Responding to September 11 — and October 7 and
January 29: Which Religion Shall We Follow?

J. Denny Weaver

The events of September 11 shocked the world, and as the towers of the
World Trade Center tumbled, the United States seemed shaken to its very
foundations.! Most Americansfelt themselvesto be personally offended and
attacked by the suicide pilots on planes in New York, Pennsylvania, and
Woashington, D.C.2 TheAmerican public called overwhelmingly for amilitary
response, and voices were also raised to say that this unprecedented series of
events challenged our categories of pacifism and justifiable war, and that the
peace church may need to rethink the meanings of peace and nonviolencein
thisnew world.

For people not committed to nonviolence, the questions What would
you do about bin-Laden? or What would you do about 9-117? have become
the virtual equivalents of the perennial questions What would you do about
Hitler? and What would you do if a crazed person came after your mother/
wife/daughter with agun? In each case, the questioner assumesthat these are
the ultimate situations for which the only possible answer isto use violence.
People committed to nonviolence also pose these questions, often wistfully
wishing for nonviolent answerswhen there appear to be none.

However, when we examine the September 11 events in historical
perspective, thereisaprofound samenessin both the U.S. president’s policy
direction and military response to September 11, and the public’s patrictic
response and support for him. And the sameness reveals that this particular
challengeto the peace church isnot anew chalenge; itismerely anew form
of the sameold arguments. Although George W. Bush likely doesnot recognize
it, heisfollowing ascript that prescribes hiswords and actions asheleadsthe
nation inthisso-called “war against terrorism.” Sotoo, without recognition of
it, theAmerican public followsthe same script asthey sing in the choir that the
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president isleading. Thisessay sketchesthe script by meansof abrief overview
of American civil religion, and provides arealist nonviolent response to the
events of September 11.

American Civil Religion®

The script that both George W. Bush and the American people are following
comesfromwhat isknown asAmerican civil religion. American civil religion
consistsof a“ set of sacred persons, events, beliefs, rituals, and symbols,” all
the elements of religious tradition. These elements imbue the United States
with adivineidentity and divineagenda.* The purpose of thiscivil religionis
to associate the American nation with the divine, to infuse the nation with a
sense of divine chosenness and a belief that it has a sacred mission in the
world. Civil religion teachesthat the U.S. is God’s country, and that carrying
out its national missionisto do God'swork.

These sacred connotations about the American nation are derived from
a founding myth. According to this myth, oppressed peoples from Europe
came to Americaseeking freedom, which wasthen vouchsafed and forged in
revolutionary fashion by awar against England in 1776. Therighteousness of
thiswar wasanchored in an appeal to God, asthe Declaration of Independence
put it, in “a firm Reliance on the Protection of Divine Providence.” This
founding myth becomesthe story of every American, even recent immigrants
sworninascitizens, who learn that their newly acquired freedom comesfrom
George Washington’s defeat of the evil British in 1776. A central feature
emerging from this myth is the idea of the nation’s chosenness. This idea
comesfrom the Pilgrimsand Puritanswho settled in M assachusetts beginning
in 1620. Shaped by predestinarian Calvinism, they believed themselvesto be
God's new, chosen people, making an exodus from evil England parallel to
ancient |srael’s escape from Egypt, and now destined by God to inherit the
promised land of thenew world. Asa*“new Isragl,” they intended to basetheir
civil lawson God'sreveaed law, the Bible, and believed that to disregard that
law threatened the new society’s special destiny. This was an established
church, with religious beliefslinked to political structures.

A fundamental dimension of an established church is the assumption
that Christian faith encompasses the socia order. There is one structured
church for the state, because Christianity has become identified with and
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encompasses all of the social order. And when Christianity does that, the
church as “people of God” has become identified with a society, an ethnic
group, or apolitical entity. Church no longer consists of thosewho respond in
faithtothecall of Jesus Chrit, but instead consi sts of the mass of the population,
identified by geography, palitics, or ethnicity. Modern terminology for this
amalgam of church and stateis Christendom or a“ Christian society.”

Later versions of the mythology kept the Puritan world view but
trandated being a divinely ordained society into secular language. In the
Declaration of Independence of 1776, for example, the Christian God of the
Puritans became Nature’ s God, the Creator, Supreme Judge of the World, and
divine providence. Laws were no longer based on God's revealed law, but
protected ‘inalienablerights,” asecular way shaped by the deistic thinking of
the Enlightenment to identify innate rights without mentioning God. In the
nineteenth century, the sense of being apredestined, chosen people eventually
became a “manifest destiny” for European settlers to possess the continent
and displace the native inhabitants. Thus modern American civil religionisa
contemporary expression of an ancient idea, with theAmerican nation replacing
thechurchin being called to carry out adivinemission.

Closely linked to the sense of divine chosennessisthe belief that this
chosenness is vouchsafed by the success of the nation’s endeavors. On the
Arrabella asthe Puritans were appoaching landfall, Governor John Winthrop
said, “Now if the Lord shall please to heare us, and bring us in peace to the
place wee desire [the North American coast], then hath hee ratified this
Covenant and sealed our Commission.”® Winthrop and his flock assumed that
arriving without shipwreck would be God'sratification of their endeavor. In
the Declaration of Independence, this claim of divine approval became an
appeal “to the Supreme Judge of theWorld for the Rectitude of our Intentions,”
which takes place“with afirm Reliance on the Protection of divine Providence.”
The claim of divine blessing warranted through success continues in the
pervasive American need to display divine favor by being the richest and
strongest country in theworld both militarily and economically, to befirst to
the moon, to control space, to win the most Olympic medals, to function as
theworld’spoliceman, ad nauseam.

The founding myth is built on war. War gave birth to the divinely
sanctioned people and inaugurated their entry into the new era. War preserved
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the Puritansfrom the indigenous popul ation whose land God was supposedly
giving them. In 1776, war supposedly freed the col onistsfrom the clutches of
the evil British. Asthe supposed supreme event in the nation’s founding, the
story of thiswar is placed in school curriculato teach that war isthe basis of
freedom and that without it there will be no freedom.

Participantsin theoriginal founding myth arethe® saints” of civil religion:
George Washington, who led the armies in 1776; Thomas Jefferson, who
penned the foundational documents of the nation; and Abraham Lincoln, who
supposedly preserved the unified nation and freed the dlavesthrough the Civil
War, and then paid the price of unity with his own blood. National holidays
such asthe Fourth of July and Memorial Day — the holy daysof civil religion
— celebrate the link between violence and freedom. On these occasions, the
president asthe “high priest” of civil religion leads the nation in celebrating
past wars and honoring the people who fought them. Asthe high priest, heis
expected to personify the nation’s virtue, which explainswhy Bill Clinton’s
sexua philandering attracted great opprobrium, while even more blatant sexua
offensesaretolerated or ignored for entertainment and athleticidols.

Civil religion portraysitsversion of religionin primarily civil or secular
terms. In the Declaration of Independence, the God of civil religionisreferred
toinrather vague, distant terms— Supreme Being, Supreme Judge, Providence,
and so on. More recent usage has employed additional imprecise terms for
God — such as Richard Nixon's profession of hisgreat faith in “ Something
Elsg’ inatelevised Billy Graham crusade. Such vaguereferencesareintentiond.
They both alow and presume that every religious group and denomination
will include itself as a smaller subgroup under the umbrella of the wider or
higher national civil religion. Each denomination then becomes a particular
representation of the national religion. American flagsin churches symbolize
thisunion.

American civil religion haslifted a specific political philosophy (one-
person, one-vote democracy), and a specific economic philosophy (neoliberal
capitalism) tothelevel of ultimate, unquestioned belief. Alongsidethese socia
doctrines stand a number of individual rights, also given ultimate — that is,
inalienable, by right of birth — significance: the freedoms of speech, press,
assembly, and so on. The ultimacy of these social and individual beliefs
becomes clear when one noticesthat the nation reservesfor itself theright, in
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the name of these beliefs, to invoke the supreme sanction — death — on
people and nationsthat challengethe U.S. version of ultimate beliefs.

Millennial Outlook

American civil religion hasadistinctly future-oriented or millennial outlook —
the belief that apast or present evil ison the point of being overcome, so that
the nation stands perpetually on the verge of the millennium — anew era of
unprecedented opportunity, goodness, and prosperity.® For the early Puritan
settlers, the golden age woul d be the new epoch in God'shistory they planned
to create. A few decades later, the idea of standing on the verge of a new
epoch was translated into secular terms, and became the “novus ordo
seculorum” or new order of the ages, as proclaimed on the great seal of the
United States. Former president George Bush may have been unaware of the
myth-shaped, theological tradition he was continuing when he announced that
the 1990 war against Irag would produce a“new world order.”

Restatement and reenactment of the myth of the looming millennium
hasfollowed acyclical patternwhichiswell depicted in William McLoughlin's
Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform.” A given cycle starts with an assumption
that the society should be unified. When thefragmentationis perceived, blame
for the break-up must be placed somewhere. Finally, an enemy isfound that
can represent all the evilswhich appear to threaten the fragmented society, the
last obstacle between the present circumstances and the realization of the new
order. Suddenly it seems that arapid, violent elimination of the enemy will
speed the process of creating unity and usher in the new age.

That cycle hasrepeated itself several times. As previouswarsremoved
the Native A mericans, who stood between European Puritansand their destiny,
thewar in 1776 eliminated the British, who held back later colonistsfrom their
destiny. Then came the Civil War, supposedly fought to eliminate the sin of
davery and to preservethe sacred unity of the nation. In the twentieth century,
wars were supposedly fought to eliminate the Kaiser and “make the world
safefor democracy,” and to eliminate the scourge of Hitler and the Axispowers.
Ronald Reagan’sarms build-up and hisrhetoric about the Soviet Union asthe
“Evil Empire” clearly fit the paradigm. Some readers may recall Reagan’'s
joke when he spoke into an unexpectedly open microphone, saying “I’ve
outlawed the Soviet Union— the bombing startsin five minutes.” However,
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the Soviet empire collapsed without agreat conflagration, and it remained for
George Bush to proclaim the war that was supposed to inaugurate a “new
world order” by eliminating the last evil, namely Saddam Hussein. In all of
these examples, war was good. It was aways also a crusade, fought in the
name of agood cause with the blessing of divine power, and wrapped in the
terminology of the mythical model of the last war before the dawn of the
golden age— the millennium.

The Shaping Power of the Myth

The myth of the American nation founded in revolutionary violence shapes
the understanding of United States history. It makes war one of the nation’s
most important endeavors, virtually an ultimate good. The result isa public
ethosand asystem of valuesthat predisposes particular individualsaswell as
American society in general to choose violence and war asameansof solving
problems, even asindividuals— whether as private citizens or politiciansin
the public sphere— fervently profess and believe themselvesto support peace
and to oppose war.

A few additional factsrevea the myth’s power to reshape both past and
present reality. Its shaping power makesit convenient to forget that in 1776,
only athird of the population actually supported the rebellion, and that the
taxes colonists resented paying were being collected to pay debtsincurredin
the war only thirteen years earlier when they had considered Britain their
savior from the heinous French. The myth of war as the way to purge the
nation’s sin led the nation to pretend it had solved the race problem with the
Civil War. The same mythol ogy | eads modern peopleto forget that possession
of great quantities of armaments was a principal cause of World War |, that
the harsh settlement imposed on Germany after that war produced resentment
that cameto fruition in the Second World War, and that thislatter war was not
really fought to savethe Jews.®

The Vietnam war was traumatic because it did not fit the mythical
pattern. It showed that the nation was not invincible, an idea unthinkable if
God had given America a specia destiny. Atrocities brought home via the
televised evening news disproved mythical assumptions about national
goodness, purity, and selflessness. The war’s end ushered in no new erain
which the nation could take pride. On the contrary, it gave birth to atime of
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suspicion and distrust of government, and to serious doubts about national
direction. Because this war did not fit the mythical formula, it troubled the
United States grestly for the last quarter of the twentieth century.

Thetraumatic experience of Vietnam played aroleinthe U.S. rushinto
the Gulf War of 1991, aswell asitsinterpretation afterward. Asthe spokesman
for war and asthe civil religious high priest for the divinely called nation, it
wasimportant that president George Bush let it be known he had spent timein
prayer with Billy Graham before declaring war. When the president addressed
Congressto announcethe end of hostilities, hetold war storiesthat supposedly
showed thetrue character of Americans— their compassion. A very significant
Bush comment was his declaration that “ we have excised Vietnam.” The Gulf
War alowed the U.S. once again to reclaim its status as the invincible and
selflessforce on the side of freedom anywherein theworld. Onthe other side,
the myth hasin effect caused the nation to ignore some very sad dimensions
of the Gulf War — the 100,000 Iragi battle-related casualties, hundreds of
thousands of children dead from food shortages and epidemics caused by the
massive destruction of water and sewage disposal systems, considerable
ecological damage, and uncounted millionsof barrelsof oil wasted by thiswar
to secure American control of the flow of oil to Japan.

The United States' national mythology requiresan enemy to blamefor
its problems. After al, how could the elect, invincible, and righteous nation
have fundamental problems of its own making? For fifty years, the Soviet
Union and itssatellitesin Eastern Europe served well in the enemy role. Since
the demise of the Soviet Union and the tearing down of the Berlin Wall, the
national mythology required creation of anew enemy. Irag has done service
asthe enemy of choice but has needed periodic augmentation in that rolefrom
both the Clinton and current Bush administrations. With externa enemies
difficult to sustain in recent years, until September 11 some of the search for
an enemy had also turned inward. Those blamed for the nation’sillsincluded
illegal aiens, thepoor, criminals, and homosexuals.

Inthe understanding of Robert Bellah, whose 1967 article has stimul ated
discussions for athird of acentury, civil religion was a phenomenon arising
spontaneously from the people and was a creation of culture. For Bellah, the
product of this spontaneous creation could perform two salutary functions.
Onewasto promote national unity. Since each particular religiousor cultural
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group could be a version of the national civil religion, Bellah saw it as a
unifying agent for a culturally diverse population. The second function was
prophetic critique. Since civil religion arose spontaneously from the culture
and wasindependent of government, and sinceit allegedly represented adivine
mission and the nation’s highest values, it should function as critic and judge,
reminding the nation of itsneed to act justly and challenging it when it did not.

Bellah used civil religion asacritique of the nation’sinvolvement in Vietnam.2

In arecent book, Marcela Cristi has distinguished two models of civil

religion, one offered by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who first used the term, and
the other from Emile Durkheim. Although Rousseau isthewriter whom Bellah
and most other scholars reference for the beginning of modern discussion of
civil religion, Cristi points out that Bellah's description actually follows
Durkheim’s account.’® Her emphasis on Rousseau’s concept interjects an
important element into the discussion here. In contrast to Durkheim, Rousseau
pictured civil religion asthe creation of theruler, used by him to establish and
maintain socia order, and toimposeand legitimate hisprogram on the popul ation.

The difference between Durkheim’s and Rousseau’ s concepts is significant.

For Bellah, one unifying myth can bring together adiverse society. But from
the perspective of Rousseau’s understanding, competing cultural versions of

civil religion can and do exist, and more than one cultural myth can striveto be
the unifying factor. And with myths being created and used by rulers, it is
apparent that the myth functions both to shape the views of the population
and to expressthose views.

Civil Religion and the American Responseto September 11

Since September 11, George W. Bush has been calling the nation and the
world to a supposed last great war to rid the planet of the last great evil.
Bush’smanner of interpreting the horror of September 11 and of justifying the
subsequent “war against terrorism” is strikingly consistent with, and a
continuation of, the American myth depicted thus far. In both presidential
rhetoric and the apparent view of the overwhelming magjority of thepublic, al
theelementsof American civil religion appear front and center. Quiteobvioudy
thereisanewly-identified enemy — an ultimate evil — to eliminate. And the
nation picturesitself asthe aggrieved innocent victim of thisintrinsically evil
person who hatesthe United States because of itsvirtues, val ues, and goodness.
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As President Bush encourages citizens to resume their daily lives and enjoy
the freedoms of America, the scenario being pictured is removal of the last
real obstacleto the nation’srealization of itstrue destiny. Already forgottenin
thisrhetoric isthat little more than a decade ago, there was another ultimate
evil, namely Saddam Hussein, whose defeat would bring in the “new world
order,” and before him Ronald Reagan’s designation of the Soviet Union as
theevil empire.

War, the sacred act, was the only response to September 11 actively
considered. When measured against theforegoing sketch, it appearsthat both
the violent response and the language in which it is couched come directly
fromthecivil religion script. Theonly real questionswere how soon and how
big the response would be. As the leader of civil religion, the president has
benefited from his position asits spokesman — his popularity hasrisento the
highest level of any sitting presidentin U.S. history. Thisevent has generated
itsown holy days— as| write, there are still commemorations on the 11th of
eachmonth.** The response— to root out terrorism once and for all wherever
itisfound anywherein the world — fitsthe millennial outlook of the United
States, namely to exercise its sacred calling to rid the world of the last great
evil through one last war to speed the arrival of security and prosperity for
peace-loving people everywhere.

The myth is also shaping the interpretation of the events and of the
response. One exampleisthe description of theinstallation of Hamid Karzai
as head of the new interim government in Kabul. For days before Karzai’s
install ation there was an extensive American bombing campaign, and Americans
gave considerable assistance to armies of the Northern Alliancein adriveto
oust the Taiban. Yet after all thismilitary activity and bloodshed, when Karzai
wasinstalled, James Dabbins, the U.S. Special Envoy for Afghanistan, called
it “the first peaceful transfer of power in decades if not in centuries’ in
Afghanistan. Without attributing the idea to any particular spokesperson,
newspaper accounts of theinstallation began “In thefirst peaceful transfer of
power in Afghanistan for decades, . . .” Under the shaping power of the myth,
the extensive military action, massive bombing, and violent removal of the
Taliban was almost magically transformed into a“ peaceful transfer of power.”
| heard no mention of thisirony anywherein the public media.
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Under the power of the myth, other things seem to become invisible.
An exampleisthe report in the foreign press of the publication of a book*2
that claimsto document negoti ations between the administration of George W.
Bush and the Taliban early in the Bush administration. According to the
published account, the Bush administration slowed down FBI investigations
of a-Qaida and terrorism in Afghanistan in order to make a deal with the
Taliban for an oil pipeline across Afghanistan. As late as a month before
September 11, the Bush administration was apparently willing to deal with
peopleit now claimsto know arewholly evil. Although thisbook was mentioned
in a CNN interview, the major American media have ignored the story, as it
does not fit with perceptions of an innocent nation and afearlessleader in a
transcendent battle with evil.

Thetransformative power of the national myth apparently rendersboth
president and population incapable of recognizing possible American
contributionsto the events of September 11. Theforemost issue concernsthe
indifference of American foreign policy to the plight of Palestinians living
under increasingly brutal military occupation, coupled with the overwhelming
financial and military support that the U.S. providesto Israel. Thisaid stands
officialy at approximately $3 billion per year. The figure is actually much
higher, since an equivalent amount isgiven as guaranteed |oans— and to date,
al suchloanshavebeen forgiven. Thiscombination of indifference and support
has undoubtedly contributed to the depression and hopelessnessin a lot of
people. Itispeoplewithout hope, without asense of afuture, who do desperate
thingslike undertake suicidemissions. Violenceisnever right, andthisanalysis
isinnoway ajustification of the eventsof September 11 or any other terrorist
acts. Rather, the purpose here isto point out an issue that needs to be part of
the discussion when deciding how to respond, particularly in away that will
undercut the possibility of such futureterrorist acts.

Beyond the Israeli-Palestine conflict, another issue here concerns
American wealth and influencein theworld. The United Statestakes pridein
itsstandard of living and in being theworld’ swealthiest country. The U.S. has
4.5 percent of theworld’s popul ation while consuming about 40 percent of the
world’sresources. And the nation considersit an inalienable— God-given —
right to consume more than its proportional share. On top of that over-
consumption, there is aso the fact that the United States is parsimoniousin
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terms of contribution and assistance to poorer nations. According to figures
from the World Health Organization, among the developed nations the U.S.
“ranksdead last, well behind far poorer countries such as Portugal and Greece”
in terms of gross national product given in foreign aid.®® It requires little
imagination to suspect that such attitudes and actions contribute toward
resentment of the U.S. in which terrorism could fester.

These observations belie theidea of the United States as only innocent
victim. And they render rather laughabl e the presumed innocencein the Bush
administration’smoveto engage Charlotte Beersat thelevel of Undersecretary
of State to develop an advertising campaign to present the American casein
the Arab world. As an innocent victim, the administration claims, America
does not need to change. The problem is rather that America has been
misunderstood in the Arab world — amisunderstanding that can beremedied
by advertising. HereAmerican civil religionisfostering appalling ignoranceon
the part of both official Washington and the public. Thefocus on victims and
victimization also underscores the presumption of innocence of the nation. A
victim is both blameless and helpless, one who suffers through no fault of
herself or himself. The nearly 3,000 people who died on September 11 are
clearly innocent victims. They wereliving their daily lives and just happened
to be at thewrong place on that fateful day. But Americans have extended and
transferred that innocent victimage to the nation itself.

The difference between the approaches to civil religion in Durkheim
and Rousseau seemsvisiblein the public responsesto September 11. One has
only to observe the ubiquitousAmerican flagsto know that alot of spontaneous,
grass-roots expressions of patriotism— civil religion — have emerged since
that day. These expressions have generated arenewed sense of national unity,
and a manifest desire to rally behind the president. Gone from view is the
controversy about Bush's election by less than a mgjority of the votes cast,
and the claims that the election was handed to him by the Supreme Court.
Much transformed under this sense of national unity wastherising controversy
about the disappearance of the budget surplus, and the massive tax rebate and
tax reduction that primarily benefited the most wealthy (top 1%) of taxpayers.
Bellah's sense, in the Durkheim line, that civil religion arises spontaneously
and has the potential to promote civic and national unity is certainly evident
here.
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However, there are elementsof control through civil religion that recall
Rousseau’s philosophy. President Bush's defining the conflict aswholly good
versuscompleteevil, and the declaration that other nationsaswell asindividuals
are either “with us or against us,” are clear attempts to manipulate public
opinion through assertion of the myth of American chosenness and goodness.
Thismanipulative effort continueswith Bush’sdeclaration of an “axisof evil”
— despite the fact that Irag’s military was destroyed in 1991, that Iran and
North K orea have both made overtures about normalizing relationshipswith
the U.S., that soon after September 11 there were even reports that [ran was
being supportive of the U.S., and that early in the administration of GeorgeW.
Bush hisfather had counseled him not to condemn North K orea because such
condemnation undercut American ally South Korea's efforts at reconciliation
with North Korea. Another example of control through use of civil religionis
the abridgment of individua freedomsproclaimed inthenew policiesof Attorney
Genera John Ashcroft — trials in military tribunals where legal protection
need not be followed, approval of more invasive and secretive search
procedures, monitoring of communication, and more.

A Nonviolent Response to September 11

Themythology of United States history posesapowerful challengeto would-
be peace people. Thetemptation isto believe that violence, or structures and
movementsof violence, arethe ultimate moral agentsin God'sworld, and that
by serving those agents one advances the purposes of the reign of God. The
events of September 11 have made this aways present temptation more acute,
particularly because those events are unique in United States history. Even
people who generally resist the American myth can find themselves asking
whether this series of eventsisfinally aninstance where aviolent responseis
the only realistic and responsible one and thus requires a suspension of our
nonviolent commitment “just thisonetime.”

Returning to the standard What-about-Hitler and now What-about-bin-
Laden guestions intended to ensnare pacifist arguments, does a pacifist or
nonviolent response merely leave the door wide open for futureterrorist acts
to take more (American) lives? Can there be anonviol ent responseto September
11 that isfully cognizant of the situation in the so-called “ real world,” and that
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would act to avoid more victims and to prevent future terrorism? Has this
terrorist event changed the answer for those committed to nonviolence?

A necessary part of a response is recognizing that the What-about
question now in the bin Laden form is not usually an open question. Likethe
previous What-about questions, itisreally an assertionintheform of aquestion,
arhetorical devicethat assumes only one possible answer. As usually posed,
the question assumes that the pacifist has been confronted with the ultimate
example of why nonviolence is unworkable and violence is necessary. John
Howard Yoder’sWhat Wbuld You Do? providesan answer for thewife/mother/
daughter question. Thefollowing discussion drawson analysisfrom that book,
aswell asother Yoder comments, and on material from Walter Wink’sEngaging
the Powers.*4

The first part of an answer is to establish a starting point or frame of
reference. | amwriting asa Christian who believesthat Jesus srejection of the
swordisintrinsicto hislifeand work; | writeasaChristian pacifist. Establishing
the meaning of Jesus, or developing theology about Jesus, without making
visible hisrejection of the sword, poses an inadequate, incompl ete statement
of who Jesuswas and what he callsusto today. Positing Jesus asintrinsically
nonviolent is afaith commitment, not an assertion of a political philosophy
founded on supposedly neutral claimsgenerally accessibleto anyone. That is,
I am aChristian pacifist because | identify with the nonviolent story of Jesus,
not because nonviolence can be validated by appeal to aneutral or universal
or universally accessible and authoritative norm. At the same time, if one
beginswith the assumption that nonviolenceistrue (becauseitisareflection
of the reign of God made visible in Jesus), it is possible to make a coherent
argument for nonviolence in the real world that God created. What follows
attemptstoillustrate that argument.

The What-about-bin-Laden question isunfair to pacifistsin at least two
ways. 1) Itisunfair to assumethat pacifists, who did not create thelong build-
up of frustrationsthat produces people with afeeling of hopel essnesswho do
terriblethings, can now be dropped into themiddle of it with an instantaneous
solution. Similarly, it isequally unfair to plunge pacifists into the middle of
World War Il and ask them to “stop Hitler” when they did not engineer the
humiliation of Germany in the Treaty of Versailles after World War | that
created the climate in which Hitler and the Nazi party could fester and grow.
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2) The question is also unfair because it assumes that there are very few
pacifists, and that these few would be helplessin stopping terrorism/bin Laden/
et a. The usual assumption is that because | and perhaps a few Christian
Peacemaker Team (CPT) reservists cannot parachute into a situation and
resolvethe problem on the spot, pacifismisproved irrelevant and misguided.

For the “What-about” gquestion to be fair, pacifists need equal time to
prepare and equal numbers of peopleinvolved — say, three peace academies
(pardld to the Naval Academy, West Point, and the Air Force Academy)
graduating several hundred men and women each year highly trained in
nonviolent techniques, plus standing reserve companies of thousands of men
and women trained in nonviolent tactics, all of whom have accessto billions
of dollarsto spend on transportation and the latest communi cations equipment.
Merely observing that compared to national military preparedness, the nation
spends practically no money on nonviolence and has no structures in place
eventothink about it, makesit glaringly obviousthat no serious attention was
givento anything but violent responsesto September 11. The nation’sresponse
wasfar from acal culated decision based on careful consideration of arange of
options. Quitetransparently, it was shaped by — and isthe current expression
of — the national myth that shapes American identity. Both for government
policy and in the mind of the public in general, violence was the only option
considered, anticipated, and prepared for. Peace peopl e, people committed to
nonviolence, ought not to be deceived that a clear consideration of options
reveal sthis specific situation asdifferent, ascalling for an abandonment of the
commitment to nonviolence. In fact, these observations should makeit clear
that October 7, when the American “war againgt terrorism” began, and January
29, when the president’s State-of -the-Union address conjured up the exi stence
of the“ axis-of-evil,” are part of the violence problem.

Alongside analysis of the source of the response to September 11, we
should apply somerealismto the violent approaches. Ask how often violence
really works. First, note that in any violent conflict, both sides assume that
violenceworks. This conflict is no different. Someone has said that the only
way to get Americans to see reason and change their behavior was to use
violence. The Americans are responding on the same basis — that the only
way to deal with the perpetrators of September 11 isto use violence. Every
war and violent conflict proceeds on the assumption that violenceworks. But
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since each side believes this, violence is guaranteed to fail half the time. In
fact, sincethe“winning side” also experiences|osses, and outcomes are often
lessthan clear cut, violence actually failsmorethan half thetime. Contrary to
theassumptionsin the“What-about” questions, on areal-world scale, violence
cannot always work. The Isragli-Palestinian conflict constitutes an obvious
example. If violence and retaliation alwaysworked, either | srael would bethe
most secure statein theworld, or Palestinianswould befree of | sraeli occupation
and enjoying an independent state.

For another striking indication of how frequently violence fails, take
note of this list of countries that the United States has bombed and/or used
military force against for political reasons since the 1940s: China (1945-46),
Korea(1950-53), Guatemala (1954, 1960, 1967-69), Cuba (1959-60), Congo
(1964), Laos (1964-73), Vietnam (1961-73), Cambodia (1969-70), Grenada
(1983), El Salvador (1980s), Nicaragua (1980s), Panama (1989), Iraq (1991-
present), Sudan (1998), Afghanistan (1998), and Yugoslavia(1999). Although
each of these countrieswas subjected to military action by the United States,
in no case did ademacratic government respectful of human rightsdevelop as
aresult of that action.

Whileit istoo soon to make definitive statements, indications to date
point toasimilar resultin Afghanistan. After several weeksof sustained bombing
and ground maneuvers, the Taliban have been expelled and a supposedly
friendly coalition government installed. Thiscoalition, however, iscomposed
of formerly warring factions who previously lost out in the civil war in
Afghanistan, and whose earlier removal from government was greeted with
joy by Afghanswhen the Taliban first took control. Buried on theinside pages
of our newspapersare stories of already renewed fighting among thesefactions.

Whilethe American government keeps assuring its peopl e that the war
isgoing well and that progress has been made, peopleare actually feeling less
rather than more secure because of the bombing, and other problems have
arisen because of the bombing. Asof thiswriting, it seems highly likely that
Afghanistanisonceagainjoining thelist of countrieswhere U.S. bombing and
military action has not achieved the promised results. Application of realismis
very definitely called for. Even though obedience and faithfulness to Jesus
Christ ought to bethefirst premisefor aChristian pacifist responseto violence,
we can also call for realismabout bombing’ s historic ineffectiveness. Violence/
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bombing hasaverifiable past on therecord, showing that bombing and retaiation
do not work. At the same time, Christian pacifists need to remember that
realism should be amiddle axiom, not afirst or final premise.

If not bombing and other military activity, what can the peace church
recommend as aresponse to September 11, and October 7, and January 297

Sour ces of Anger

A first element isto recognize and devel op better understanding of the basis of
theanger expressed intheterrorist activity. Itssourcesare multiple. A beginning
list might include: 1) Frustration with Westerners encroaching on Islam and
the Arab states. There is a pattern of Western action that dates from the
medieval crusades. For centuries, the predominant face that many Muslims
and Arabs have seen of Christianity and theWest isamilitary face. Christians
and Westerners were the people who come from el sewhere to take their land,
redraw their boundaries, establish acolonial presence, and tell themwho their
allies were supposed to be and what kind of government they could have.
After closeto amillennium of thisencroachment, the Arab and Muslim world
has some intrinsic suspicion of Europeans and North Americans. 2) The
overwhelming US support for Israel, to the tune of $3 billion each year, plus
an equivalent amount in guaranteed |oans that have all been converted into
grants.®® lsrael receivesmore U.S. foreign aid than any other country, perhaps
athird of the entire budget for such aid. This support is a specific instance of
the more general point about theimposition of aWestern, colonial presencein
the heart of the Arab world. 3) The continued humiliation of Iraq after its
defeat in the Gulf War. While American academic historians acknowledge that
the humiliation of Germany after World War | prepared the soil for the seeds
of Hitler’sagendato sprout and flourish, there has been virtually no recognition
that Iraq’'s continued humiliation establishes similar resentment in much of the
Arab and Islamic world. 4) The fact that the US has 4.5 per cent of the
world’s population but consumes about 40 per cent of the world’s resources,
the fact that alot of people havetoo little, because the United States hastoo
much, has produced hostility in locations around the world.

Pacifists cannot drop into the middle of the situation and “ do something
about bin Laden and terrorism” overnight. However, if pacifists had been
making the primary decisions for the past several decades, the problems
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identified in 1) through 4) would have avery different shape, and the bitterness
and hostility that produced the terrorism of September 11 would not exist.
Thus the primary focus of a nonviolent response to September 11 should
focus on changing the context in order to removethe conditionsthat cultivate
terrorism. Many possible avenues might lead toward changing the equation
that produces terrorism. To “do something” about bin Laden and terrorism
would mean to do something about the items enumerated above. “Doing
something” would mean challenging and changing the context of injustice that
has produced agreat deal of hostility intheworld. The number of possibilities
isvirtually infinite. A few suggestionsfollow.

Doing Something . . . a Few Suggestions

(1) Withholdaportion of thetotal of $6 billion per year givento Israel until
Israel develops a humane policy toward Palestinians, including cessation of
Settlement expans on and of house demolitions, and withdrawal from occupation.
While the United States waits for that response, it could give the withheld
money to Palestinians to devel op aviable economy and to rebuild dwellings
and infrastructure demolished by Israel. Thissuggestion isnot one of turning
against, undercutting, or overthrowing the state of Israel. On the contrary,
Israel would bein astronger positionif Palestinians had a secure state, which
would eliminate many conditions provoking the hopeless feelings that feed
terrorism.

(2)  Afghanistan had alargerefugee problem (estimated at 3 million persons)
even before the beginning of the American assault. With bombing and other
military operations halted, aid workers accompanied by large numbers of
unarmed, nonviolent activists could travel to Afghanistan to distribute food to
the more than 3 million people dependent on that food. (Thisreal aid would
beaclear contrast to theinsulting, self-congratul atory “ humanitarian” dropping
of yellow-colored food packages by US bombers.)

(3)  Withjust afraction of the morethan $100 billion that the United States
Congress has pledged for thewar, it would be possible to build dwellingsfor
most of the current refugeesin Afghanistan.

(4) It would still be possible to convene an international conference of
Islamic religious leaders and Arab political leaders, and ask them what the
United States should do about bin Laden and terrorism, ask what help they
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could provide. " Asking” is not the same as President Bush's efforts to send
Donad Rumsfeld or Colin Powell to Arab countriesto inform them what will
happen if they fail to support U.S. desires. If the United States had already
begun to engage in such steps as suggested here, both religious and political
Islamic leaders might now be willing to help. When they see that the U.S. is
genuinely interested in their help and in dealing with problemsin their areas,
these leaders might take steps to control bin Laden. It would bein their own
intereststo control him, since hisactionswould threaten the good things starting
to flow from the United States.

These suggestions are not policy proposals so much as an exercisein
imagination, an effort to “think outside of the box.” They challenge the
imaginative horizon of American civil religionthat can visualizeonly aviolent
response, and they arenolessrealistic than the conventiona belief that dropping
daisy cuttersand other ordnance on Afghan villageswill promote freedom and
democracy.

Thisanalysisrevealsseveral thingsabout the ongoing public response
to September 11 and the assumptions behind the What-about questions. For
one thing, it displays that in the public mind and in the expressed national
myth, responsesto September 11 will almost aways beviolent. Such responses
only contributeto acontinuing cycleof violencethat isfostered by the American
myth. Rather than contributing to that cycle, working to eliminate terrorism
should mean working to change the circumstances that foster terrorists. The
situation that producestension isnot fundamentally changed if the American
response focuses only on expelling the Taliban, exterminating Al Qaeda, and
installing an American-controlled regimein Afghanistan. Rather than helping
the situation, it only sowsthe seedsfor future retaliation.

People committed to nonviolence should look at this situation through
the lens of restorative justice, rather than through the retaliative lens of
retributive justice that has shaped almost all national responses. Retributive
justicethinksinterms of retaliation as punishment for an evil deed. When an
evil deed has caused pain and suffering, retributive justice assumesthat justice
is done when an equivalent amount of pain and suffering isinflicted on the
perpetrator. In this quid-pro-quo, violence on one side requires violence on
the other. In terms of the “war on terrorism,” it is a never-ending cycle with
each side supposedly inflicting punishment on the other after each round. And
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since each side seesitself asright, each feelsvindicated by inflicting violence
on the other. In contrast, restorative justice looks for ways to change the
Situation so asto bring ahalt to the violent cycle. Suggestions made above can
be considered stepsto change the equation and begin aprocess of restorative
justice.

Changing the equation under a philosophy of restorative justice in no
way means ignoring evil deeds. Restorative justice would have a place for
sanctionsagainst bin Laden ashaverightly been put in place. But such sanctions
arenot merely punitive. Although difficult to visualizeit in specifics, the goal
would beto bring the perpetrator to acknowledge harm caused and to devel op
adesirefor reparations, rehabilitation, and restoration. If bin Ladeniswealthy,
his wealth could be used to work for restoration of damage. Working to
rehabilitate him and to have him participate in restoration would not be as
exciting askilling him, and would not satisfy the seeming blood lust in American
calls for vengeance, but rehabilitating him with the help of the Islamic and
Arab world would certainly make the world much safer than continuing the
military occupation of Afghanistan. Thisgoal may seem unrealistic, butitis
not any less so than theideathat achange of regimesin Afghanistan, Irag, and
North Koreawill finally onceand for all eradicateterrorismin theworld.

Patriotic supporters of the American myth and of the violent response
to September 11 can easily scoff at much of what iswritten here. So beit. But
the argument has exposed the fact that the United States has barely, if at all,
looked for any but military solutionsdriven by retaliation and retribution. The
argument has at least demonstrated that the violent response was far from a
last resort. This point matters, since one criterion for ajust war isthat it bea
last resort. This point also mattersfor peace peoplewho may question whether
September 11 is the one case where violence is the only response. By
demonstrating that the nation’s violent response was far from alast resort, |
amaso caling peace peopleto resist thetemptation to believethat thisparticular
opting to war merits support because it was arational decision reached after
all other options proved fruitless.

My proposal is not an argument for withdrawal. Even through we are
called to identify first of al with the reign of God, we are also part of the
present social order and we seek the peace of our earthly city. Onedimension
of my argument is a concern for American society. That society would be
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safer (along with Afghanistan and other nations under attack by the United
States) with adifferent kind of responseto September 11. My proposal appears
to beirresponsiblewithdrawal only if one assumes, inlinewith the American
myth, that theonly relevant and responsibleresponseisaviolent one. Otherwise,
my proposal accepts responsibility — both for the future safety of American
society and for the safety of Afghans, Palestinians, |sraglisand more. Further,
what | have proposedisacall for engagement at al levels. It might begin with
speaking to the patriotic neighbor acrossthe street and pass through witnessing
to co-workers, supporting CPT and other nonviolent organizations, through
political involvements all the way to the highest reaches of government.
Whatever level we occupy, my call isfor usto act out of anonviolent impulse
rather than a violent one. My engagement in a society with a proclivity to
violenceaimsat movingitinalessviolent direction. That intent can be engaged
inatany level.

Some Chrigtian pacifists may arguethat my suggestions offer aresponse
in terms of contemporary politics that lacks a nonviolent Christian witness.
TheAmerican government and the vast mgjority of theAmerican peoplewould
obvioudly not respond to an appeal to Chrigtian pacifism. Much of my argument
isbased onwhat John H. Yoder once called “middle axioms,” ¢ using elements
that American society can recognize in an attempt to move the agendain the
direction of peace. For example, undercutting the myth of redemptiveviolence
by arguing that violenceisguaranteed tofail half thetimewhen both sidesuse
itisnot explicitly an argument from biblical pacifism, but from dataavailable
toanyone. But it does not contradict pacifism, and it doeshavethe capacity to
challenge policiesthat are even farther from being biblical. At the sametime,
thefinal criterion of how Christians committed to nonviolence should respond
to September 11 and October 7 and January 29 isfaithfulnessto the reign of
God made present in Jesus Christ.

Our calling isto work in the world in ways that witness to and make
present the reign of God. It is not a matter of whether to be involved in the
world. It israther aquestion of whosereligiouscriteriawe allow to shape our
involvement — those that come from American civil religion and theAmerican
myth, or those that come from the peaceable reign of God.
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