that of public policy—the 
ability to speak on a secular and pragmatic level, usually to those outside 
the church. Koontz argued that modern Mennonites had become so 
familiar and fluent with the second language that they were in danger of 
forgetting their first one. Secular arguments against the war—pragmatic  
arguments appealing to reason and readily understood in the public 
square—could often feel more compelling and relevant than theological 
convictions anchored in the New Testament story of Christ. However, as 
Koontz argued, in cases like Somalia or Bosnia the second language of 
public policy offered very little help for pacifists; indeed, in those 
instances, just war arguments seemed much more compelling. When the 
ability to speak the first language is lost and only the second language 
remains, he concluded, the church’s capacity to maintain its pacifist 
conviction is ultimately severely diminished. 

Koontz’s argument captures well a shift that happened in the 
Mennonite peace witness. During the Vietnam War Mennonites began to 
learn and use the second language of public policy while still relying on 
public resistance to the draft to bear witness to the Christian theology at 
the core of their convictions. However, in the absence of the draft during 
the Gulf Wars Mennonites were left without a concrete expression to 
demonstrate their Christian commitments to peace. So their public 
witness relied increasingly on the second language of political activism.  

Certainly a broadened understanding of peace that included the 
language of public advocacy was a positive change in the Mennonite 
witness. Becoming more adept in this second language has created 
opportunities for a richer and more comprehensive peace witness. But 
for this vision to be fully realized Mennonites may need to reclaim their 
primary language of Christian theology and develop an embodied ethic 
that bears a consistent witness to the gospel of peace regardless of the 
political circumstances.  The efforts by some in the church to broaden the 
Mennonite conversation about the peace witness to include more 
fundamental questions of lifestyle and consumption, or to challenge 
popular perceptions of Muslims, point in the direction of an embodied 
witness to the gospel of peace that goes beyond the draft.   

                                                        
133. Ted Koontz, "Thinking Theologically about War against Iraq,‛ MQR 77 (Jan. 2003), 

93-108. 



Mennonite Response to the Gulf Wars 501 

In a 1991 editorial in the Gospel Herald, J. Lorne Peachey reflected on 
the actions Mennonites were taking against the war. ‚History will 
judge,‛ he concluded, ‚whether our efforts were adequate.‛134 Those 
efforts to stop the war proved inadequate, as did the Mennonite protests 
against all of the wars that followed. So the struggle to give appropriate 
expression to a witness for peace in a violent world remains ongoing—
an unfinished agenda, not just for the Mennonite Church but for all 
Christians.  
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