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It has been a very bad week, hasn’t it? I am sure like you, I have been following the situation between Israel and Lebanon with horror and fear. The fighting seems to have come out of the blue, thought when you analyse what is happening, the likely causes become clear enough. I feel for the Lebanese, part of whose country is being used by another military force with a separate agenda and Lebanon’s own interests little at heart, and who are now suffering the terrible realities of collateral damage. I feel for the Israelis, whose State’s very right to exist is denied by some, and who, having recently withdrawn militarily from geographical areas of much contention, and who have endured a continual stream of rocket attacks over recent months with little retaliation, now find themselves under attack from two physical fronts. I feel for all those mothers and fathers and brothers and sisters and grandparents and children who have lost loved ones because of the fighting, or who fear they might because their loved ones are soldiers. We can only pray that it will end soon, and that the fragile situation of non-aggression returns. Trying to be realistic, I haven’t used the word ‘peace’ here because peace means so much more than simply the absence of violence. Currently real peace seems a very long way off.
 If these events have been deeply worrying and depressing, they have also caused me to think again about why so much violence seems to have a religious aspect associated with it. Why does religion so often feature as a contributory factor in war? One feels that religion ought always to heal and to build-up, and Jesus’ question to the Pharisees, “which is lawful… to save life or to kill?” should always be much in our minds. But the history of the world in the last two thousand years is full of examples of what appears to be quite the opposite: persecution of earliest Christians by the Romans under Nero; crusades against Islam; the Spanish Inquisition; martyrdoms and the burning of catholic and protestant heretics in 16th century; religious wars in France; the witch trials of Salem; Catholics and Protestants in Ireland; persecution of Jewish people under the Nazis.
Several thoughts have come to me as the beginnings of an explanation of why religion and violence have been so linked together. They are not particularly profound, and you may well have thought of similar things yourself. But I will mention them, and try to offer some hope on the basis of them as to why we must never believe this connection of religion and war to be inevitable and unbreakable.
 The first things, pretty obviously, is that religion is about God, and therefore about truth. If others have an account of God that is sufficiently at variance with your own to significantly threaten it, then a great deal of tension is inevitable. What can be more important really than the truth about God? And there are other aspects of this as well. If you are religious then your own sense of self-identity is very closely linked with your beliefs about God’s identity, and to threaten one is to threaten the other. We are all defined by our stories, and if anyone tries to undermine that story, then our whole being is threatened. And there’s usually nothing we defend more vigorously than our self-image. As Christians, of course we have in our minds Jesus words in St John’s Gospel when he says ‘I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. No one can come to the Father except through me.’ And that seems to unequivocally tell us that there is no other route to God, than through Christ and therefore through Christianity. And this might very well ultimately be the simple reality. But I have always found it interesting that Jesus says ‘no one can come to the Father except through me’, rather than ‘no one can come to God except through me’. In other words he says ‘no one can enter in to the relationship I have with God as God’s Son, unless they do it through me.’ And seen like this, the exclusivity is not quite as hard as at first it might appear. Can we allow that God makes himself known to people in ways other than the Trinitarian experience we have of him as Father, Son and Spirit? I do not know the answer here, but it is a proper question to ask, and indeed an important question to ask, in a world where tensions between religious systems have been one factor behind so much violence.
 My second thought is that religion is not just about God and belief and spiritual things; it also usually has many political realities associated with it. States often adopt or privilege one religion or church, for both good and bad reasons, and always for some reasons of political expediency. Our very own Church of England is an obvious example here. I am certainly not saying that this is necessarily a bad thing, and I think it can be a very good thing. I have always strongly felt that the Anglican Church’s particular contribution to the spiritual life of our nation is closely linked to its character as an established church. But there can be dangers as well. This is particularly so where religious affiliation is used as a tool to harden divisions between separate groups of people, and as a way of emphasising the ‘otherness’ of people whom are to be seen as competitors or threats. It seems that the situation in Northern Ireland has been a particular example of these sorts of things. Religion, by its nature, effects people profoundly; it can therefore be used as a powerful tool to motivate people in a whole variety of ways. But this is why it is so important for religions and churches, and particularly established churches, to ensure that they maintain some sort of critical tension with the political systems in which they have to live. They have to see themselves always as having some sort of critical and prophetic role, and to call political systems to account when they fail to serve society well, or in the ways that are consonant with God’s character and will. It is possible to be established and to do this: perhaps the Faith in the City Report of the 1980’s is a notable recent example of this happening. With hindsight I am sure we can all think of occasions on which we wish the Church had spoken out more.
 And my third and final thought about why religion and violence often seem so horribly linked, has to do with land – that resource which is so obviously limited, and which like religion is so viscerally connected with a people’s sense of identity. The two go together, and often there is the sense that this particular piece of land is God’s special gift to us. Land can stand as the symbol for all God’s giving to us, and people will fight on this basis. And less we are thinking just of the Holy Land here, the issue is relevant to us all. In Richard II, Shakespeare includes the lines:


"This scepter’d isle? This other Eden, demi-paradise?

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England,

This nurse, this teeming womb of royal kings,

Renowned for their deeds as far from home,

For Christian service and true chivalry…"
To think that God has given us our location and locality is a good thing. But to think this in an exclusive sense may not be. Can we manage to believe that God’s gift to us may not be at the expense of others? Can we imagine that what God gives us might be part of his plan to unite us with our fellow humans, rather than to make us feel different or superior. Not easy questions, I know.
 I really hope that the situation in the Israel and Lebanon gets better this week and not worse. But the grounds for hope seem slim. As one writer in this week’s Church Times puts it “The way forward must be to abandon the cycle of retaliation, punishment and retribution, and to look for compromises and win-win proposals. Few people at present seem to be doing that. But nothing will change until that happens.” Let us pray that some influential hearts do change, soon.
