On Christian Holy War
Sunday, October 8, 2006
Deuteronomy 20:10-18
Eph.6:10-18
John 188-11

| recently preached two sermons on the book of Revelation. | think they were timely because Chrigtian pulpits
and Chrigtian bookstores have been full of nonsense in recent yearsN nonsense that is based on bad
interpretation of Scripture, that seduces faithful peopleinto longing for thingsthat Christians should never long
for and into imagining that our God will do things that are completely incompatible with what our Lord Jesus
has taught us. We live, | think, in dangerous times when the peoples of at least three great reigions, people
whose ancestors have spent generations, centuries, cultivating notions of justice, decency, and mercy, who have
limped through the difficulties of human life with a surprisng amount of decency and goodness, now stand
poised to sweep the board clean of all our fathersCachievements and to return to the ways of bloodlust, mistrust,
tribalism, chaos, and murder. As the world@faithful people stand in this dangerous stuation, it is a great and
shameful wickedness for Chrigtian pulpits and Chrigtian bookstores to be filling people with longing for
Armageddon and the return of our Lord to kill his enemies with the sword. The internet is full of talk from
misguided Christians, who cheer every new act of violence and chaos in the Middle East, convinced that the
killing of innocents and the breakdown of order brings us one step closer to the great battle and the time when
faithful people will be rapturedN removed in a flash from this world, leaving the suffering to others. That is
hogwash, a slly and wicked misreading of the book of Revelation, and so | preached a couple of sermons that
sketched amoreresponsblereading of the book.

In those sermons | tried to show what Revelation actually says about the great Chrigtian victories: They do not
come by killing people with the mouth (edge) of the sword (to use the recurrent description of the Jawish
conquerors of Canaan in the Greek trandation of Joshua) but by daying them with the sword of God’s mouth:
Chrigtian victories are won by convincing the hearts of unbeievers of the goodness and love of God. That is
how we conquer the @nemies of the faithQN just as we who have oursdves sometimes been unbelievers and
@nemies of the faithOhave been cut to the heart by the goodness and love of God and so have ceased to be his
enemiesand have cometo love him. In fact, when actual shedding of blood is spoken of in Revelation, the blood
shed is the blood of faithful martyrs, who keep telling the truth about the goodness of God (fighting with the
swords of their mouth) even as others kill them with the mouth of the sword. In times of bloody conflict,
Revelation says that Christians can expect not to kill, but to die: to follow the Lamb wherever he goes, for the
Chrigtian way to victory isto do good and never to do harm. That isthe story told in the book of Revelation.

Today | would liketo return onelast time to the subject of Christian holy warN the way Christians fight for the
kingdom of God. | want to remind us of what we already know: that Christians who long for bloody war can
turn nowherein the New Testament for justification except to a misinformed reading of Revelation. Nowhere!
Not one versel Not one word in the New Testament encourages or permits Christians to harm anyonelN even
unbelievers, even our bitterest, mogt violent enemies.

Earlier this week | was visiting with a colleague who knows a lot about Idam and the concept of jihadN

apparently the Arabic word for holy war or holy struggle. You may have heard over the past many years of
tensions between 1dam and the West, interviews with faithful Mudims explaining what they as people who love
God believe about holy warN the struggle to do what God wants, jihad. And, it turns out that Musims are of
two mindson the matter. There arethose like Osamabin Laden, who think God wants a jihad fought with guns
and bombs. But other Mudims disagree. 1, at least, have heard many Mudims explain that jihad is not violent
struggle againgt military enemies, but rather the peaceful struggle of the faithful believerN struggling against just
the sort of things that we Chrigtians struggle againgt: hopelessness, fear, various wicked passions, injustice and
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auffering in our communities. That divide within I1dam has set me to reflecting about the notion of holy war
among religious people.

Asyou will note from the Old Testament passages | read, the Jewish religion traced its origins to violent times.
After emerging from Egypt, the Jews needed a placeto liveN aland. And not just any land, but aland in which
they could live as faithful people, obedient to the laws their God stipulated. Not surprisngly, other tribes and
nations in the area weren® willing to welcome hoards of people who wanted a lot of land and inssted that
everything be done according to the law of the Jewish God. And <0, these early Jewstook land by conquest and
dealt with unbdief by killing unbelievers. They viewed what they were doing as the work of God. They were
bringing about the kingdom of GodN a place where God was kingN on earth. No doubt, some of them balked at
killing ordinary people, women, and children. But those people who are quick to declarein any age, Orou can®
make an omeette without breaking some eggsOwon out, and so the people of God apparently engaged in what
we would now call @thnic cleansingOor even @enocide.O So there were Jews then and are Jews now who
believe that holy war isthe sort of thing described in Deuteronomy. But there are otherswho do notN Jews like
Jsusand Gamalid in the New Testament, and many modern Jews including al of my Jewish friendsN who are
appalled at the holy wars of Joshua and Numbers and think of holy war asthe struggle to live faithful, holy lives
in aworld that has largdly forgotten God. And so, both Jaws and Mudims struggle to understand how they
should serve God and make the world more just and faithful. In both religions some people believe that literal
war isthe answer. Both religions also have people who believe that war isnot the answer.

Thisisnot at al surprising, isit? People of faith have avison of what is good, how things should be, what God
wants. And what is good usually does not come about without a struggle. One does not overcome acohol or
drug addiction or sexua misbehavior without great struggle. Savery did not disappear from Americawithout a
sruggle. Europe was not liberated from the Nazis without a struggle. Faithful people must act to bring about
justice and goodnessin theworld. And it isnot surprising that some faithful people of al stripesN people who
love God as best they understand him: Jews, Mudims, HindusN have thought that the compulsion of laws and
military force arethe best way to serve God and bring about the kingdom of God.

Chrigtian history, too, is full of such times when faithful peopleN holy warriorsN set out to claim the world for
God and Chrigt. | will mention two of the best known: the Crusadesto reclaim the holy lands a thousand years
ago; and the conquest of the Americas, led in the South by Catholic priests from Spain and Portugal, and in the
North by Protestant ministers and busnessmen. In the former, Western Chrigtian crusaders daughtered both
Jews and Mudims without mercyN after warming up on Eastern Orthodox Christians. The Chrigtian victory in
the Americas involved exterminating the indigenous people, the infidds, the @ndians.O Many Christians of the
time conceived of thismass murder as sporeading salvation to the savages, othersgrieved at the daughter.

| wonder which view ismore Christian? What do you think? Do you think the Christian conquistadores and
Chrigtian ranchers and railroad magnates will stand proudly and honored before our God and before his Christ
as they meet every smple Indian farmer and hunter, every old man and woman, every childN one by one into
themillionsN all those infidels—who werekilled because Chrigtians wanted to spread the Kingdom of God more
than to love their neighbor; to fight with the mouth of the sword rather than the sword of God® mouth? You
see what | mean, don®you? We know in our guts what isright. We know by all our Christian training that
such holy wars arenot holy. Not aone of uswants to hear among the deeds we have done while in the body that
we killed someinnocent kid to bring the kingdom of God to the earth.

Asweal know, the violence was not only on oneside. | am focusing only on theviolence of the victors, not that
of the vanquished. It is certainly not true that the Mudims againg whom the Crusaders fought were all
wonderful, decent, peaceful people. Nor is it the case that all the Indians in the Americas were wonderful,
decent, peaceful people. People who held to the Chrigtian faith came into contact with unbeieversand observed
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that they were doing evil, unjust, harmful things. (They may also have observed that these infidels occupied
certain desrablereal estate) When Chrigtiansjoined the Crusades or committed genocide against the Indians,
they did so not because someone had told them they should go murder the innocent, but because Christian
leaders had declared that they should make the world better by bringing the blessings of faith to the infidel and
the savage. Yet, despite that rhetoric, as we look back on these earlier holy wars do we imagine that God was
ganding on the sdelines, waving the flag of the cross, cheering at every infidd death. Certainly not! You and |
both know that the true God knelt at the sdes of hisdying children on both sdes and wondered at thefolly and
blindnessthat possessed his people.

Many times in the past Chrigtians have encouraged and practiced bloody un-Chrigtian jihad. Nor isit only in
the digant past of the Crusades and the conquest of the Americas. In October of 2002,in advance of the
invasion of Irag, for example, the Ethics and Rdigious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention
issued a Christian decreejustifying murder, declaring theinvasion of Iraq ajust war (which iswhat Christiansin
our timetend to call what other people cal holy war). | think the Mudims call such a declaration a fatwah: an
official declaration by reigious leaders that God authorizes violence against the unfaithful. This Southern
Baptist fatwah said that destroying Iraq®weapons of mass destruction wasin Christian eyes ajust and necessary
goal, and expressed unflinching confidence that the good gained by resort to armed conflict <will> justify the cost
of lives lost and bodies maimed. The fatwah was printed on the letterhead of The Ethics & Religious Liberty
Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention (October 3,2002)and sgned by Richard Land, as President of
the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention and by four other prominent
Chrigtian leadersincluding Chuck Colson, James Kennedy of Coral Ridge Minigtries, Carl Herbster as Presdent
of the American Association of Chrigtian Schools, and Bill Bright, asfounder and chairman of Campus Crusade

for Christ. [Source | have a photocopy of the letter under the website header of (The Ethics and Religious Liberty CommissonO<CHwome :: News :: Press
ReleasesO(sic)>, but the printout does not contain a URL, and | cannot find the original page online. A newsrelease, however, remains available in the archive of the
Baptist Press news dter  http//www.bpnewsnet/bpnewsasp?D=14373, and various newspapers published reports of it. For the text, see
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Land_Letter]

Now, asit happens, the weapons of mass destruction that made this a just war did not exist, and yet to the best
of my knowledge, these outspoken Christian leaders have never retracted their fatwah nor even admitted that
the assumptions on which they sent Chrigtian kidsinto war wasfalse. At least one of the signers, Bill Bright, the
long-time leader of Campus Crusade for Christ has subsequently died. He has, therefore, | presume, had
occasion to meet one-by-one the tens of thousands of dead Iragi@\ men, women, and childrenN whose desths
his fatwah promised werejustified by the great progressthe holy war would produce. Mr. Bright has, | presume,
had the occasion to see the face of his Father and the face of hisLord and to know just how much they approve
of hisinvoking their namesto authorizeand sanctify thekilling of God@children.

Now, here@my point. | don®intend thisasardigiousintrusion into politics or a sermon to stake out a view on
this particular warN though my own opinion on the matter (for what it@worth) is pretty obvious. The goal of
thissermon isto put usmodern Chrigiansunder the judgment of the radical teachings of our Lord: that radical
reiection of violence to spread the kingdom of God that apparently characterized all Chrigtians at the beginning
of the faith. 1®e tried to make the point that we humansN including believers among virtually all religionsN
find oursalves easily seduced into the belief that it isright to use war to spread the kingdom of God. Weare all
aware that many contemporary Mudims that God wants them to bring justice to the world by killing infidels.
We are dso aware that the Old Testament gives many accounts of Jewish holy war. And we need to remember
that Chrigtian historyN even contemporary Christian historyN is replete with examples of Chrigtian jihadis.
Holy war isa perdstent and attractive notion to people who love God, who care about justice, who want to make
theworld better.

| was recently discussing current eventswith akid who said, Of thereredlly are peaceful Mudims out there, why
don®I hear them vigoroudy and clearly denouncing the violent Mudims?20 Part of the reason, of coursg, isthat
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heisn®listening or listeningin theright places. But another prong to the answer isthis: If you expect peaceful
Mudims to denounce violent Mudims, how about Chrigtians? What should peaceful Chrigtians do about the
prominent war-mongering jihadis in our midst? | think it isright for moderate Mudims to denounce Mudim
violence. But ultimately that is none of my affair. But, by God, as a follower of Jesus | will denounce the
fatwah’s of so-called Christianswho violate the words of our Lord and of his apostles, who rejected all violence,
taught love and forgiveness towards their enemies, and achieved victories over their enemies by winning their
hearts. Modern Christian jihadis like the sgners of the fatwah of the Southern Baptist Convention ignore the
words of Paul, who had himsdf used force to impose the Jewish kingdom of God on ChristiansN who had, that
is, persecuted, imprisoned, and killed Christians prior to his conversionN but learned from our Lord that in the
Chrigtian faith there are no human enemies, only children of God who grapple with inhuman enemies. greed,
fear, hatred, unruly desres. The weapons, the armor with which we fight our real enemies, Paul taught, are
faith, hope, truth, love. These true weapons of Christian holy war produce no lives lost or bodies maimed that
need to bejudtified in a perverse calculus of just war. In Christian holy war when blood isshed, it is the blood of
Chrigtians, who fight only with the sword of our mouthsN gospel and persuasion.

This old fashioned, apostolic Chrigtianity may seem unrealistic and impossible, but it is not. Indeed, we have
seen it just this weekN and we have recognized in it the spirit of our Lord. Not so very far from here, a man
attempted to brutally murderN what was it? 9N little girls. Five of them have died. Others may. And the
Amish communityN their friends and family membersN immediately responded without hate or desire for
vengeance. They never uttered the word utrage.O They showed no bitterness. Their heartsturned to the care
of the family of the murderer as quickly as to the families of the Amish children. They took food to the
murderer@family. They attended hisfuneral and shared hisfamily@grief. They told hiswife and children they
hoped they would stay in the community because they were friends and they were loved. These Amish
ChristiansN unlike the grand poobahs of the Southern Baptist ConventionN absorbed the violence and evil that
came againg them, and they let it die there. To the degree that any humans can, these smple Amish believers
killed the real enemyN violence, hatred, and bitternessN by refusing to practiceit or honor it. And by killing the
real enemy, they kept their community free from it and set free from it the wife and children of the man who
had killed their children.

| have mentioned two contemporary examples of Christian responses to violence: the Southern Baptist
Convention@authorization to kill tens of thousands of innocent Iragis because they were afraid that Iraq might
someday, somehow hurt them; and the Amish community in Pennsylvania who renounced all vengeance even
though their young daughters had been murdered.

People of faith, people who love God, are necessarily engaged in a struggle againg evil. In al reigions, some of
those people believe that their enemies are made of flesh and blood and that their enemies can be conquered
with swords and bullets. OthersN Christians, Jews, Mudims, Hindus, atheistsN think that the true enemies of
what is good and right are not people and cannot be killed with bullets. As humans we can and should
sympathizewith people of all other faiths who struggle with the question of how we should fight evil. We, too,
fed and understand the fear and anger that sometimes tempt us to put our trust in killing and war. But our
Lord and his apostlesteach usthat that very fear and anger is the enemy that we must fight with the weapons of
faith, hope, love, and truth. That isthetrue holy war. Neither our Lord nor his apostles leaves us any warrant
for killing other people. Indeed, they specifically forbid us to do that, and they tdl us not to be afraid, but to
trust that whatever cup God givesusto drink isjust the cup that we should drink.

In this dangerous and highly charged atmosphere of confrontation between much of Idam and the Weg,
Christians need to forget about the speck we think we seein the MudimsGeye and notice the 2x4 in our own eye.
We need to get the log of fear, violence, vengeance, and intimidation out of our own eye s0 that we can see
clearly to help other people get the speck out of their eyes. To that end we need to look at our contemporary
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Chrigtian community and speak clearly: Shame on the Southern Baptist Convention and on all Christians who
act like them! What they have said violates the words of our Lord and of his apostles. It is faithless. Their
fatwah is infiddl heresy. On the other hand, we need to take note of the words and actions of our Amish
brothersand sigters, and we need to say to one another very clearly that (scary as it may be) that is the way our
Lord and hisapostlesled. To the degreethat we have been seduced by the appeal of violence and vengeance, we
need to repent in dust and ashesand pray to God to forgive us.

A footnote here. | have been talking about Christian teachingN our ideals. It isimportant to keep them dlear.
But we know we are not ideal Christians. | am glad the gospe writers tell us that even after three years of
intimate travel with Jesus, Peter himself pulled the sword and cut off the ear of one of the people coming to
arrest JesusN and presumably the man® ear was not what he was aiming at. Jesus rebuked Peter and restored
the ear to the man. 1@ glad to know that at least this once even Peter failed to understand and believe in the
power of God®goodness and so put histrust in the sword.

We are not perfect people. Some of you have fought in war. My father did. Historical circumstances have
played out in such a way that | have notN merely an accident of history. But | know full well that there are
circumstances under which | might kill other people out of fear or to prevent injustice. But, those of you who
have killed and | who might somedayN know and must remember that our Lord will never praise us for
harming someone ese. Hewill fed compasson for us. Hewill understand that we may have done the very best
we knew how in circumstances where there seemed to be no good options. But he will not tdl us that killing
someone else is a good thing. We would not want him to. Because we know it isn®true. Thank God it isn®
true.

Brothers and ssters, we are called to be the children of God in this generation. We are called to belight in a
darkeningworld. Itisnot our job to worry whether thisman or that ismore or lessjust, whether thiscountry or
that is better. It isour job to put on the armor of faith, hope, joy, truth, and love, and to fight against the true
enemies of God: fear, hatred, greed, contempt, injustice. It isour job asfar aswe are able to bring the light of
love and joy to those who live in hopelessness. This is our jihad. And as we engage in the true and only
Chrigtian holy war, perhaps God will grant victory over these enemies to us and also to people of other faiths
who love God as much as we do and who struggleto the best of their abilitiesin the very same jihad we do.
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