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Summary 

This article gives a short introduction to the field of theo-
logical hermeneutics, and shows that a common feature 
of many new contributions to this field is that the bibli-
cal Scriptures and the Christian Church are closely con-
nected. against this background, the article introduces the 

work of american theologian John Howard Yoder, presents 
his understanding of the Christian church as a socially 
embodied tradition, outlines some central aspects of his 
understanding of the life of the Church with the biblical 
Scriptures, and lastly discusses an important consequence 
of his hermeneutic position.

ZuSammEnfaSSunG 

Dieser artikel gibt eine kurze Einführung in das Gebiet der 
theologischen Hermeneutik und zeigt ein Charakteristikum 
auf, das vielen neueren Beiträge in diesem Bereich gemein 
ist: Sie weisen auf den engen Zusammenhang zwischen 
der Heiligen Schrift und der christlichen Gemeinde hin. 
auf diesem Hintergrund stellt der artikel den amerika-

nischen Theologen John Howard Yoder vor und legt dessen 
Verständnis dar von der christlichen Gemeinde als einer 
gemeinschaftlich verkörperten Tradition. ferner skizziert 
er einige zentrale aspekte von Yoders auffassung vom 
Leben der Gemeinde mit der Bibel. abschließend werden 
maßgebliche auswirkungen dieser hermeneutischen 
Position erörtert.

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

The Formative Power of Scripture. The Church 
as a Hermeneutical Community

Jeppe Bach Nikolajsen

réSumé

Cet article constitue une brève introduction à l’herméneu-
tique théologique et montre que de nombreuses contribu-
tions nouvelles dans ce domaine ont pour trait commun 
de faire ressortir le lien étroit entre la Bible et l’Église chré-
tienne. avec cet arrière-plan, l’auteur expose la pensée 

du théologien américain John Yoder, sa conception de 
l’Église chrétienne comme étant socialement enracinée 
dans une tradition, et retrace certains aspects centraux de 
sa conception de la vie de l’Église avec les Écritures, pour 
terminer en indiquant une conséquence importante de sa 
position herméneutique.

1. Introduction
evidence of hermeneutical reflection exists from 
antiquity, but it was not until the time of the 
reformation that hermeneutics as a developed 
theory about interpretations of texts took form.1 
the lutheran theologian matthias flacius illyricus 
published his Clavis scriptuae sacrae in 1567 with 
a number of rules for the interpretation of the 
Scriptures, and he is sometimes acknowledged 
as the founder of hermeneutics.2 thus, originally, 

hermeneutics was closely connected to texts, 
especially biblical and legal texts. However, this is 
no longer the case. firstly, hermeneutics has dis-
engaged itself from theology and law, and today 
plays an important role in a number of other dis-
ciplines such as history, psychology and political 
sciences; it is recognised that the german theo-
logian friedrich Schleiermacher contributed to 
this disengagement. Secondly, hermeneutics has 
expanded to deal additionally with understanding 
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to serve the mennonite Church. meanwhile he 
attended the University of Basel, where he stud-
ied under renowned theologians such as walter 
Baumgartner in old testament, oscar Cullmann 
in new testament, karl Jaspers in Philosophy and 
karl Barth in dogmatics.10 Barth and Cullmann 
especially impacted yoder. in 1962, he defended 
his doctoral dissertation at the University.11 later 
he served as professor at goshen Biblical Seminary, 
associated mennonite Biblical Seminary, and at 
the University of notre dame.12

during his lifetime yoder wrote hundreds 
of articles and about twenty books.13 He spoke 
english, german and french fluently, and he lec-
tured in numerous countries.14 He did not con-
sider his theology as mennonite, but as Catholic 
in the broadest sense.15 yoder acknowledged the 
need to learn from others, and was at the same 
time convinced that the anabaptist tradition 
represents important insights which can benefit 
all Christians.16 thus, the american theologians 
robert e. webber and rodney Clapp write: ‘almost 
singlehandedly, yoder has caused the theological 
world to take seriously the anabaptist ecclesiol-
ogy and social ethics.’17 as i shall show at the end 
of the article, many of his hermeneutical consid-
erations can also be useful in the lutheran con-
text, to which i belong. John Howard yoder died, 
the day after his seventieth birthday, on the 30th 
of december, 1997.

3. The Church as a socially embodied 
tradition

the anabaptist tradition goes back to the 
reformation. a widespread definition of 
anabaptists during that time is the pure and simple 
statement: ‘all groups who practiced believers’ 
baptism in the reformation era.’18 However, many 
Protestants and Catholics regarded believers’ bap-
tism as a heresy, and therefore they mistreated, 
persecuted and tortured the anabaptists in order 
not only to stop their growth, but to ensure that 
these heretics should abjure their faith, so that 
they might be saved. 

the anabaptist tradition can also be charac-
terised in other ways. However, since it spread 
rapidly to a relatively large geographical area, 
devolved theologically in a variety of ways, and did 
not develop major theological records to a great 
extent, it is important not to characterise the move-
ment in an over-simplified manner. nevertheless 
it is in order to say that the early anabaptist tradi-

in a more general sense; to this development the 
german philosopher Hans-georg gadamer espe-
cially contributed.3

in recent years numerous books on theologi-
cal hermeneutics have been published and it is 
notable how many of these contributions closely 
connect the biblical Scriptures with the Christian 
Church. this is clearly indicated in book titles such 
as Reading Scripture with the Church and The Word 
of God for the People of God.4 theological herme-
neutics is a growing area of interest and, among 
theologians, there seems to be an increasing rec-
ognition of understanding and meaning as socially 
conditioned. therefore the hermeneutical relation 
between the Scriptures and the Church is now 
being investigated in new ways.5

reflecting these studies, the present article 
deals with the thesis that the Scriptures are to be 
normative within the Church, and that the latter is 
to function as a hermeneutical community, which 
lives with and interprets these Scriptures. in 
engaging with this subject, i will use the writings 
of the american theologian John Howard yoder. 
this is for several reasons. firstly, this aspect of 
yoder’s theology has not yet been fully investi-
gated.6 Secondly, and more importantly, yoder’s 
thinking about this matter has rarely been utilised 
in recent theological hermeneutical publications, 
even though he can arguably contribute important 
insights to an understanding of the Church as a 
hermeneutical community. thirdly, one still does 
not find a fully developed understanding about 
this matter in contemporary research. thus, the 
english theologian tom wright states that even 
though the Christian Church cannot exist without 
the biblical Scriptures, one rarely finds a well-
developed understanding of how the Church is to 
live with these Scriptures.7

Consequently, this article will seek to present 
some central aspects of yoder’s understanding of 
the Church as a socially embodied tradition and of 
his understanding of the life of the Church with the 
biblical Scriptures; lastly, it will discuss an impor-
tant consequence of his hermeneutical position.

2. Yoder’s life and work8

John Howard yoder was born on the 29th of 
december, 1927, in ohio, USa. throughout his 
upbringing he was a member of a mennonite con-
gregation, in which his family had been part of 
the leadership for more than one hundred years.9 
as a twenty-one year old, yoder went to france 
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canon and in the Christian tradition and has sig-
nificance for all Christians today.24

yoder expresses his Christological ethics in this 
way: 

He gave them a new way to deal with offenders 
– by forgiving them. He gave them a new way to 
deal with violence – by suffering. He gave them 
a new way to deal with money – by sharing it. 
He gave them a new way to deal with problems 
of leadership – by drawing upon the gift of 
every member, even the most humble. He gave 
them a new way to deal with a corrupt society 
– by building a new order, not smashing the old. 
He gave them a new pattern of relationships 
between men and women, between parent and 
child, between master and slave, in which was 
made concrete a radical new vision of what it 
means to be a human person.25

another important aspect of the life of disciples of 
Christ is that, according to yoder, Christians should 
expect to experience persecution on account of 
their faith. He argues: 

Jesus suffered death on the cross because he 
was faithful to god in a world that is in rebellion 
against god. in the same way, Christians must 
be faithful to god in a rebellious world. this 
implies that as Christ suffered, Christians must 
be willing to suffer and must sometimes even 
be willing to suffer death. Jesus foresaw this and 
warned his disciples.26

yoder points out that several new testament 
scholars view the suffering of Jesus as exemplary 
for Christians (for example, see 1 Pet 2:20–22). 
according to yoder, Christians should, like Christ, 
resist the temptation of reacting with violence 
when met with violence. thus he believes that 
evil should be conquered with good. Christians 
must defeat evil by resisting to meet evil on its 
own terms.27 yoder refers to Paul who, he sug-
gests, believes that it is exactly in this way that one 
understands what love is, namely that Christ laid 
down his life for his enemies (rom 5:7–8). thus, in 
the new testament it is stated that Christians are 
also called to lay down their lives for their enemies 
(1 Jn 3:16). for yoder this implies that the Church 
embodies a distinct way of ethical reasoning, dif-
ferent from the various ethical reflections and 
practices that may exist in a given society.28

thus, to yoder, the Church is a distinct people 
with a distinct way of viewing the world. it is a 
socially embodied tradition, which takes Christ 

tion was characterised by a refusal to use violence, 
that it embraced a symbolic understanding of the 
sacraments, adopted a separatist position in rela-
tion to worldly authorities, emphasised the priest-
hood of all believers, and placed a strong focus on 
Christian ethics in which church discipline and, at 
times, communal ownership, was stressed.19

yoder himself was not a radical anabaptist. 
He was not Amish or Hutterite, but a Mennonite. 
thus he belonged to the more moderate wing of 
the modern anabaptist tradition.20 His writings 
present an anabaptist theological position which 
does not understand the Church as a remote 
colony, denouncing the use of modern electronic 
equipment. However, yoder does understand the 
Church as a distinct people with a distinct way of 
life and a distinct way of understanding the world. 
accordingly, central to his position is the under-
standing of the Church as a socially embodied 
tradition, which usually has a minority position 
in society. yoder believes that this ecclesiologi-
cal emphasis mirrors the understanding of the 
Church in the new testament. thus, he empha-
sizes that the Church has a citizenship which is 
not of this world, and that Christians should obey 
god more than human authorities (Phil 3:20; acts 
5:29). when individuals become part of the body 
of Christ, they become part of a distinct commu-
nity, a new human race, a chosen people and a 
royal priesthood (1 Pet 2:9). yoder believes that 
the loyalty of this distinct community to Christ 
should not be suspended by any other loyalties in 
this world.21 He states:

no political nation, no geographical home-
land to which one belongs by birth, can take 
precedence over the heavenly citizenship of a 
Christian in one’s new birth.22

this distinct people gathers to discern what it 
means follow Christ. However, yoder argues that 
many ethicists have questioned the close connec-
tion between Christology and ethics, and have con-
tributed to the separation of the two. He believes 
that this move bypasses the divine authority of 
Jesus. Consequently he commenced working on 
a reintegration of Christology and ethics, so that 
the life and work of Jesus could again become the 
norm for Christian ethics.23 in other words: 

yoder believes that the life and work of Jesus 
is relevant for Christian ethics. the life of Jesus 
is a paradigm for how Christians should exist 
in this world. this close connection between 
Christology and ethics is found in the Christian 
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tion of such materials written by yoder about his 
understanding of Scriptures was published post-
humously with the title To Hear the Word.36 In his 
Preface to Theology: Christology and Theological 
Method, a collection of manuscripts also published 
posthumously, he likewise offers reflections on 
the subject.37 in these works it is clear how yoder 
invites Christians, ‘to locate their lives within the 
ongoing stream of Christian theology’.38 

as this present article indicates, yoder views 
the Church as a socially embodied tradition, in 
which reflections on the nature and boundaries 
of this tradition are ongoing. yoder believes that 
Christians should understand themselves as a part 
of this tradition, and take part in the conversations 
concerning the ongoing development of this tra-
dition. according to Stanley Hauerwas and alex 
Sider, yoder thought that mennonites ought to 
expect of their pastors, ‘[that they believed that] 
the Bible was not only descriptively correct, but 
was an important normative claim’.39 However, it 
should be noted that yoder does not see theology 
as a collection of boxes with a repository of infal-
lible propositions that have to be brought into the 
present with minimal changes, but as ‘a historical 
stream constituted by theological communicators 
[that again and again reshape it]’.40 thus yoder 
believes that ‘theology should be authentically 
dialogical’ – which means that theology should be 
an ongoing conversation between the Christian 
canon, the Christian tradition and the present.41 
in this way he invites Christians to employ vari-
ous sources to reflect upon and test the prevailing 
theology of the Church. He invites Christians ‘to 
discover what we may have missed, as well as to 
check for balance, completeness, or coherence’.42

although yoder is reluctant to outline clear 
guidelines for the interpretation of Scripture, some 
principles can be identified. as the Canadian theo-
logian Paul g. doerksen states, ‘Some kind of grid 
is clearly at work when yoder reads Scripture.’43 
Consequently, i suggest that yoder’s thinking 
concerning the reading of the biblical Scriptures 
consists of four hermeneutical principles, which 
can be designated as an authoritative principle, an 
exegetical principle, an applicatory principle and 
an ecclesial principle.

the first principle indicates that yoder under-
stands the biblical Scriptures as normative, and 
therefore specifies that they should function as the 
ground floor functions in a house: 

in terms of traffic patterns, you can say that you 

as its point of departure for viewing the world. 
thus the divine revelation in Christ functions as 
an episteme, a distinct source for understanding 
the world.29 the meaning of history and the world 
is not revealed in the powers and principalities of 
this world, but in Jesus Christ, the king of kings. 
Consequently, Huebner states: 

yoder claims that the concrete body of the 
church precedes any methodology or epis-
temology, since there is no non-neutral or 
non-particular place from which to produce a 
general method or system.30 

in this way, Christians gather in the Church to 
understand and interpret reality in light of the rev-
elation of Christ. thus, Huebner adds: 

the faith of the church becomes unintelligible 
when it is expressed in abstraction from a life of 
disciplined imitation of Christ. the church does 
not develop and seek to sustain a stable, settled 
body of knowledge but engages in an agonizing 
and ongoing conversational exchange.31

in other words, the Church generates a way of 
viewing the world which is determined by the rev-
elation of Christ. yoder believes this reflects ‘a con-
gregational epistemology’.32

it is within this context that yoder’s thinking 
about the Church as a hermeneutical community 
must be understood. the Church is a distinct com-
munity which must be ready to experience hatred 
and opposition, but nevertheless meets to confess 
Jesus Christ as lord and Saviour, and meets to read 
their holy Scriptures in order to understand them-
selves and their lives in light of these Scriptures.

4. The Church as a hermeneutical 
community

yoder rejects any attempt to apply one predeter-
mined method in the interpretation of the biblical 
Scriptures. He refers to Paul, who, as he seeks to 
show, demonstrates great creativity and flexibility 
in his interpretative strategies.33 indeed, yoder’s 
writings reflect explicit reservations against pre-
occupation with methodology.34 even though he 
claims to be fundamentally biblical in his approach 
to theology, and the Bible plays an important role 
in his theology, he is only to a limited extent occu-
pied with the role of Scripture in theology and in 
the Church in his voluminous writings.35 therefore 
yoder was challenged several times regarding his 
hermeneutics. He responded to these challenges 
in articles, lectures and panel debates. a collec-
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god has done in history must be remembered, 
retold, and its meaning reinterpreted again and 
again.52 for yoder this implies that the message 
of the Scriptures must be sustained rather than 
be deformed by sophisticated modern herme-
neutic interpretations. thus the process of appli-
cation implies: ‘where it is clear what it says, we 
are going to let that testimony count rather than 
subjecting it to the superior authority of our 
own contemporary hermeneutical framework.’53 
according to yoder, this opens up the possibil-
ity of taking seriously aspects of the Bible which 
have been neglected for centuries, as the spiritual 
reality we are all embedded in, according to the 
worldview of the Scriptures.54 as he states, ‘[i]t 
enables people to be open to the possibilities that 
the Bible might think with different logic than we 
think with.’55 to yoder the biblical Scriptures offer 
not only knowledge, but they also form the life of 
the Church, training and helping it to live in this 
world. this principle is also clearly reflected in 
his writings, as he believes that early Christianity 
must inspire contemporary Christianity.

the fourth principle signals yoder’s belief that 
the Bible ought to be read within and as a part of 
the Christian tradition. the Church must be a her-
meneutical community, participating in an open 
process of interpreting the Scriptures in light of 
the confession to Christ as lord and Saviour, and 
with the help of the Holy Spirit. this, he argues, 
is how the authors of the new testament imag-
ined these texts to be read.56 according to yoder, 
this open process of interpretation protects itself 
against authoritarian clericalism on the one side 
and anarchistic relativism on the other.57 However, 
what this open process of interpretation more 
concretely means remains unclear for yoder. the 
american theologian Philip lemasters asks the 
following critical question: 

for example, one could ask how the community 
of faith may go about appropriating the findings 
of biblical studies. How would they discrimi-
nate among various construals of ‘what the text 
says?’ By what standard or authority would 
they challenge a particular critical claim about 
Scripture as inappropriate for the Church? How 
might they avoid affirming only those findings 
which supported their preconceived convic-
tions?58

yoder does not give any answers to this question 
and lemasters rightly points out that he could 
have helpfully substantiated his thinking about 

have to go through the ground floor to get to the 
stairs which would lead to the other floors. in 
terms of architecture, you can say that it carries 
the weight of the upper stories.44

in line with this, yoder emphasizes the narrative 
character of the Bible, asserting that, ‘[t]he Bible 
as a whole corpus of literature is narrative in its 
framework, although some of its fragments are 
not’.45 thus he stresses the correlation between 
the old and new testaments. furthermore, for 
yoder, Christology is the centre of biblical narra-
tive and creates an inner coherence for the many 
doctrines in Christian theology. this Christological 
orientation also has consequences for his under-
standing of the biblical Scriptures. He states that 
both the Bible and Christ are revelations, and that 
the centre of the Scriptures is the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus. He believes that Jesus offers 
insight into the very nature, person and inten-
tions of god, and that the Scriptures witness to 
this revelation.46 thus, Christ is a canon within the 
canon.47 this principle is clearly reflected in his 
writings, which contain a considerable number of 
references to the Scriptures.

the second principle indicates that yoder 
believes that the Scriptures themselves must 
provide the premises for our understanding of a 
given text. a text must be understood on its own 
terms, and therefore we must ask what its author 
wanted to express in his or her own context.48 As 
reames explains in a passage about yoder’s view 
on Scripture: 

each biblical author, like every historian, tried 
to make clear the importance of certain histori-
cal events, as he or she understood that impor-
tance and as he or she could best explain it to 
others living in his or her own time and place.49 
yoder underlines the fact that the Scriptures are 

historical documents and must be interpreted as 
such. it is therefore important to use the tools of 
literary and historical criticism to disclose what an 
author originally wanted to convey.50 in this way, 
yoder tries to protect the reading of the Scriptures 
against anachronistic interpretations.51 this prin-
ciple is also very clearly reflected in his writings 
as he seeks to establish an understanding of an 
authentic early Christianity.

the third principle makes clear that yoder 
wants to interpret reality in light of the world-
view of the Bible. He states that when one has 
reached a conclusion about what a biblical author 
meant, this meaning is relevant for today. what 
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it not be better to invite hotel guests to become 
part of the Church than to further an individualistic 
reading of the Bible detached from the Church as 
a hermeneutical community? yoder and Hauerwas 
do not primarily want to have the Scriptures read 
by as many people as possible; rather they wish 
for as many as possible to come into the Church. 
thus, neither yoder (nor Hauerwas) deny the 
value of a good knowledge of the Bible in society. 
nonetheless, they remind us that the Sitz im Leben 
of the Scriptures is, first and foremost, the Church.

i would like to suggest that this perspective 
can well be applied in a lutheran context. while 
luther’s reading is more individualistic than that 
emphasised here, the lutheran teaching about the 
zwei Regimenten can be understood as that the 
Bible belongs to das geistliche Regiment, and as 
such should primarily guide the Church and not the 
state.63 In Von weltlicher Obrichkeit luther explic-
itly states that the Sermon on the Mount is only 
intended for Christians, and that the world should 
not be ruled by the gospel.64 this does not mean 
that the Church should not criticise the state,65 but 
that it cannot expect that the ethical instructions 
of the Bible will be accepted as normative in public 
ethical debates. this does not deny, of course, that 
the Scriptures can still be an important source of 
inspiration for society.

However, lutheran theology will disagree when 
it is suggested that the authority of the Church is 
more fundamental than the Bible.66 Here, lutheran 
theology will maintain that the authority of the 
Scriptures in the end stands over the Christian 
tradition, and that the Christian Church, with help 
from the Holy Spirit, will be guided by the mes-
sage of the Bible. However, this does not mean that 
lutheran theology cannot operate with the Church 
as a distinct people, as a socially embodied tradi-
tion. the situation can be illustrated with two con-
centric circles, where the Scriptures play one role 
in the Church and another role in society; where 
the Church functions as the primary framework 
of interpretation, and where the Bible must assert 
itself in society on different premises.67

6. Conclusion
this article has provided a short introduction to 
theological hermeneutics, claiming that a common 
feature among many new contributions to this 
field is that the Scriptures and the Church are 
closely connected. in the light of this develop-
ment, the article has introduced the work of John 

the Church as a hermeneutical community.59 In 
fact, this is also the case for the first three prin-
ciples, which only provide guidelines and which 
could also have been more fully expanded.

5. The Scriptures in Church and society
as has been demonstrated, yoder views the Church 
as a distinct people with a distinct way of life, and 
with a distinct way of viewing the world; as a 
socially embodied tradition. within this commu-
nity and tradition, the Bible function as normative, 
and these Scriptures guide this community and 
tradition. yoder’s primary interest is not how the 
message of the Scriptures is made intelligible and 
relevant for modern humans through a contextual 
interpretative process.60 for him the Scriptures 
are congregational Scriptures, which are intended 
for reading in the Church, and whose message is 
directed primarily at Christians. therefore, the 
interpretation of the Bible must first and foremost 
take place within the Christian tradition. 

Stanley Hauerwas shares much of yoder’s 
theological agenda, also when it comes to the 
understanding of the Scriptures. as for yoder, it is 
decisive for Hauerwas to understand the Church 
as a socially embodied tradition, in which the Bible 
ought to be read and interpreted. thus, he writes,

north american Christians are trained to 
believe that they are capable of reading the 
Bible without spiritual and moral transforma-
tion. they read the Bible not as Christians, not 
as a people set apart, but as democratic citizens 
who think their ‘common sense’ is sufficient for 
‘understanding’ Scripture.61

according to both yoder and Hauerwas, the right-
ful place of the Bible is in the Church. this, they 
suggest, is how the collection of biblical Scriptures 
understands itself. Hauerwas would most likely 
agree with the austrian philosopher ludwig 
wittgenstein who suggested that it is difficult to 
understand people from an alien culture even 
when their words are translated. for example, if 
one is to understand a religious text from an alien 
culture one needs to understand its language, 
behaviour and worldview; in the same way with 
the Scriptures. thus, a deep understanding of the 
Bible presupposes Christian practice and commit-
ted involvement in the Church as a hermeneutical 
community. 

this position may be seen to challenge the prac-
tice of the gideons’ distribution of Bibles.62 would 
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