The National Council of Churches in Australia
Faith and Unity Commission’s studies for the
Decade to Overcome Violence

This Decade began in 2001 so that the churchemesuual organizations and people of goodwill would:

« work together for peace, justice and reconciliatiball levels — local regional and global;

« embrace creative approaches to peace-building veriglconsonant with the Spirit of the Gospel,
and to interact and collaborate with local commiasjtsecular movements and people of other
living faiths towards cultivating a culture of peac

* empower people who are systematically oppressedbiynce and act in solidarity with those
struggling for peace, justice and the integrityiation;

e provide opportunities for us to repent togetherdar complicity in violence;

« engage in theological reflection to overcome thigtsfpgic and practice of violence.

In 2002, it was agreed that members of the Nati@oaincil of Churches in Australia (NCCA) Faith and
Unity Commission would discuss the theological ilcgaions of this decade from their own traditiongan
so doing contribute towards the development obéidgraphy of theological publications. Not alliters
provided references, but further research can he g checking the websites of the various cortiriigu
members, and references are provided at the ethisadrticle.

The “absolute pacifism’ of the Quakeisillustrated in their assurance to King Chatléa 1660/1 that

they would not take up arms against the King bexafisheir commitment to their faith in Jesus Chtise
“universal Saviour, the Light that lightens everyoiThis assurance failed to protect the Quakens fr
repression and later discrimination, but Englistak®uss have continued their protest against waedimat
time. In the United States, the pacifist resolv€abkers was tested by the American Civil War, prity
because the contributing cause was the emancipaitglaves. Over the centuries, Quakers have hddab
with the consequences of their pacifism especigign conscription was in place, and various forins o
exemption or substitution had to be found. Whilke Itlasis for Quaker pacifism remains the leadintpef
Holy Spirit, Quaker communities, as with other bigt peace churches and Christian communitiesudgsc
the various attributes and possible responsesémtacts of violence and declarations of wartagy.
September 11th 2001 attacks on New York and Wasimnghe American-led attacks on Afghanistan and
invasion of Irag. So the discussion of Christiathfgpacifism, international politics and particijeen in
actions against war and invasion continue withimkgu circles, and Hauerwas was suggested as acesou
for discussion on the Just War theory and Pacifism.

The issue of language was identified by the Comonisas very pertinent to discussions of this tdyic
Christians; the language of the Scriptures thacatur understanding of God, the language of wprshd
the language of our tradition.

In discussing the language of the Scriptures, & mated that there is much violence, seen especially, but
not only, in the conquering of the land narrativéthe Old Testamerit.But in the New Testament also, the
tone of language, especially when speaking of ¢esJis described as “promoting violeri@id has
certainly provided the justification for violencgainst the Jews throughout the centuries. But whtite

! Paper by Bill Jaggs, The Quaker Peace Testimony
? Hauerwas, Stanley, “Ten Years and Counting: Ganisy and the end of war’, abc.net.au/religioriies
Also Hauerwas, StanleRerforming the Faith: Bonhoeffer and the practice of non-violence, 2004

® Paper by the Rev Prof. Christiaan Mostert, *Gati\éiolence’

4 Herman HendrickxA Time for Peace: Reflections on the Meani ng of Peace and Violencein the Bible,
London SPCK 1988

®> Michael Desjardine$2eace, Violence and the New Testament, Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 1997
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nature of God? There are certainly incidents wiGwd is deemed to have intervened to directly punish
wrongdoers e.g. Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5: lafd)judgement for those who do not respond
positively to invitations to the wedding feast isr@al torment, with weeping and gnhashing of tésthtt.
22:1-14). Jesus himself is shown to demonstrateraangd violent behaviour towards the money-changers
and merchants in the temple (Matt.21:12-3). Thdlehge to the Scripture-reader, however, is to thade
texts Christologically and soteriologically, in thght of the Gospel and a God who “renounces pamner
becomes powerless in a world of political powerpviinthe person of the Son who allows himself to be
pushed out of the world on a cro§sWhile Christians must continue to read the texis weigh one
against the other in the light of current everits, ultimate measure is the God who loves, whoiadtye,
the type of love expressed in a God who sends Jesuthe world, so that the world might have ettrn
life.

Language used in worsHijs also an important matter, as we usually sirdy@ray with less consideration
than we give to the study of scripture. Often tleeds of hymns speak of incidents within the Tests)e
Sngto the Lord for he has triumphed gloriously! Horse and rider he has thrown into the sea! (Exod.15:21)
— but there can be no attempt at exegesis at ¢ims. pWhile language is described as shaping andifg
our world, in worship it does more than make statetsy it evokes emotion and enables commitnfents.
Christian worship uses words rarely part of modiscourse, yet for the Christian they evoke meafang
beyond the words themselves e.g. shepherd, Kindg.artd The hymrOnward Christian soldiers,
marching as to war, with the cross of Jesus going on before may well evoke a "military’ feeling but it is
known to be a hymn based on Scripture that encesrtge Christian in their daily life to disciplined
devotion. The challenge for the leader of liturgyg dhe Christian participant, whether reading e or
singing the hymn is to acknowledge that militadstiords are present, but the constant theme igttisat
God present in weakness, and that our task, aslesths, is to be for the will of God in the worltb-walk
in God’s holy will and commandments.

A Christian tradition that has militaristic langwaip the forefront is the Salvation Armstablished in a
militaristic and imperialistic age, but with a sgecfocus to attack the sin of the world that Ip&ople
hungry, in poverty, imprisoned and without a knayge and love of God in Christ. At its best, thevaabn
Army uses militaristic language to encourage peoptbeir ‘campaign for Christ’, and, it is argued,
reminds people that while they are engaged in i@mrksod’s kingdom it is an "already, but not yet’
dimension. While Salvationists also would be inealvn the "'making peace’ activities of the 21sttasn
it is believed Christians — and the Church — neduktaware that we still live in a world where ther
much antagonism to those of the Christian faith thiedfight against the consequences of sin remain.

Another historical perspective was highlighfeid a paper discussing “public’ or “canonical’ pece
practiced between the 4th and 8th century, andhief characteristics being excommunication, peeanc
and reconciliation. This rite was developed asraafesecond baptism, and like baptism, could dody
received once. This rite was exercised as a resuerious’ sin (apostasy, murder, adultery) drel t
practice was developed and formalized within comities) and regulated by synods or councils. Whether
the sin was public or unknown, the request to ua#terthe penance was taken by the sinner to thepBis
and the sinner added to the list of penitents. vihié process could be undertaken over many years —
even a lifetime, the significance is that the pamtitvas acknowledging their sin, and although thay be
excluded from certain parts of the liturgy whilemgpthrough the penance process, was still veryhnpact
of the community. The practice died out in the &htury, probably because for some they remained
“inferior’ Christians, and were unable to hold toffice. This interesting model from the past ttaik
seriously the social consequences of sin, woultgisty be unable to be exercised today becausenwe, i
general, have lost the sense of being a membeclota community — but it does raise the questfdrow
the church better shapes its rituals to not onkpawledge sin but strengthen forgiveness and
reconciliation.

® Dietrich Bonhoefferletters and Prayersfrom Prison, London, Collins, 1953

" Paper by The Revd Charles Sherlock, “Military Lisage — promoting violence?’
8 A. Thistleton,Language, Liturgy and Meaning, Grove Liturgical Series 2

° Paper by Major Jim Weymouth, "A Salvation Army $ective’

19 paper by The Revd. Dr. Gerard Kelly, “The Churdractice of Penance’
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Moving from the specifics of Christian traditionbe Commission received a paper focusing on vi@enc
and religious responséGirard, in noting that violence is generated bynetic (characterised by,
exhibiting, or of the nature of mimicry or imitatipdesire, suggests that religious prohibitions rétogls
make the most sense when undertaken to preventtimirivalry from spreading or spiralling out of dool.
The ritual of sacrifice (the scapegoat effect)aldved to resolve the mimetic crisis by collectiarder or
expulsion — the sacrificial victim receives thelgitce that otherwise would be enacted on membafgeof
community*? For the sacrifice to be effective and not merelyder/ slaughter, it must be framed by ritual,
laws that govern and control the process. Moderst#/e society has tended to replace ritualizedfgaer
with a judicial system - a sovereign authority esphg private vengeance. The biblical text alsanepg
alternatives to sacrifice, but continuing to nari@ence as such. In the teachings of Jesus wentpthave
a non-violent life, but a re-emphasising of theragoof Hosea: "I desire mercy, not sacrifice’ (Mait3).
This challenges those who consider the death akCds a sacrifice, a death required by a violeod & the
Christ of the Gospels dies against sacrifice, &noligh his death, he reveals its nature and obgimaking
sacrifice unworkablé&® The cause of the death of Jesus is love of or@ghbour lived out, Jesus refusing
to compromise with violence so that his death coateélse hands of violent human beings — not ahtrel
of a vengeful God. This paper concludes: Gospetldgmands that there be no hesitation in giving'on
life in order not to kill, in order that the circtd murder and death might be broken.

This collection of papers reflects various theatagviews, and are provided as a resource for déugtudy
as Christians in Zicentury Australia continue to further the discassand work for peace, acknowledging
violence in our history, texts and liturgy. Forther reading and reflection see beltvand references
cited by the authors of papérs.

As at June 2012

1 paper by Dr. Merryl Blair, "Rene Girard — Violeraed the Sacred’
12 Rene GirardYiolence and the Sacred, Baltimore/London, John Hopkins University Press, 1977
3 Rene Girard, “Mimesis and violence, perspectivesuitural criticism”,Berkshire Review, 1979,14, pp
9-19
14 The website of the World Council of Churchesyw.oikoumene.organd more specifically
Www.overcomingviolence.org/en/resources-dov/wcoueses.html
'°> References cited by authors include:
« Walter Burkett, Rene Girard and Jonathan Smwvitblent Origins, Stanford, Stanford University
Press, 1987
* Rene GirardThe Girard Reader, (James G. Williams ed) New York, Crossroad, 1996
» Rene Girard, "Mimesis and violence: perspectivesultural criticism’Berkshire Review, 1979, 14,
pp 9-19
* Rene GirardThe Scapegoat, Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, 1986
*  Walter Wink,Engaging the Powers: Discernment and resistancein a World of Domination,
Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1992
e Brian Wren "Onward Christian Rambos? The Case agBitle Symbolism in HymnsJournal of
the Hymn Society of America, 1987
e Brian WrenWhat language shall | borrow, London SCM, 1989
* Hans KungGlabal responsibility: In search of a New World, London SCM (New York
Continuum) 1991
* WCC Faith and Order team, "Nurturing Peace, Ovemgiiolence: In the way of Christ for the
sake of the world’ WCC 2003,
e Tikva Frymer-Kensky, "Religions and Violence: Andytical Synthesis’,Current Dialogue, Issue
37, WCC June 2001
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