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Ethics of Modern Warfare – Peacemaking: A Christian Vocation
In 2004 the Methodist Council endorsed a proposal for a joint piece of work by the Methodist Church and the United Reformed Churches to examine the ethics of war in the current context.  The Methodist Council asked for a report to be brought before the Conference with the intention of: 

i)
producing a joint resource to help stimulate reflection in our Churches and beyond;

ii)
identifying clearer ethical criteria to assist churches and church leaders to weigh ethical considerations in complex and uncertain situations where British military intervention is proposed.

Members of the Connexional Team facilitated the study.  The study group comprised ten people with varied backgrounds.  The Revd Dr Peter Bishop was a co-convenor while Dr David Clough took on the primary editorial role on behalf of the group.  

The output from this study is the publication: “Peacemaking: A Christian Vocation”.  Draft texts were reviewed by several external readers and also by a Reference Group established to report to the Methodist Council.  The Report seeks to place the discussion of the ethics of war within the context of the wider challenge of peacemaking.  It explores what Jesus’ call to be peacemakers might mean in the context of our world today.  The Report makes use of the experience of Forces Chaplains and other people who have had direct involvement in conflict situations to illustrate aspects of conflict and peacemaking. The publication includes chapters on Learning from the Past, Building for Peace, Non-violent Strategies for Dealing with Conflict and On the Use of Force.  It is possible to reproduce here only a small part of the arguments put forward by the study group.  These are offered for the consideration of the Conference.

Learning from the past

In addressing questions of peace and war, it is crucial for Christians to recall with profound regret the way that the medieval Church endorsed the use of wars fought for the sake of religion in the Crusades. This was a disastrous episode in the history of the Church, in which Christian warriors, encouraged by the Church to believe that they were doing God’s will, were guilty of appalling violence against Muslims, and were encouraged to attack Jews in the Christian homelands. The Crusades cast a long shadow, and the violence of groups such as Al Qaeda today looks back to past Christian violence as justification. 

It is fitting that Christians approach Jewish and Islamic traditions in great humility. We need to acknowledge that members of all three Abrahamic faiths engage in constant efforts to understand and interpret their own scriptures within which are verses that, taken literally, appear to condone or even encourage violence.  Too often the Church has debated these matters solely within a Christian framework, leading to pacifist (a rejection of all military engagement and a refusal to enlist), pacificist (seeking alternatives to a reliance on the military but accepting the use of military force in exceptional circumstances) or just war 

positions.  The task of peacemaking today demands that Christians move beyond entrenched positions to a more broadly-based consensus around the benefits of learning together about non-violent approaches to conflict resolution from the broad spectrum of Christian, other faith and secular reflection and practice.  

The Report “Peacemaking: A Christian Vocation” examines the subject of peacemaking from the perspective of the biblical narrative and Christian tradition and illustrates the powerful witness to the cause of peace provided by Old and New Testaments and the teaching of Jesus.  It examines how this witness has been interpreted at various times in the history of the Church.  The report also reviews how non-violent strategies exemplified by Gandhi, Martin Luther King and others might apply today.      

The call to be peacemakers

The lives of Christians should be distinctive in working to establish just and peaceful relationships between those among whom they live and work. Peacemaking does not mean passivity, or acquiescing to injustice: it means being active in creating and maintaining right relationships. It means day-by-day care to deal rightly and considerately with a child, parent, sibling, spouse or friend; it may be that peacemaking in such close relationships is the most demanding of all. It also means not joining factions within Churches but finding common ground on which differences can be discussed, and working for understanding in differences within and between denominations. On a larger scale, peacemaking means engaging in elections and political campaigns and debates in support of policies and politicians that offer a realistic alternative to vicious cycles of hostility and fear. It means working internationally to combat economic and social threats to peace, such as poverty, infectious disease, and environmental degradation, which were highlighted in the recent UN Secretary-General’s High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change. 

Four dimensions to the Christian vocation to peacemaking are explored:

a.
to foster just and peaceful relationships;

b.
to be active in resolving conflicts;

c. to support strategies for preventing violent conflict;

d. to engage with political leaders about when and how force might be threatened or used.

To achieve progress in non-violent conflict transformation training is essential and adequate resources need to be allocated. 

The environmental dimension to conflict

With changes brought about by global climate change, agricultural and marine resources may well also become a source of potential conflict. As a whole range of resources become scarcer and available in ever more inaccessible places, competition for access to them will become fiercer.  Ultimately efforts must be made to adopt measures to distribute fairly the emission of carbon across developed and less-developed countries. The study group therefore commends proposals based on equity such as ‘Contraction and Convergence’, promoted by the Global Commons Institute.

Authority to pursue war

The question of authority is complex and contestable.  The 2003 invasion of Iraq brought such questions to the fore as the world debated whether the United Nations Organisation and its Security Council was the only appropriate body to authorise war and, if so, why.

How is a Christian understanding of authority shaped by confession of the authority of God who will establish justice throughout the earth?  In Christian moral reasoning the question of authority, and/or the right, to pursue war is subject always to the pacific authority of God.  Our particular question concerns how a theological account of the authority to pursue war, or to refrain from it, proceeds from and through an account of divine authority.

This means that discussion about the authority to pursue war cannot be reduced to assertions of a nation’s self defence. A decision to pursue war can only be authoritative if, like acts of judgement performed by the judiciary, the person or body making the judgement has the public standing to determine whether wrongs have been committed and, if so, how restitution and reconciliation might be effected.  The nature of authority in this context is that of judicial arbitration exercised on grounds that can be defended publicly – preferably by an appropriate third party. The attacked may take to themselves the judicial role only when there is no competent third party.  Armed conflict can be a possibility only when other modes of judicial authority have been exhausted or are reduced to incompetence.  In the present day the Security Council of the United Nations Organisation has unparalleled capacity to exercise judicial authority in the face of wrongs that fall outside the scope of other jurisdictions. Despite its wounds and need for reform, it is usually able to arbitrate the claims of the parties to international conflicts and exercise judgement.  

Common ground between pacifist and just war perspectives

Even in relation to the political question of when a nation state is entitled to go to war, there is still common ground between Christians that adopt pacifist and just war perspectives.  Both can agree that: 

· war should never be employed where other means of addressing a conflict remain open.  The word of the Churches to the nation will be that the cost of war is such that nations should continue to pursue diplomatic and non-violent modes of dialogue and coercion to the utmost.
· nations need to be held accountable to the just war criteria for how wars should be fought.
· there are times when Christians should join in asking a nation state to deploy troops in order to prevent a humanitarian catastrophe. This is clearest in the case of United Nations peacekeeping missions, but may extend to using military force to restore law and order to situations of extreme lawlessness.
· the just war tradition has sufficient reason to allow pre-emptive attacks but only when the threat is immediate and significant. To allow nations to go to war to prevent other nations threatening them, even if authorised by the current United Nations Security Council, would be to make wars more common and international relations less secure.
· in the absence of imminent nuclear threat, church members should urge the UK Government to make bold and immediate steps to meet its disarmament obligations in full. Without such moves, it is hard to see the justification for opposing the acquisition of nuclear weapons by non-nuclear powers. 

Despite substantial common ground, we recognise that Christians will sometimes differ amongst themselves about whether a particular war is morally legitimate.  We must resist the temptation, however, to make this occasional disagreement the focus of Christian discussion of warfare. To do so is to mistake a narrow peripheral difference for the heart of Christian reflection on warfare: the need to work towards and call the nation towards a more peaceful world.

APPENDIX 1 – The UK Nuclear Deterrent

Under the Non-Proliferation Treaty the UK has agreed to the objective of “determined pursuit by the nuclear-weapon states of systematic and progressive efforts to reduce nuclear weapons globally with the ultimate goal of eliminating those weapons”
.  Since the end of the Cold War, the Conference has passed resolutions calling for further action with respect to disarmament.  For example, in 1996 the Conference called for “a genuine willingness to forego Britain’s own nuclear capability (whether unilaterally or multilaterally) in order to stop nuclear proliferation”.  In recent years the UK Government has reduced the size and readiness of the UK nuclear weapons system.  The UK Government states that decisions on the future of the UK nuclear weapons system are likely to be necessary in the lifetime of the current Parliament and has signalled that it is in favour of a replacement of the Trident system.  Consistency with the Conference’s long-established views, together with the recommendations in ‘Peacemaking: A Christian Vocation’, would lead the Conference to oppose the renewal of the Trident nuclear weapons system.
***RESOLUTIONS

34/1.
The Conference commends the Report “Peacemaking: A Christian Vocation” to the Methodist people for reflection, study and guidance on action.

34/2.
The Conference encourages the Connexional Team to make available further resources to support the role of Districts, Circuits and Methodist members in the task of peacemaking.

34/3.
The Conference encourages the Connexional Team to continue to work ecumenically and with other faith groups to develop a common understanding of peacemaking and social justice and to make appropriate representations to the UK Government.

34/4.
The Conference opposes replacement of the Trident nuclear weapons system and urges the UK Government to take leadership in disarmament negotiations in order to bring about the intention of the Non-Proliferation Treaty for the elimination of all nuclear weapons. 

34/5.
The Conference affirms the support of the Methodist Church for the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme for Palestine and Israel (EAPPI) and encourages Districts and Circuits to make known the opportunities for service afforded by this programme.

34/6.
The Conference expresses admiration for the work of forces’ chaplains and notes the many challenges they face at this time.  The Conference reaffirms the importance of this ministry to people in the armed forces. 

�  1995 Review and Extension Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 17 April - 12 May 1995, New York
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