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Scripture Readings 

 Romans 12:18 

18If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 

 

1 Corinthians 7:15 

It is to peace that God has called you. 

 

1 Peter 3:11 

11 let them turn away from evil and do good;let them seek peace and pursue it. 

  

James 3:18 

18And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace. 

 

Isaiah 32:17 

17 The effect of righteousness will be peace, 

and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust for ever. 

 

Luke 1:78-79 

78 By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, 

79 to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 

to guide our feet into the way of peace.’ 

 

Sermon 

 

Before I begin, I want to dedicate this sermon to the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. whose 

commitment to non-violence and hope in the redemptive power of love have 

contributed significantly to making this a less violent world.   
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So.  I want to begin with a survey, though I'm not going to ask you to raise your hands 

and I think you'll see why.  Just think about this question:  Over the course of the last 

year, have you ever fantasized about killing someone?  Anyone?  Here's my confession -

- after the NRA's response to the Newtown shootings, I dreamed a little dream of 

shooting the NRA spokesman, Wayne LaPierre with an assault rifle.  The likelihood of 

my acting on this fantasy?  0%.  But my point is this -- even an exceedingly non-violent 

person such as myself can harbor a murderous thought. 

 

In his book, The Better Angels of our Nature, Prof. Steven Pinker refers to a study in which 

a group of university students were asked the question I just asked you.  Between 70 to 

90 percent of the guys and 50 to 80 percent of the women admitted to having had at 

least one homicidal fantasy.i   

 

Given recent headlines, in fact, given any headlines ever, I don't have to tell you that we 

live in a violent world.  But how violent is it?  That is the question that Prof. Pinker 

addresses in the book.  I first came across his work a few years ago in the form of an 

article from the New Republic entitled, "We're Getting Nicer Every Day: A History of 

Violence."  I wrote a piece for the Crier about that article. A few weeks ago, I took the 

plunge and bought the book.  As you can see, it's quite a commitment.  It's 801 pages 

long.  

 

But for me, reading this book is a labor of love.  Prof. Pinker is making a point that I 

very much want to believe.  It's always satisfying to read the work of a learned person 

who has spent years gathering information that proves something you want to hear. 

And what is it that I'm so anxious to have confirmed?  This sentence, from the 

introduction to the book, tells it all:  "Believe it or not -- and I know most people do not -

- violence has declined over long stretches of time, and today we may be living in the 

most peaceable era in our species' existence."ii 

 

Do you believe it?  Or can you at least allow for the possibility?  For the most part, 

when I've talked to people about Prof. Pinker's work, there has been extreme skepticism 

and even outright ridicule from many of my friends.  Many of us seem to want to cling 

to the idea that we're living in the most dangerous time in history, right now, right here.  

And of course, something like the Newtown shooting doesn't make us feel any safer. 
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But I'd like to present the case for the decline of violence and I hope you'll bear with me 

as I do a brief outline of some of the facts presented by Prof. Pinker in his book. 

 

(pause) 

 

OK, I wrote that line and I spent some time on the writing and realized that there's no 

way I can summarize this book in 20 minutes.  What I wanted to do, of course, is 

convince you that Steven Pinker is credible by quoting many of his facts and figures 

and maybe even reproducing some of his 123 graphs and charts.  What I've realized, 

though, is that it's just not possible to communicate the weight of evidence that he 

amasses, in anything less than several sermons, so what I'll do is an anecdotal 

hopscotch through the book, in hope that it will inspire you to take a closer look.  I will 

also tell you what I believe God has to do with this. 

 

Since we're in a church and this is a sermon, let's start with the Hebrew writings or Old 

Testament as it's commonly known.  If is STEEPED in violence, as anyone from our 

Bible Study group can tell you.  From the killing of Abel by Cain; through all the God-

ordained slaughter as the Israelites conquer the Promised Land; through the massacre 

of children by Herod in the New Testament, to the crucifixion.  So much of the Bible is 

dripping with blood that modern commentaries are often saying things like "this 

passage is difficult for modern sensibilities."  No kidding.  But why is that?  In part it's 

because we no longer believe in a God who thinks it's a fine thing for our conquering 

army to practice wholesale butchery of the men, women and children of our enemies.   

 

What about crucifixion?  We tend to focus on the one crucifixion that matters greatly to 

us, but the fact is that there were thousands upon thousands of crucifixions in the 

Ancient Near East.  It was a common punishment meted out by the rulers of the Roman 

Empire for more than 6,000 years.  It would not have been unusual for people on their 

way to Jerusalem in Jesus' day to pass by hundreds of men dying on crosses.  Can you 

imagine any culture, anywhere on this planet today allowing that kind of state-

sanctioned, massive public torture?  By the way, I learned from the book that the word 

"excruciating" has its linguistic root in crucifixion.iii 
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Have you seen anyone burned at the stake recently?  This was a fairly common 

punishment in medieval Europe during the Inquisition.  It also happened here in this 

country.  I have a personal connection to this particular mode of dispatch.  My niece 

discovered that we have a relative, Susannah Martin, who was burned as a witch in 

Salem in 1692.  The good news is that execution by burning began to fall into disfavor 

with governments around about the late 18th century. 

 

Have you heard of bear baiting?  It used to be a popular public entertainment in 

England, wherein a bear would be placed in a pit and set upon by dogs.  New dogs 

would be added as dogs were killed, until the bear was killed.  Henry VIII and Queen 

Elizabeth I were great fans of bear baiting.  It wasn't outlawed until the 19th century.   

 

And speaking of popular public entertainments, what about the lynchings of African-

Americans that took place with regularity in the South following the Civil War and well 

into the 20th century?  Lynching was never state sanctioned -- it is by definition a 

vigilante action, but not much was done to stop it in parts of this country until the 

1930s. 

 

This is all very grim, I know, but I'm talking about what's generally NOT happening 

anymore.  The good news is that all of these practices and many more have been 

stopped and if they happen, there is public outrage.  Let me quote from Prof. Pinker 

here:  “Cruelty as entertainment, human sacrifice to indulge superstition, slavery as a 

labor-saving device, conquest as the mission statement of government, genocide as a 

means of acquiring real estate, torture and mutilation as routine punishment, the death 

penalty for misdemeanors and differences of opinion, assassination as the mechanism 

of political succession, pogroms as outlets for frustration, homicide as the major form of 

conflict resolution – all were unexceptional features of life for most of human history.  

But, today, they are rare to nonexistent in the West, far less common elsewhere than 

they used to be, concealed when they do occur, and widely condemned when they are 

brought to light.”iv   

 

There's a lot more good news in "The Better Angels of Our Nature."  Homicide rates 

worldwide have declined precipitously over the course of history.   In this country, 

we're not nearly as murderous as we used to be.  Katie Hall sent me an article from the 
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Washington Post that reads:  "The national homicide rate for 2011 was 4.8 per 100,000 

citizens. . . 'We’re at as low a place as we’ve been in the past 100 years,” says Randolph 

Roth. . . author of this year’s book American Homicide, a landmark study of the history of 

killing in the United States."  And in fact, statistics show that violent crimes of all kinds, 

except perhaps mass shootings like Newtown, have been on a downward trend for 

several years. 

 

What about war?  The good news there kicks in only after the end of WWII, but the 

numbers since then are dramatic.  "According to the Human Security Brief 2006, the 

number of battle deaths in interstate wars has declined from more than 65,000 in the 

1950s to less than 2,000 per year in this decade."v   

 

Of course any violent death anywhere is one too many, and there is still very much 

work to do to make this country, this world, a more peaceful place for everyone. 

 

But, if in the face of a mountain of statistics, we begin to allow for the possibility that 

the world is a place of declining violence, the question of course, is why?  Why is this 

happening?  Prof. Pinker spends the second 400 pages of his book giving reasons and 

rationales.  It's all very logical and persuasive and reasonable.   

 

But I would like to add a rationale that doesn't necessarily compute, scientifically.  What 

if this decline in violence is God, by whatever name God is called, at work on 

humankind?  This is not Prof. Pinker’s conclusion in any way, but it’s mine.  What if 

you take the very long view, the God's eye view and see the human race as a work in 

progress, and that very slowly, horrifically slowly, we're getting better. We're learning.  

We're becoming more connected, more compassionate, more empathic.  Much less 

likely to kill each other. And though we got a very slow start, and have seemed 

hopeless at times, the rate of improvement is accelerating rapidly.   There are awful, 

dreadful lapses of course, and the decline in violence varies according to geographical 

area, but the overall world-wide statistics still point in a downward direction.   It's not a 

straight line, but it is quite demonstrably the arc of history bending toward justice.  

How can this not fill your heart with gladness?  God's noble experiment -- the creation 

of human beings with free will and human consciousness may just be headed in the 

right direction after all. There’s a long way to go and much work to be done by all of us 

to make this a more peaceful world, but isn’t it encouraging to think that we’re getting 
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somewhere?  Isn't that a cause for praise and celebration?  I take great hope and 

encouragement from this 800 page book and all the graphs and charts that say to me 

that there's hope for the human race.  I would like to believe, with Martin Luther King 

that “unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word.” For these charts 

and graphs I say thanks be to God.  I'm serious about that.  Thanks be to GOD.   

 

 

                                                 
i Steven Pinker, The Better Angels of our Nature, p. 484 
ii ibid. p. xxi 
iii ibid. p. 13 
iv The New Republic Online, Steven Pinker "We're Getting Nicer Every Day: A History of Violence"  p. 1 
v ibid. p. 3 


