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By Pauletta Otis

After September 11, 2001, the traditional admonition that polite discussion should not include “religion or politics” was turned up-side-down.  By 2004, most conversation that concerns global events includes a discussion of religion particularly as it relates to violence. 


In the past, if an individual surveyed the literature of political science and international studies, he would find very little written on the relationship between violence and religion in the international arena.  Most academic publications now include religious topics ranging from the reorganization of Christianity in Africa, to the lasting impact of the Crusades, to questions about which religion is “most violent.” Academics, journalists, philosophers, politicians contribute to this virtual growth industry, it resonates with the American public, and -- it sells copy.

After September 11, 2001, the traditional admonition that polite discussion should not include “religion or politics” was turned up-side-down. Now almost all conversation that concerns global events include a discussion of religious factors, particularly as it relates to violence. Professional discourse concerning religion and violence, whether journalistic or academic has become a virtual growth industry.

In the past, if an individual surveyed the literature of political science and international studies, he would find very little written on the relationship between violence and religion in the international arena.  In 2004, almost all academic publications include religious topics ranging from the reorganization of Christianity in Africa, to the lasting impact of the Crusades, to questions about which religion is “most violent.” Academics, journalists, philosophers, politicians, and even radio talk shows take on the subject of religion regularly and with considerable passion. It sells copy.

 This new and impassioned conversation is good in one sense: people are talking about their faith and trying to understand that of others. Yet the helpfulness of these conversations and public media presentations varies considerably. There are acknowledged experts with facts and sound interpretation—but there is also a new crop of dubious “instant experts.” As with any other growth industry, there has been a great deal of hyperbole and foggy thinking, leading to public fear, panic, and reactionary behaviors. 

The public’s fear of terrorism and questions about the relationship between religion and violence were perhaps expected. But the fear noted in the military and political community was a bit surprising. Many military members were concerned because they realized that they did not understand the “religious violence” factor, nor could they control it with conventional warfare measures. Public figures recoiled from the topic because of the traditional “separation of church and state” in U.S. political culture, and because of a reluctance to stir up public sensitivities. Even our religious leaders had little entre: few had in-depth personal experience or scholarly authority to discuss religion and violence, especially at the international level of analysis. Many of the public statements by authority figures were simplistic and soporific. 


How can the faith-based community learn to think about international violence that occurs between and among religious groups? Since Scripture is a “first resort,” it is useful to remember the admonition in I Timothy 1:7: God has not given us the spirit of fear, but of love, power, and a sound mind. This statement has both substantial and sequential ramifications: (1) Fear is not of God—but (2) love, power, and a sound mind, in that order, come from God.  

Not the Spirit of Fear

After the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks, there was an overwhelming sense of fear because of the depth of violence and people’s confusion as to why and how such a tragedy could occur. Innocently perhaps, people asked: “Who would do something to the United States? What did we do to them? ‘We’ are not guilty of hurting anyone, are we?”  

Fear is an emotion closely related to anger. The simple presence of fear led people to do and say things that they might otherwise not have done. For instance, one of the reactions when there is a perception of immediate threat is strike out at the assumed aggressor, to include active, physical forms of lashing out. Post-9/11, many reacted with a variety of aggressive actions and statements. Some found scapegoats or targets of convenience and committed or advocated violence against immigrant populations or anyone else deemed insufficiently patriotic. Some supported retaliation and revenge against innocent populations in distant countries. Hostile joking at the expense of others became a tension-release mechanism—certainly not evidence of obedience to the Scriptural admonition.

Another reaction to fear was withdrawal. Some in the United States recoiled from even thinking about why these things had happened and turned to the sanctuary of church and home to “feel” safe. To be sure, recognizing God’s comforting presence and the importance of family and church is healthy. But seeking isolation can teach our children to irrationally fear the world, and lead to unhealthy separatism and self-protectiveness. One infamous public reaction was the duct-taping of windows, a vain and almost pathetic attempt to protect homes from an unknown, but perceived threat.

Reactive fear is an unhealthy and an unsophisticated way of dealing with the unknown. Overly protective or frightful aggressions are clearly not scripturally sanctioned responses, nor are sectarian attempts to wall off “the world.” We are called to be in the world, just not of it. In short, fear does not represent the spirit of “love, power, and a sound mind.”

Love

What God gives is a spirit not of fear but of love. In I John 4:18 we find the precept that “There is no fear in love, for perfect love casts out fear.” Scripture goes on to explain that real love is a gift of God. It is supernatural attribute and not simply a humanly constructed emotion—which is a good thing, given the difficulty of its application. Love in action is really tough to offer to terrorists, criminals, tyrants, and dictators.

It would be easier if the word “love” in the English language was simply and exclusively a noun. It is not. It is also an active verb: “Love your neighbor as yourself” is an in-your-face concept. It is taking the love of God and applying it to otherwise fearful situations. God’s love is also non-discriminating. Loving your friends, loving allies, loving family, and loving the people who agree with you are generally pretty easy actions. Loving people who do not agree with you, who look or act differently, or who threaten your life, is much more demanding. God did not say, “Please love people if you can, or if you want to, or when it’s convenient, or when you’ve had a good breakfast.” It was a “just do it” statement.  

This is no soft, touchy-feely agenda. Love is hard. Yet specific actions are reasonably clear and simple, and many don’t even take a lot of money, talent, or time. The people we meet on a daily basis, the encounter with strangers, the reaction to strange garb and garbled English, are truly mini-tests of our spirit of love. The test of showing God’s love to strangers is not difficult to understand—it is just difficult to do. 

Many people believe that they cannot make a difference in the world of terrorists, thugs, and dictators. Some also argue that the world is not their business: they have enough to do at home and church. It is important here to remember that believers are simply called to obedience. For some, obedience may take them to the far reaches of the world. For others, the world comes to their door.

For example, there are students from all over the world at American universities who are never invited into the home of an American family, nor to a worship service during their entire stay in the U.S. By contrast, I have lived and worked in the Middle East, South Asia, and in Latin America, and I have never had to spend a single evening alone because some family invariably invited me to share their home and their lives. Americans abroad are seldom as isolated or lonely as are foreign guests in the U.S. Whether student, tourist, immigrant, or refugee, many are very lonely here. People are afraid to talk to them on the street: “He may not understand me,” or, “What’s that lady in the chadoor doing in Walmart?” That kind of fear is based on the unknown and does not evidence the active quality of God’s love. 

Power

God also provides his children a spirit of “power,” but not power as the world knows it. It is not power in the sense of military might, raining death and destruction through the use of weapons of mass destruction. Power, as an attribute of God, provides resources, relationships, and means of communication for both spiritual and temporal purposes. 

There seems to be a great deal of misunderstanding or misapplication of the word “power” in the U.S. Sometimes it seems that the U.S. takes great pleasure in the power to destroy. The Fourth of July parades, the joy of seeing an F-16 pass through the blue sky, the immensity of a battleship carrier group—all seem powerful and impressive. What is often forgotten is the relationship between those technologies and death. Although the sophisticated notions of jus ad bellum and jus in bello in just war theory support human reasoning for war, the bottom line of war is simple: death. 

Even the term “weapons of mass destruction” belittles the death of a single person. How many individuals are in a “mass,” and what value does God place on the single human life? Did Jesus die for individuals or masses? Should we only care about others when there are sufficient numbers in danger? Is revenge approved by God? What is the value of a human life, not in our terms, but in the power of God’s love? Power, in the fullest meaning of “God’s power” is a more inclusive concept.

Further complicating the contrast between Godly and temporal notions of power is globalization. Although the United States is still arguably “hegemonic” in conventional terms, its military, economic, and social power is changing. This is a tectonic change—slow, but inevitable. The result is the blurring of lines that we once thought could neatly define states and “inter-state relations.” We must not forget that until the Treaty of Westphalia in1648 the world was not divided into sovereign states. The world had empires, kingdoms, fiefdoms, and other kinds of social-political control of territories or nationalities. New states in Asia and Africa were carved from colonial empires, and states in the 20th and 21st century were broken from pre-existing states. We need to remember that the world of sovereign states and the governments are not God-made but man-made. We may feel loyalty toward our state but we must not imagine that the state system as we know it is necessarily permanent or invested with divine authority.

Insofar as U.S. hegemony is concerned, the American people and their government tend to be overly attached to the state system for a very simple reason: the U.S. is “Number 1” in it. People are very proud of being part of anything that is #1. The reactive fear in the U.S. of losing this position is palpable. Americans are quick to get their backs up, asking, who has the “right” to displace the U.S. in a position of preeminence? This attitude is wrong on two counts: (1) being #1 as a state is a calculation of power in man’s terms, not God’s, and, (2) the state as a political reality is undergoing significant challenge by the forces of globalization, and the U.S. is not somehow immune.  

Globalization can and will change the status quo. Trying to counter globalization is like punching a marshmallow. Global movements—religious, economic, political, social—are something we will have to confront with a global perspective. Boundaries are becoming increasingly irrelevant. An older generation sees a world made up of “states” but my college students do not see boundaries in the same way. Global communication technologies, popular culture, sports, goods and services, migration—all are converging in a “grass roots” globalization. This has even involved the spread of religious ideas and change in religious practices. 

The world is more aware yet less under control. Militarily, the fear of the unknown, and knowledge of the known threats, mandates a new national security response. U.S. national security is now intertwined with international security in ways unknown in the past centuries. And, perhaps most importantly, religion is increasingly recognized as both a contributor to violence and as a crucial resource for overcoming violence. The implication is this: in order to build a more positive nexus between religion and security in our fast-changing world, both the security establishment and the faith community must appropriate a more complex, holistic notion of “power.” 

A Strong Mind

The third attribute given by God as an antidote to fear is a strong mind. As a Christian and an academic, I am somewhat appalled at the lack of emphasis on disciplined study by Christians, study commanded so that we will not be ”ashamed” of or shame the Gospel (II Timothy 2:15). Much of the fear surrounding the terrorist threat or weapons of mass destruction would be alleviated by simple study of the facts.

Consider the recent hyperbole and exaggeration of the terrorist threat. (Terrorists are probably hiding under the bed, just like the Communists did in the 1950s! “They” are everywhere you know!) Such hysterics don’t bear up under scrutiny. How much death is caused by terrorism compared to the deaths caused by disease and starvation? Another question: There are approximately one billion people of the Islamic faith in the world—exactly what percentage is involved in terrorism? Instead of condemning entire societies, civilizations, groups and religions, we should precisely identify the “enemy”—then love the enemy, even while governmental authorities simultaneously deal appropriately with him/her according to law. 

God has provided the reality of a “strong mind,” if only we would use it. In this century there is access to sufficient information to make reasoned judgments about the state of the world. But the place to start is with a serious, disciplined study of the elements of one’s own faith and belief system. Through a study of religion, it becomes easier to achieve humility. 

The study of history is also important because we can learn from the achievements as well as the mistakes of individuals and societies. For example, in this new century a study of the Carolingian Empire and its lessons for non-state authority is enlightening, as is the history of the formation of the nation-state and how it changed the relationship between the church and secular government. A study of the Middle East, its peoples, places, events, and contributions to the world, is crucial. Contemporary events in the African experience with Christianity are revealing. The list of topics for study could go on and on—the point is that we can no longer afford ignorance about international affairs.

Finally, we must not forget that a good source of information about religion and conflict internationally comes from people who are in a position to observe both first-hand—missionaries. Some of the finest teachers about religion and conflict are missionaries, because they are often on the front lines of conflict and have experience and insight that is unique. They are also some of the best translators of international politics and international religious affairs. If we listen, we may glean wisdom not found in books.

Conclusion

 Take on the spirit of inquiry and develop a passion for knowledge and wisdom. A “sound mind” is too valuable to waste! But, even a sound mind cannot fully comprehend everything. Expect to be challenged by the difficult questions of our world. There is great misery due to poverty, war, disease, famine, death and suffering. Unfortunately, some of the world’s violence is because of religion, not in spite of it. We will not fend off the spirit of fear and anger by cerebral effort alone. 

The Scripture reminds us that “Much learning increases sorrow.” Yet Scripture also enjoins us to “seek wisdom.” How then do we mature into genuine, holistic wisdom, rather than merely adding to our “learning”? This is a difficult challenge, not only intellectually but spiritually. But we know we can call upon God’s gift: a spirit of love, power, and a sound mind. 
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