
 “But what about the Nazis?”  

This is the question that nearly always arises when someone begins earnestly discussing the radical 

pacifism that Jesus calls his disciples toward. This is often the response when someone begins to 

point out all the times that Jesus, in Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount, calls his disciples to reject war 

and embrace peace, to turn from violence and extend mercy. This is the frequent, if not constant, 

refrain when someone notes that Jesus calls his disciples to work against injustice and oppression 

not by working violence, but by refusing violence.  

 “But what about the Nazis?”  

There is something called Godwin’s Law. It originated in 1990, in the earliest stages of the internet 

as a public forum, and initially stated that the longer an online discussion, any discussion on any 

topic, the greater the probability that someone will compare someone or something to Hitler. 

Sooner or later, the conversation will descend into chaos, into shouting and name-calling, and 

someone or something will be compared to Hitler, Nazis, or Nazism. A corollary to that law is that 

when that probability reaches 1, that is, when someone finally, inevitably, does make that 

comparison, the conversation and the discussion is over, and whoever made the comparison is 

declared the loser. The thinking is, once someone has conjured up the world’s greatest evil, civility 

and rationality, good faith and good intentions, disappear. We might even go so far, as Leo Strauss 

once did, and call it, reductio ad Hitlerim: combining the logical fallacies of reductio ad absurdum and ad 

hominem; reducing the argument to the absurd and impugning the motives and character of the 

person making the argument.  

And it is absurd to compare everything, eventually, to Hitler, to Nazis, to fascism. Such 

comparisons intend to impugn the motives and the character of the other person. They are ways of 

saying that not only is the other person mistaken, but bad; and not only bad, but evil; and not only 

evil, but the greatest evil that we can imagine. It is a way of staking out a stark contrast, of calling on 



all the forces of goodness and justice and truth on one side, and casting oppression and injustice and 

immorality on the other. It seeks not just to amplify one’s own righteousness, but to vilify and 

denigrate the other. It is a way of saying to the other person that not only are they wrong, but they 

are cruel and inhuman. 

We are surrounded by people who invoke Hitler and Nazis at the slightest provocation. A 

woman who speaks out on her own behalf, who dares to shed light on the ways in which women are 

still treated inequitably, who demands her own agency and dignity, is branded – nearly always by a 

man – as a feminazi. Advocates for American interventionism, who seek to emphasize the good that 

the United States has done defending people across the globe through diplomacy and military 

action, are marked as “fascists.” People who are pro-choice are stained as eugenicists and, therefore, 

Nazis. People who are pro-life are tainted as wanting to control the very bodies of other people and, 

therefore, Nazis. If we were to believe the conversations on TV and on the internet, and even in 

living rooms and around water coolers, we would be excused for thinking that everyone but us is a 

Nazi, that in every heart but ours is a tiny, little Hitler just waiting to escape given the slightest 

opportunity or the flimsiest excuse. 

“But what about the Nazis?” What about them? What is it about the Nazis that so chills us 

and frightens us, that calls us to stand against them, to deny that we might share any of their 

thoughts, and feelings, and beliefs? What makes them so uniquely terrifying to be associated with 

and makes us so singularly virtuous to oppose?  

I don’t ask this as a way of minimizing the horror and the atrocities that they inflicted upon 

the world, for they cannot be. I don’t ask this in the hopes that Hitler or fascism might be 

rehabilitated in our hearts and minds, for they should not and could not be. I don’t ask this because 

I believe that the Nazis were not all that bad, that the rest of the world was not right and just to rise 

up as one to defeat them, to end their violence and genocide, to lay bare the false premises, 



philosophies, and theologies that undergirded the evil they committed. I ask because if that’s what 

we agree is the exception to every rule we have, if that’s the greatest evil we must always oppose, if 

that’s the one thing that each and every one of us feel that we are called to resist with every fiber of 

our being, then we must search those feelings and those fibers to uncover precisely what that thing 

is and why exactly it is so evil and how we respond to it and resist it. 

We know that sin and evil lurks in this world. We have seen it. We have experienced it. We 

have inflicted it on others and had it inflicted upon us. It has sprung from indifference, and 

inexperience, and ignorance. It has issued forth from malice, and hatred, and fear. Sin and evil have 

a thousand causes and a million consequences. They multiply: one sin begets another begets ten 

more, as in those genealogies that litter the Old Testament. They are, in some sense, our genealogy 

as people, as imperfect and flawed creatures with free wills to freely choose the good or the bad, 

right or the wrong, the just or the unjust, the loving or the hateful, the violent or the peaceful. Our 

history informs our present, and our pasts prefigure our future. As William Faulkner said: The past 

is never dead. It’s not even past.  

We remember the sins we have suffered, the evils we have endured, the violence that has 

been visited upon us. Not only upon us, but also upon our ancestors. We hold them in our hearts 

and keep them close to us. We defend ourselves against the last sin, the last evil, the last violence. 

We protect ourselves through vigilance and skepticism. We make everyone into a potential enemy, 

who will not welcome us as friend or neighbor. And we do not welcome them as friend or neighbor. 

We become the only ones worthy of justice, of freedom, of redemption. We become the only ones 

worthy of hope, of love, of mercy. We turn away from everyone else and turn against everyone else. 

And it is this turning that Jesus warns us against, admonishing us to instead turn the other 

cheek. It is not to forget the sin, or deny the harm. It is not to suffer needlessly or endlessly, to 

always and forever be taken advantage of and exploited. It is to deny the power of sin and evil, 



violence and hatred, injustice and exploitation, over us. It is to say that we will not participate in that 

cycle, we will not perpetuate that history, we will not prolong the suffering and the oppression that 

sin and evil have inflicted upon us. It is to stand there in the face of it and expose it. It is to 

demonstrate to the world, to those who would return violence with more violence, revisit hate with 

more hate, repay sin and evil with even more sin and ever greater evil, that not only is another way 

possible, but that only that way is God’s way, only that way is holy.  

The cornerstone of the Church is Jesus Christ. The foundation of the Church is Jesus Christ. 

The holiness and righteousness of the Church exists only when and insofar as it builds on that 

cornerstone and that foundation. But we do not build it on our own, and we do not build it in our 

image. We build it in the image that has been given to us by God in Christ. And though that is hard 

work too great for us alone, we do not despair that we cannot build it in Christ’s absence, that we 

cannot work on it and for it until Christ’s return. The Holy Spirit that dwells within this Church and 

within each of us gives us the tools and the skills of the master-builder, who came to us in Jesus 

Christ and demonstrated to us in his life, ministry, death, and resurrection, how we are to build his 

Church. When we act in faith and hope and love, we pick up those tools and build that church. With 

the help of the Holy Spirit, in obedience to Christ, we create God’s holy temple, not only in our 

hearts, not only in this space, but in the world. 

We are called to resist sin and evil, violence and hatred, injustice and oppression, by freeing 

ourselves from its power over us. We are called to demonstrate our refusal to allow the world to 

suffer under it eternally even if and when we must suffer its effects in the moment. We are called to 

show the true power of faith and love and hope, which was shown to us in Jesus Christ’s triumph 

over sin and death, which liberated us from our bondage sin and death. The true power of faith and 

hope and love is not to protect us from the evil of this world, but to give us the wisdom to 

recognize it, the strength to face it, and the courage to resist it, not only when evil comes for us, but 



when it comes for anyone. It is the power to persist in our call to witness to God’s peace and justice, 

God’s love and mercy, God’s hope and God’s kingdom.  

The world eventually came to see the evil – the hatred, violence, and destruction – of the 

Nazis, and rose up to resist it not only in violence and through violence, but in solidarity with those 

who were the victims of their hatred, violence, and destruction. The world looked upon their horror 

and cruelty, and put aside every other difference to put an end to that horror and cruelty, not in 

order to seize the power they defeated, but to deny the legitimacy of that power. The world liberated 

not only the Jews and all those who suffered under the Nazis, but they also liberated the Germans, 

the collaborators, and themselves from the destructive power of what that ideology meant. 

But we are not done exposing and resisting hatred, violence, and destruction. We are not 

done standing in solidarity with the victim. We are not done denying the legitimacy and the power of 

injustice and oppression. We are not done liberating the world and ourselves from the destructive 

powers of sin and evil. We are not done building upon the Church’s one foundation, building upon 

the cornerstone that is Jesus Christ, building God’s Kingdom in our hearts and in our world.  

We are not done making room in our hearts, in our sanctuaries, in our world – in Christ’s 

Church and God’s Kingdom – for faith, hope, and love; for every neighbor, stranger, and and 

enemy, every child of God. We are not done. We are not done until “the night of weeping shall be 

the morn of song.” We are not done. 

 


