
The questioner asks good questions, but first let’s get one very big fact straight. The
twentieth century was by far the most violent century in human history, not because
of religion, but despite religion. The ideologies that led Nazi Germany, fascist Italy,
imperialist Japan, the Soviet Union, and communist China to slaughter or
deliberately displace and starve well over one-hundred-million persons were not
religious ideologies. Indeed, to differing degrees, they treated religion, especially
Judaism and Christianity, as state enemies holding back their final solutions.

The point is that humans are violent, capable of using anything and sometimes even
nothing to justify their violence. Let’s agree that violence for violence’s sake, or to
rob, murder, pillage, and otherwise oppress, is wrong, indeed evil. Christian
doctrine would agree wholeheartedly with you that human nature is corrupt,
needing Christ’s new heart to redeem it out of rank sin.

Let’s agree on another thing, too: religions and their interpretations differ widely.
Christianity is in no sense responsible for the justification that other religions may
give or not give to war, division, and other hardships. Instead, judge each religion
unto itself. The answer here applies only to Christianity, not to other religions.
Unlike other religious leaders, notably but not alone Mohammed, who founded the
Muslim faith through military conquest, Jesus was decidedly not a political or
military leader. Jesus refused to have anything to do with the zealots who violently
opposed Rome’s oppressive occupation of Judea. Jesus did not come to conquer
using military might or indeed any compulsion or force. As Matthew 26:53 records
Jesus saying as he submitted to arrest, he could have instantly called angel legions
to his defense. Instead, his resurrection victory involved complete submission to the
cruelest death, the farthest thing possible from being violent or warlike.

In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus also said that rather than respond to an enemy
eye for eye, tooth for tooth, instead to turn the other cheek, give them the coat off
your back, and walk with them an extra mile. Christians are to love their enemies as
well as their neighbors and friends. Notable historical figures have drawn principles
of non-violence from these and other statements and illustrations by Jesus. One
does not find in Jesus the basis for war and violence. Just before his crucifixion, at
the Last Supper, he gave the new command to love one another as he loves us,
which was to relinquish everything, even body and blood.



At the same time, Jesus did not condemn military leaders or members. Matthew 8
and Luke 7 both record Jesus lauding the faith of a Roman centurion, whose servant
Jesus then healed. Acts 10 records an angel giving a message to the devout Roman
centurion Cornelius to give to the apostle Peter. When religious leaders tried to trap
Jesus into condemning Rome’s imperial tax, Matthew 22, Mark 12, and Luke 20 all
record Jesus saying to give to Caesar what is Caesar’s. In Romans 13:6, the apostle
Paul urges followers of Christ to obey the governing authorities and not to rebel
against what God institutes. And God calls the Israelite king David, who was a
powerful military leader, a man after God’s own heart.

These and other Bible accounts confirm that our God of peace and unity also
governs conflict. From Tertullian, Ambrose, and Augustine, forward through the
millennia up to today, theologians have found support in Christian doctrine for
pacifism and non-violent resistance at the spectrum’s one end, to secure peace
through just and compassionate force at the spectrum’s other end. Christian doctrine
simultaneously condemns vengeance, cruelty, lust for power, and unforgiving hate.
Remarkably, the faith engages and advocates along the full spectrum, fencing in our
worst impulses while encouraging our best.

Indeed, centuries of devoted Christian study of war and other conflict among
peoples and nations gradually led in the Renaissance period to a law of nations.
Also characterized as natural law, rooted in Jesus’s Golden Rule to do to others as
you would have them do to you, that Christian thought continues today to form the
secular basis for international order. The rules and conventions that responsible
nations follow today to maintain a semblance of world peace and order have their
history and firm root in Christian doctrine.

When the question is war, those rules generally authorize force only in defense of
an aggressor, to protect another against aggression, or to punish the aggressor, but
only in proportion to the aggressor’s wrong. Force must also proceed only from
proper authority, which in this country would be on congressional authorization,
placing another check on its use. Authorization also takes place only with the goal
of an achievable peace and as a last resort after exhausting every peaceful means.
And authority proceeds only against the aggressor, not against non-combatants.
Killing innocent civilians to make a point, as terrorists do, is not an option.



Following these sound rules of engagement, soldier after soldier has sacrificed the
soldier’s own life to save the lives of others. John 15:13 records Jesus saying that
the greatest love one can have is to give one’s life for another. Jesus said so the
evening before he did exactly that for us, after horrible torture, on the executioner’s
agonizing cross. Arlington Cemetery’s row after row of plain white crosses testify
to the connection between Christian self-sacrifice and giving one’s life in military
service to protect the peace and security of others.

The human mind and heart can together twist any system of thought to evil
purposes. Yet the world today would likely be a very much more violent,
oppressive, and disordered place without the steady witness, patient forgiveness,
and willing sacrifice of Christians. The vision God gives in Isaiah 2:4 and Micah
4:3, for Christ’s eternal reign, is not one of dictatorial oppression but of the lion
laying down with the lamb, and of swords beaten into plowshares and spears into
pruning hooks, where war will be no more. The Christian religion is not to blame
for war.


