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Adam Hochschild’s book To End All Wars, manages to tell the story of World War I from both a global and a personal perspective. The story of every war should be told like that, because war is at once as personal as an individual’s life and death – someone with a name – and as expansive as the march of history. 

World War I marked a turning point in the practice of warfare. Historian Barbara Tuchman says, “The Great War of 1914-1918 lies like a band of scorched earth dividing that time from ours.”

The First World War introduced industrialized combat, with mechanical weapons capable of destruction on a scale never seen before. In the beginning, there may have been some sense of valor and honor – and even zeal – in going to war on behalf of one’s nation, but by the end of the conflict all such illusions had vanished. 

The war killed fully one half of all men in France who were between the ages of 20 and 32 at the start of the war, and over 35% of German men who were between 19 and 22 at the onset of the war. On the first day of the Battle of the Somme, 21,000 British troops were killed. “This is not war,” a soldier wrote home. “It is the ending of the world.” (Adam Hochschild, To End All Wars [New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011], p. xiv)

When the war was over, more than 2 million British and French troops had died – and those nations were the victors! The enormity of the slaughter comes into focus when Hochschild reports, 

“British stonemasons in Belgium were still at work carving the names of their nation’s missing onto memorials when the Germans invaded for the next war, more than 20 years later.” (p. xiv)
In the face of such horrendous loss, how can history speak of winners and losers? Poet Edmund Blunden wrote that neither side “had won, nor could win, the War. The War had won.” (Hochschild, p. xv)
Understandably, people thought it was the “war to end all wars.” After such utter destruction how could the world ever again engage in all-out violent conflict? 

The answer came only two decades later as Europe plunged back into an even more devastating global conflagration. World War I, it turns out, did not end all wars; instead, it inaugurated the bloodiest century the earth has ever known. It was only the warm-up act. The world today has seen little abatement of violent conflict. By various measures, some 15 to 25 wars are currently underway around the world. The United States is involved directly in three of them.

This weekend we celebrate Memorial Day, an annual commemoration that began after the Civil War. The holiday was changed following World War I to include not only those who lost their lives in the War Between the States, but those killed in any war. Tomorrow our family will go to Lakewood Cemetery to the annual Memorial Day program, as we always do. Like millions of others around the country, we will remember and give thanks for those who gave their lives in service to America.

The purpose of Memorial Day is not to glorify war; it’s to honor the dead – for every war, no matter how limited, no matter how carefully fought, no matter how precisely implemented, every war involves, fundamentally, the killing of some human beings by others. Although important, grand, geo-political, strategic struggles may also be working themselves out, in the end, war is deeply personal. It involves the giving and taking of life.  

What’s a Christian perspective on war? What’s our response to the serial conflicts in which our nation finds itself? What do Christians believe about war? The obvious answer is that we believe war is not God’s intention for the human family. The prophet Isaiah begins his ministry when God calls him to go the factions fighting in Israel and declare that under God’s reign things will change and their warring ways will come to an end.

“They shall beat their swords into plowshares,” the prophet says, “and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.” (Isaiah 2:4)
That’s not merely the wording to some Woody Guthrie protest song; that is God’s vision for the human community – that our tools of death would be converted into instruments of life, that we would not learn or teach or practice or prepare for or pursue war any more. “Blessed are the peacemakers,” Jesus says in his Sermon on the Mount. “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.” (Matthew 5:9)
If the ideal world from a Christian point of view would be one where human beings no longer engage in war, how do we live with the realities of political conflict and brutal aggression and threats of violence among the various disparate tribes of the earth? 

What Do Christians Believe about War?
There’ve been essentially three Christian responses to war. Some have refused to engage in it altogether – the pacifist approach of the peace churches, such as the Brethren, Quakers, and Mennonites. They have chosen to take Isaiah and Jesus literally. They have given up on the war as a way to settle any conflict. The reality of life on this planet among divided and often hostile nations pushes back against that approach. Pacifism may not take seriously enough our human capacity for sin and evil toward one another.

Others have adopted what might be called the Holy War approach – that is, some have seen war as a weapon in the arsenal of Christians to broaden their power among the peoples of earth. The Kingdom of God, in this view, should be built by any means possible.  The Crusades and the vast empire-building of European countries that went forth to “civilize” the world in the name of God and King come to mind. There’s an inherent arrogance and hubris in this approach to war. 

A third way to help Christians think about violent conflict is the notion of just war, which emerged early in the history of the church. Augustine, the Bishop of Hippo in the fifth century, was the first to write about what Christians ought to do in the face of war’s clear violation of God’s hope for the world. Thomas Aquinas, writing 800 years later, picked up and expanded Augustine’s work, giving rise to what are now generally accepted as the principles of Just War. 

There are five such principles (although “lists” do vary), and as I say them I invite you to consider the wars our nation has fought, to test how these criteria apply: 

1. Just cause: Does the war seek redress for a genuine wrong? Have we or an ally of ours been attacked?

2. Last resort: Is there any other possible way to resolve the conflict? Have we tried everything to avoid going to war?

3. Proportionate response: Is the violence planned comparable to the wrong experienced? Have we planned for war of an appropriate scale, given the situation? 

4. Non-combatant protection: Are civilians endangered by the violence? Have we taken precautions to avoid what we call euphemistically today, “collateral damage?”

5. Legitimate authority: Is the war being levied by a sovereign state on behalf of its people? Have we received the support of those governed in our land?

These principles were once the obscure concerns of Christian theologians. Today, at least in our country, they’re taught in our military academies. They’re seen by the populace as requisites for war. They’re invoked by politicians; both Presidents Bush and Obama have taken care to refer to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan as “just causes.”

That our nation now views the principles of Just War as a required test for the use of our military is a welcome development. Every time we hear of a soldier or officer being investigated for alleged misdeeds the principles of Just War are being applied. Every time we hear arguments as to whether circumstances warrant the use of our troops, the principles of Just War are being applied. 

Debates about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have correctly revolved around the principles of last resort, just cause, and proportionality. In hindsight, which is always better than seeing into the future, there’s reasonable doubt as to whether the two wars have met those criteria. 

On the principle of the legitimate authority to conduct war, we may also have fallen short in Iraq and Afghanistan. Especially in a democracy, the support of the governed to wage war is required for a conflict to be just. From my point of view, it’s a matter of national shame that with Iraq and Afghanistan we have not expected sacrifice from anyone in the country other than those who have volunteered to serve, and their families. 

The people of this land have not been taxed to pay for the conflicts. We‘ve not been asked to forgo any luxury, or give up any entitlement, or forfeit any pleasure, on behalf of a cause for which some of our fellow citizens have been asked to surrender their very lives. If the cause is just and we must fight as a nation, then let us do so as one, all of us playing our part. If, however, the merits of the conflict are not compelling enough to ask all of us to participate somehow – at least by paying for it – then let us forgo the battle. 

What Do Christians Believe about War? For those of us who use Just War theory as a test for any conflict among the nations, we should take care not to be easily swayed. Especially in a nation with unmatched military power, it’s incumbent upon us to be rigorous in our application of the principles of Just War. 

What would happen if our nation applied Just War theory to the military budget, an amount so high it’s almost as if we were in a perpetual state of war? The overall federal budget has certain fixed costs – social security and Medicare, for instance; it also has discretionary spending, of which $700 billion a year goes to the military. That’s 58%. The next closest allotment goes to housing, only 6%. Education receives 4%. 

The unspoken and politically sensitive secret of the federal budget and deficit crises is the size of military spending. By the principles of Just War, it is neither proportionate to the need it is intended to meet, nor is that level of spending necessary for us to respond to a compelling, just cause. By Augustinian standards – let alone economic common sense – there’s no moral reason for such high military spending. 

The theological bottom line for Christians is that war is never a noble endeavor in and of itself, nor is it ever unequivocally justified and right. The purpose of Just War theory is not to make war morally acceptable, but, rather, to raise the question of the morality of any war. Just War is not merely a useful tool for those seeking a rationale for going to war; on the contrary, it’s a hard, critical test that only rarely, if ever, can be fully met. 

In his book The Just War Myth, Andrew Fiala says, 

“The idea (of Just War) is that to stick to justice, one would have to be motivated only by just intentions... The worry is that it is practically impossible to fight a war with love and justice as the primary intention.” (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 2008; p. x)
What Do Christians Believe about War?

There’s no single, Christian perspective on war, except that we’re united in our view that God longs for a world where wars have ceased. In the meantime, some of us are pacifists, others bring a healthy dose of realism to the question, and others try their best to apply the ethic of Just War to the conflicts around us. All of us pray for the day when swords are beaten into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks.

In a grove of trees on a low hill in French farmland, author Adam Hochschild visits the graves of British troops killed in July, 1916, in the epic World War I Battle of the Somme. “The comments in the visitors’ book,” Hochschild says, “are almost all from England: ‘Paid our respects to three of our townsfolk.’ ‘Sleep on, boys.’ ‘Lest we forget.’ ‘Thanks, lads.’ ‘Great uncle, thanks, rest in peace.’ Only one visitor strikes a different note: ‘Never again.’”

“On a few pages,” Hochschild says, “the ink of the names and remarks has been smeared by raindrops – or was it tears?”  (p. xii)
Let us pray and work together for the hastening of the day when nations shall learn war no more.
Thanks be to God. 

Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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