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How shall the Christian
-elate to w ar? Selective non

pacifism, in my opinion, is the only 
consistent stance. By selective nonpacifism 
I mean that some wars will be deemed unjust 
and the Christian will conscientiously refuse to 
fight in them. I mean, furthermore, that some wars 
will be deemed just, and the Christian will consci
entiously determine to fight in them.

This position implies a rejection of pure pacifism 
and of so-called “conscientious cooperation,” as 
traditionally advocated by Adventists. It is taken in 
full awareness that present laws in the United States 
are unsympathetic toward selective nonpacifism. I 
hold that these laws ought to be changed—a matter 
to which I will give brief attention later.

If selective nonpacifism is the only consistent 
stance for the Christian, how can its implications be 
squared with agape, or Christian love? As will be seen, 
it is precisely because of Christian love that pacifism 
and “conscientious cooperation” must be rejected.

Christian love manifests itself in deep and impar
tial concern for the well-being of all people. Ideally, it 
does not retaliate and it does not mistreat even an 
enemy. In the context of a fallen world, however, we 
are not in an ideal situation. Sometimes, for example, 
an imperative to restrain from killing may conflict 
with an imperative to preserve life. When one is faced 
with such conflicting ethical alternatives, actions that 
are compatible with ideal Christian love will be 
impossible. We must then choose in faith the way 
that seems most nearly to correspond with ideal 
Christian love. The character of our world is such 
that, paradoxical as it may seem, refusal to kill, in 
some contexts, may be the breaking of the sixth 
commandment and a betrayal of Christian love.

Selective nonpacifism rests on the theory of the 
just war, hinted at in Plato and formulated in
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T hirty years ago, thanks to 
grea t sem inary teachers, I was 

waking up. I could see that Christian 
existence means taking responsibility for 
the world, not runn ing  from it as mid
twentieth century Adventism was inclined to do. 
But judging from the symposium reprinted here, I 
was still groggy. I did not see, or see clearly, that 
when Christians take responsibility for the world, 
they are still Christians, still followers of Jesus, still 
beholden to the Sermon on the Mount.

My contribution repeatedly used “Christian” as 
an adjective, but made no reference to Christ. In 
fact, only Emmanuel Fenz, the apologist for non
violence, had the courage to invoke the story—and 
example—of Jesus. This largely explains why his 
remarks are the most illuminating.

I defended “selective nonpacifism,” a then- 
fashionable moniker for just war theory. I now realize 
that my defense was the standard Constantinian line.
It was also the standard liberal orthodoxy. It was also 
dead wrong. Dead wrong except for its spirit of 
political engagement—on that score what I wrote 
was in the neighborhood, at least, of the target.

I am more sympathetic to Donald McAdams’s 
defense of uniformed noncombatancy than I was 
thirty years ago. Fenz the pacifist acknowledges that 
in a highly interconnected political and economic 
system everyone, pacifist or not, has dirty hands—has 
some part, that is, in the system’s misadventures. If 
everyone is compromised and no one antiseptically 
pure, then the difference between pulling triggers and 
healing wounds seems quite substantial. Uniformed 
medics who refuse the military’s weapons defy 
convention, and even if they assist soldiers back to 
their posts, that defiance is significant.

Still, the uniformed medic collaborates with a 
power structure that embraces killing in order to



fend off competitors. The uniformed medic (who is 
Christian) thus obscures the ideal of the church as a 
peacemaking minority, a people who refuse the narrow 
loyalty of violence and practice instead the universal 
loyalty of prayer, forgiveness, and love. In a word, the 
uniformed medic is Constantinian.

Constantine, the Roman emperor, has come to 
symbolize the “realism” that makes it necessary for 
Christians to forswear the Sermon on the Mount, or at 
least rationalize it into irrelevance. Fenz took issue 
with this realism, and with the just war theory that 
made it respectable. I now stand with him.

From the standpoint of war-making-as-usual, the 
constraints in just war theory did have a civilizing 
influence. As sociologist and historian Rodney Stark 
has said, before Christ “conquerors butchered people 
for the hell of it.”* 1 2 3 Still, a community that keeps the 
commandments of God and has the faith of Jesus must 
break rank with Constantine for a calling more radical 
than his. It must seek a form of citizenship that honors 
the one human being who, as the letter to the Hebrews 
puts it, is the “exact imprint of God’s very being.”

Fenz did not say how his vision opens doors for 
transformation. He did not say how a church that 
renounces war-making may blaze the trail to peace, or 
shalom—to that overall well-being and prosperity; in 
other words, that is the centerpiece of the biblical 
vision. His remarks fell short, then, with respect to the 
church’s role as salt and light to the world, as the
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Christian terms by Ambrose and by Augustine in 
greater detail. The advancing technology of warfare 
has stimulated continuing discussion and adaptation 
of the just war theory. Contemporary ethicists who 
advocate just war would agree, in the main, that such a 
war must-

1. Have as its goal the restoration of peace and 
realization of justice.

2. Mount destructive power equal only to the task 
of destroying the power of the oppressor. This 
destructive power must, insofar as is possible, 
refrain from devastation of civil populations, and 
must never involve malicious atrocities or reprisals.

3. Be a limited war. Unlimited warfare is never just, 
because today in unlimited warfare the distinction 
between victory and defeat would be so blurred

abettor of a wholesome society.
But thirty years ago virtually no one had heard of 

the Mennonite genius, John Howard Yoder. So virtu
ally no one was focusing on how a faithful minority 
ready to think and act ahead of the majority can, by 
its example, shape a new humanity.

The late Yoder was a child of the same Radical 
Reformation that is the background of Adventism. Now, 
thanks to his insight and influence, we can focus with new 
confidence on the social and political relevance of faithful
ness to Christ. And if we ask how schools and hospitals, 
or democracy, human rights, and health consciousness, 
came into being, we’ll see that his point about the creative 
impact of social minorities is hard to gainsay.

As for the creative impact of a church that renounces 
war, people will line up to try. Most Christians want 
desperately to refute the idea. I was in their number 
once. Now my throwaway lines run in the direction of 
this one: If violence were the answer, the Middle East 
would be paradise.
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as to be unrecognizable; indeed, there would be 
victory for neither side and defeat for all.

4. Have no absolute ends, but be only an instrument 
of specific national policy.

5. Have reasonable chance of victory, so that futile 
destruction of life is not inevitable from the outset.

6. Be conducted in an attitude of Christian love.1

The purpose of the just war theory is to affirm that 
the Christian, in a world of conflicting ethical alterna
tives, must pursue the best of these alternatives. Where 
war is the best alternative, a man is ethically compelled to 
participate. The decision to do so will never be easy, of 
course, because there will be no war where the strategy 
and motives of any side will fit perfectly the specifica
tions of the just war theory.
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What may be said of pacifism? The Christian pacifist 
contends that his stance is a witness, that it is the only 
way to avoid compromise of Christian principle. He is 
fearful, as Roland Bainton puts it, “that, if in withstand
ing the beast he descend to the methods of the beast, he 
will himself become the beast, and though the field be 
won the cause will be lost.”2 Pacifists assume that partici
pation in war is sin, in every case, and point out that sin is 
never permissible even in pursuit of justice. To seek the 
relative good, they say, may be to forfeit the absolute.

They deny that withdrawal from the course of the 
country is irresponsible or cowardly and point out that 
protection, even of one’s own family, cannot be the 
ultimate concern. And any good that may be accom
plished by military intervention needs to be set over 
against the damage inflicted.

I would agree that it is not necessarily cowardice to 
dissent from the course of one’s nation. Protection, 
even of one’s own family, is indeed not the ultimate. 
And war surely demands weighing probable accom
plishment against probable infliction of damage.

I take issue, however, with the pacifist’s insistence 
that nonpacifism is always a turning away from the 
principle of Christian love. I would argue that the 
pacifist misunderstands Christian love because his 
view of it leaves it incapable of grappling with the 
common problems of a fallen world. By his abstention, 
he becomes irrelevant; by his unwillingness to destroy 
the oppressor, he forsakes the oppressed.

Isn’t a correct understanding of Christian love the 
most compelling argument for selective nonpacifism? After 
all, the Christian’s concern for the well-being of all people 
requires, where there are conflicting ethical alternatives, 
that he choose the way that contributes the most to human 
happiness for all men. Where this concern calls for violent 
action against an unjust aggressor, the Christian, in 
response to the demands of love, must fight.

Adventists have traditionally opted for what is called 
“conscientious cooperation.” My objection to it is that it 
rides the fence. Indiscriminate noncombatancy simply 
avoids some important ethical issues such as whether a 
war is just or not. The conscientious cooperator fancies 
that he is doing all that is required of him simply by (a) 
heeding the call of his country, no matter what war it 
has gotten itself into, and (b) refusing to kill the enemy.

In a just war, the only consistent action is that 
action which seeks the quickest possible termination 
of enemy aggression. Presumably, killing is involved 
here. In unjust war, the Christian ought not to partici

pate in the military at all.
At present, the laws of the United States rule out 

selective nonpacifism. In order to be excused from 
participation in a war, according to the Universal 
Military Training and Service Act, one must be 
“opposed to participation in war in any form.”3

These draft laws ought to be reformed so that 
selective conscientious objection to particular wars can 
be a legal option. It seems only reasonable that a man 
ought to have the right to decide whether in good 
conscience he can participate in a war.

But would this not open the way for anarchy? Not 
if an adequate test of the seriousness of a candidate 
for exemption from a particular war were introduced. 
He should be required to defend his position, and he 
should participate in alternative civilian work during 
the years of his obligation to the country.

Such a law would have the advantage of creating a 
demand for improved political discourse in America. 
The government would benefit from the arguments of 
conscientious objectors and would be forced to counter 
with arguments of its own.4

How, then, shall the Christian relate to war? First, he 
should go through the agony—for agony it will always 
be—of deciding whether war, as a response to some 
threatening evil, is justifiable or not. If it is, he should 
fight in that war in response to the demands of Christian 
love. If the war is unjust, he should refuse to fight.

Because United States law does not now provide for 
conscientious objection to particular wars, the most 
immediate concern of the church should be agitation for 
a law which would do so. Expertly written, such a law 
could avoid “the excessive individualism of anarchy” and 
destroy “governmental tyranny over conscience.”5
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