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We live in a violent and brutal world. We are flooded through our media outlets with the latest 

atrocities; whether it is warring countries, genocide, terrorist groups, local domestic violence or 

random individual acts of violence. Some violence is state sanctioned in the name of peace and 

security. We live in an age of militarism. It represents a vast economic powerhouse. The 

investment in military armaments throughout the world is huge. The Australian Government has 

recently committed 30 billion dollars to an ongoing defence budget. Human beings do not have a 

good track record when it comes to killing one another. Some violence claims a religious 

legitimation. Indeed the link between religion and violence is regularly reported on. How might we 

begin to assess the link between religion and violence? And what are to make of the Christian 

Gospel of Peace? Is the hope for a peaceable kingdom realistic? The common good can hardly be 

sustained by a common violence! 

Religion is the cause of violence 

This is a popular point of view and one that is stubbornly resistant to change. Moreover I consider 

this belief extremely dangerous. Dangerous beliefs are those beliefs that actually propel people and 

communities to violence. For example, the belief that some people are more superior to others is a 

dangerous belief because it tends to generate violence. ‘Religion is the cause of violence’ is one 

such dangerous belief.  

In her book, Fields of Blood: Religion and the History of Violence, Penguin, Random House, 2014, 

the well-known author Karen Armstrong (one of the foremost scholars and popular writers on world 

religion and a former Catholic nun) states: ‘In the West the idea that religion is inherently violent is 

now taken for granted and seems self evident’. She continues: ‘As one who speaks on religion, I 

constantly hear how cruel and aggressive it [religion] has been, a view that, eerily, is expressed in 

the same way almost every time: “Religion has been the cause of all the major wars in history”’. 

Armstrong notes that it is an odd remark. ‘Obviously the two world wars were not fought on account 

of religion’. She goes on to state, ‘Yet so indelible is the aggressive image of religious faith in our 

secular consciousness that we routinely load the violent sins of the twentieth century on to the back 

of “religion” and drive it out into the political wilderness’.  

Armstrong’s reference to the political wilderness is a reference back to her earlier remarks about 

ancient Israel’s Day of Atonement. On this day one goat was sacrificed to expiate the sins of the 

community. Another goat was sent out of the city following into the wilderness. This occurred after 

the high priest had laid his hands on the animal’s head thereby transferring all the people’s misdeeds 

on to its head; literally placing the blame elsewhere. Armstrong argues that this scapegoat ritual is 

played out in modern society that has made a scapegoat of faith. 
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She goes on to note that even those who admit that religion has not been responsible for all the 

violence and warfare of the human race ‘still take its essential belligerence for granted’. The claim is 

usually related to monotheistic religions for ‘once people believe that “God” is on their side, 

compromise becomes impossible”. And of course it is easy to recite a long list of events that seem 

to support this: the Crusades, the Wars of Religion of the 16th & 17th Century, more recent terrorism 

committed in the name of religion supporting the view that Islam is particularly aggressive. If Buddhist 

non-violence is offered as a counter example the retort comes quickly that Buddhism is not a religion 

but a secular philosophy. Though, as witnessed in recent events in Myanmar, Buddhist extremism 

(against Muslims) can take violent forms. So what’s the truth of things regarding religion and 

violence? Is religion inherently violent and as a consequence the cause of violence? Armstrong 

argues that religion is neither inherently violent nor the cause of violence. On the other hand she 

does not shirk away from the showing how the actual history of religion has at times been complicit 

in, and in some cases a driver for violence. Armstrong states at the end of her book: ‘We have seen 

that, like the weather, religion “does lots of different things”. To claim that it has a single, unchanging 

and inherently violent essence is not accurate. Identical religious beliefs and practices have inspired 

diametrically opposed courses of action’. For example in the Hebrew Bible the Deuternomists were 

virulently against foreign peoples, while the priestly authors sought reconciliation.   

Armstrong’s tour de force of the subject is worth the read. So is another recent book by Rabbi Lord 

Jonathan Sacks. Sacks is a respected leader, philosopher, author and social commentator and 

recent recipient of the coveted Templeton Prize for Progress Toward Research or Discoveries about 

Spiritual Realities. He has been described as ‘Britain’s most authentically prophetic voice’. The title 

of his book is disarming, Not in God’s Name: Confronting Religious Violence (Hodder & Stoughton, 

2015). Like Armstrong, Sacks argues that religion is not the cause of violence. However he does not 

shy away from some of the brute realities of life that impact all people whether religious or non-

religious.   

Sacks zeroes in on those acts of violence that claim God’s stamp of approval. Hence the title, Not in 

God’s Name. Sacks takes his cue from the statement by Blaise Pascal, ‘Men never do evil so 

completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction’. And Sacks responds ‘When 

religion turns men into murderers, God weeps’ and he reminds us of ‘one of the most searing 

sentences in religious literature from Genesis when ‘God saw how great the wickedness of the 

human race had become on the earth….’God regretted that he had made man on the earth, and his 

heart was filled with pain’ (Gen 6:6). Sacks states it bluntly: ‘Too often in the history of religion, people 

have killed in the name of the God of life, waged war in the name of the God of peace, hated in the 

name of the God of love and practiced cruelty in the name of the God of compassion. When this 
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happens, God speaks, sometimes in a still, small voice almost inaudible beneath the clamour of 

those claiming to speak on his behalf. What God says at such times is: Not in My Name’.  

Sacks recounts a long list of current brutalities and violence committed in the name of God. He notes 

that a century ago Christians made up 20% of the population of the Middle East, today it is 4%. He 

also notes that Muslims form the majority of victims of Islamist violence. He argues that we need a 

name to describe ‘this deadly phenomenon that can turn ordinary non-psychopathic people into cold 

blooded murderers of schoolchildren, aid workers, journalists and people at prayer’. He calls it 

‘altruistic evil’: evil committed in a sacred cause, in the name of high ideals’. And he makes the point 

that there is nothing particularly religious about altruistic evil citing Nazi Germany, Stalinist Russia, 

Mao Zedong’s China and Pol Pot’s Cambodia, as ‘avowedly secular’.  

Sacks states, ‘None of the great religions can say, with unflinching self-knowledge, “Our hands never 

shed innocent blood”’. In Sacks’ view Jews, Christians and Muslims have to be prepared to ask ‘the 

most uncomfortable questions’: ‘Does the God of Abraham want his disciples to kill for his sake? 

Does he demand human sacrifice? Does he rejoice in holy war? Does he want us to hate our 

enemies and terrorise unbelievers? Have we read our sacred texts correctly? What is God saying to 

us, here, now? We are not prophets but we are heirs and we are not bereft of guidance on these 

fateful issues’. Hard questions from Sacks. His own view is nuanced: ‘there is a connection between 

religion and violence, but it is oblique, not direct’. In this respect he notes that ‘religious people in the 

grip of strong emotions – fear, pain, anxiety, confusion, a sense of loss and humiliation – often 

dehumanize their opponents with devastating results’.  

What is Sack’s response to this state of affairs? He makes a fundamental distinction between the 

covenant of Noah and the covenant of Abraham. The covenant of Noah is the covenant of our 

common humanity. The early stories of Genesis - Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, the Flood, Noah 

covenant, Babel - are stories of our common humanity. We are all in the same boat, as it were. 

These stories bind us together where we are called to recognize the face of God in each other before 

any distinctions. It is only after the covenant of Noah that our founding narratives turn to the 

particularity of the Abrahamic covenant; to the promise to Abraham to be the father of a future nation. 

This is the covenant of faith. Sacks argues, and has for some years, ‘that our common humanity 

precedes our religious differences’. This axiom is critical for it leads to the basic proposal that ‘any 

religion that dehumanizes others merely because their faith is different has misunderstood the God 

of Abraham’.  
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In other words there is no justification for religious violence when the founding sacred texts of 

Jews, Christians and Muslims are subjected to a careful theological interpretation. This accords 

with Sacks’ view that ‘weapons win wars but it takes ideas to win the peace’. Thus while religion 

might not directly cause violence it is from time to time implicated and complicit, and the antidote is 

better theology. Proper interpretation of sacred texts reveals the solution to the problem of violence 

in religion. This seems both reasonable and wise but is his proposal sufficient?  

Violence is the cause of religion 

What if the relationship is quite the reverse; that violence is generative of religion? How so? Violence 

is a feature of the human condition – we are capable of great good and great evil. History, 

experience, theology tell a common story. Because we humans are made for each other and 

constantly form social groups to live, survive and thrive it is inevitable that rivalries and competitive 

behaviour will be a feature of our common life. Moreover we tend to be altruistic towards those of 

our group and aggressive towards other groups though it is also the case that internal conflicts 

always arise and are never far from the surface.  

So on this account violence has nothing to do with religion as such. It has to do with identity and life 

in groups. And precisely here we have a problem. How can we live together without resorting to 

violence? Or rather, how can we manage our predispositions to violence? If we can’t find a way to 

manage violence, human community and culture will not be a viable project. Enter religion; the 

solution to the problem of violence among and between human beings. 

The person who has reflected on this more than anyone else in the modern period is the French 

anthropologist and philosopher Rene Girard. I remember reading his famous book The Scapegoat 

(Eng. Trans 1986) and even before that one of his most important theological interpreters who asked 

the question, Must there be Scapegoats? The scapegoat is the one upon whom blame is directed 

for an outbreak of violence in society. How do we stop people from killing each other on a tit for tat 

basis? How do we break the inevitable spiral of retaliatory violence? The secret lies in the scapegoat. 

The scapegoat mechanism involves sacrificing a third party, ‘one who stands outside the feud, and 

whose death will not lead to another cycle of retaliation’. By sacrificing the outsider, a revenge killing 

has taken place, so both sides can feel a justice has been done, but in such a way as to stop the 

cycle since the victim is not a member of either of the contending groups. Hence the primal religious 

act is human sacrifice; the primal sacrifice is the scapegoat and the function of religion is ‘to deflect 

away internal violence that would otherwise destroy the group’. And this dynamic is not just a thing 

of the ancient past but is alive and operative today, more or less. Of course the system of violence 
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management requires the victim to be seen to be the actual cause of the violence and hence close 

enough to the violence to persuade warring parties that such a scapegoat will break the cycle of 

violence.   

It is a meta-theory and critics are wary that this explains too much. My stock response is to say that 

I am in my seventh decade on planet earth and in all my life I have not yet found an example from 

my life or my observations generally that overturns Girard’s approach to violence and religion.  

For Sacks, following Girard, religion, far from generating violence is in fact the result of violence and 

also its solution. This is the reason why Sacks argues that religion ‘sustains groups more effectively 

than any other force. It suppresses violence within. It rises to the threat of violence from without’. 

This seems to resonate with the plain fact that ‘most conflicts and wars have nothing to do with 

religion whatsoever. They are about power, territory and glory, things that are secular, even profane. 

But if religion can be enlisted, it will’. The dark side of homo-sapien i.e. homo-religious re-emerges. 

And the place where that dark side comes to the surface more powerfully than anywhere else is in 

sibling rivalry. This ought not surprise us. The first community murder in the bible is the story of Cain 

and Abel. The sacred texts of Judaism and Christianity abound with instances of sibling rivalry. And 

it is the dynamics of sibling rivalry that helps to explain the often fraught relationship between the 

Abrahamic faiths - Jews, Christians and Muslims. Sacks opines that ‘there must be some additional 

cause to explain the Crusades, jihads, forced conversions, inquisitions, burnings at the stake, 

pogroms and suicidal terrorism in religions dedicated to love, forgiveness and compassion’. This is 

to be located in the dynamics of sibling rivalry and the associated jealousies and desire to have what 

the other has, to be what the other is.  

So ‘does religion cause violence? Or does violence cause religion? Is religion the problem or the 

solution to violence? What’s myth and what’s the reality? What do you think? But even putting the 

issues in this way is dangerous. And it is dangerous for a very good reason. Preoccupation with the 

relationship between religion and violence can become a major distraction from deeply entrenched 

cultural and political views about religion and violence. I want to finish by briefly touching on this 

quite fundamental issue for us today. 

Which religion? Whose violence? 

The idea of religion 

All that I have said so far has traded on the fact that we all assume we know what religion is. In the 

West ‘we see “religion” as a coherent system of obligatory beliefs, institutions and rituals, centring 

on a supernatural God, whose practice is essentially private and hermetically sealed off from all 
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“secular” activities’. In other cultures and through the ages the idea of religion has never been 

reduced to beliefs and practices separated off from the rest of life. But that notion of religion is an 

invention of the West.  

The Latin word religio concerns obligations. To say that something was religio meant it was 

incumbent on you to do it, whether it was a cultic observance, keeping an oath etc. Religio was that 

which was binding. St Augustine gave this a slightly new twist by relating religio to the binding that 

occurred between God and people and with each other. And in medieval Europe religio came to 

mean the monastic life with is quite particular obligations for the monk, compared to the ‘secular’ 

priest who worked in the world (saeculum). In the pre-modern period religion permeated all aspects 

of life. It could not be cordoned off in some private sphere. Ancient people ‘would have found it 

impossible to see where “religion” ended and “politics” began’. As Armstrong notes ‘They wanted to 

invest everything they did with ultimate value’. Why? Because we are meaning seeking creatures. 

The privatization of religion 

The notion of religion as something separate from public life arose in the wake of the 16th century 

Reformation and the so-called Wars of Religion in the 17th century. The Englishman John Locke, 

gave voice to the modern Western notion of religion. Locke argued that religion was a “private 

search” ‘and as such could not be policed by the government; in this personal quest everyone must 

rely on “his own endeavours” rather than an external authority. To mingle “religion” and politics was 

a grievous, dangerous and existential error:  

The church itself is a thing absolutely separate and distinct from the commonwealth. The boundaries 

on both sides are fixed and immovable. He jumbles heaven and earth together, the things most 

remote and opposite, who mixes two societies, which are in their original end, business, and in 

everything perfectly and infinitely different from each other. 

Locke assumed that the separation of religion and politics was inherent in the nature of things. He 

argued that ‘because of the violent passions it supposedly unleashed, Locke insisted that the 

segregation of “religion” from government was “above all things necessary” for the creation of a 

peaceful society’.  

The myth of religious violence 

Karen Armstrong concludes: ‘In Locke we see the birth of the “myth of religious violence” that would 

become ingrained in the Western ethos’. Society is maintained in peace when religion is kept in the 

private domain. 
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Armstrong is not alone in this assessment. A leading American Catholic theologian, William 

Cavanaugh, in his remarkable book, The Myth of Religious Violence agrees. He discusses the 

‘invention of religion’ and the ‘creation myth of the Wars of Religion’. He argues that the separation 

of religion from political life on the pretext of its inherent violence serves a darker purpose. Not only 

does it provide the foundation for the sovereign nation state separate from religion; at the same time 

it provides a mask for violence perpetrated by sovereign states. If it is religion that is prone to violence 

then whatever violent action is sanctioned by the nation state will be more easily justified as an act 

necessary for the protection and survival of the people. State sanctioned violence will only ever be 

consequentially violent; it is not inherent to the character of the state as such. Controversial? 

Perhaps. But let history be the arbiter. As Cavanaugh shows ‘attempts to separate religious violence 

from secular violence are incoherent’. It’s all in the mix so to speak. 

The new religion 

By locating religion in the private sphere we become blind to the deeper reality that the nation state 

has in effect become another religion – a total way of life through which our everyday world is 

captured and ordered. It matters not whether it is nationalism, capitalism, Marxism, liberalism or a 

host of other secular ideologies and institutions. This new idolatry proves itself anything but benign 

in its use of force in the pursuit of justice. Which religion indeed are we signed up for? Whose 

violence are we really sanctioning? These are uncomfortable questions that lurk not far below our 

modern discontents and political narratives.  

Materialism, militarism and the logic of violence 

The violence embedded in the contemporary nation state operates at multiple levels. At one level it 

is embedded in the investment in security and defence – this default of the modern state offers cover 

for a great deal of violence. However at another level the very environment of modern life with its 

emphasis upon materialism and consumerism provides the natural seedbed for deep seated 

violence and equally powerful responses of a violent kind.  

The logic of violence has been addressed by Nicanor Perlas, President of the Center for Alternative 

Development Initiatives based in Metro Manila, Philippines (see Globalization, Post-Materialism, 

Threefolding, www.globenet3.org). Perlas identifies three worldviews struggling for control over the 

future of the planet. These three worldviews are characterized and labeled, broadly, as McWorld, 

Jihad and Civitas (the social/public world of citizens of the state). McWorld is the world of the 

dominant materialistic modernity that governs the world. McWorld’s materialistic modernity is rushing 

towards the creation of the human cyborg, genetically engineered nature and a world dominated by 

a few superpowers. There are cultural and political consequences to the materialistic and 

http://www.globenet3.org/
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consumerist values of McWorld that go quite beyond private consumer concerns and life-style 

decisions. Materialists necessarily are hurried and incessantly greedy, acquisitive and inherently 

competitive. This generates the search for quick solutions to satisfy endless desires. What emerges 

is a culture of impatience, frustration and anger. As a result life in the McWorld, at personal and 

political levels, is constantly prone to violence, only restrained when the costs of violence are high.  

But we live on a knife-edge because we are in an era of rampant militarism. In the name of self-

defense our political leaders attempt to justify all kinds of policies to the tune of 30 billion dollars in 

the recent defense budget. Isn’t it reassuring to know that this allocation has been made by 

reasonable, rationale leaders. It must be right; it must be wise and it must be for our good; the 

common good no less. A vast investment in military hardware. The benefit? The offer of security and 

safety for our way of life. Religion’s promise of security and safety is here transferred into the modern 

liberal democratic state with an immense military capacity.  

Jihad is the fundamentalist response of tradition to McWorld, not just Islam. Jihad fundamentalism, 

whether Muslim, Christian, Hindu, or whatever, is appalled by the utter neglect of the sacred 

traditions of humanity. However in response Jihad spawns its breed of violence and intolerance. 

Jihadism is embroiled within an endless spiral of violence. In fact in different ways McWorld and 

Jihad are mirror images of each other; both competing on the world stage for dominance. The ends 

justify the means; violence is encoded into both.  

Perlas argues that an elite form of globalization associated with McWorld has taken over the planet 

with disastrous consequences. This elite form of globalization is forcing humanity to ask fundamental 

questions about the nature and meaning of human existence, about societies and civilizations, and 

about the nature of the planet and its environment, and humanity’s relationship with it. The questions 

of McWorld cannot be answered from the consciousness of McWorld nor Jihad. What is required is 

a post-material consciousness, perspective and action to address the problems spawned by elite 

globalization today. Enter the third dimension, the world of Civitas. This is the world of post-

materialism seeking a more spiritual approach, different from McWorld and Jihad, to world 

challenges. In this struggle Jihad views Civitas as inconsequential. The Jihadist’s real battle is with 

McWorld.  

The post-materialism of Civitas indicates a new phase in recovery of values but without the freeing 

of the spiritual energies latent in cultural life, the values of Civitas will remain unrealized in society. 

The cultural institutions of Civitas, expressed in its civil society, now also become its own effective 

force in world affairs and provides an alternative mode of cultural presence as compared with the 

fundamentalist culture of Jihad which aims to dominate society in its own way. Global civil society is 
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now a third global force joining the state and the market in a tri-polar struggle for the future of the 

world. Both McWorld and Jihad seek to dominate all aspects of social life, albeit in different ways. 

The civil society of Civitas seeks to avoid both these extremes. It recognizes the importance of the 

respective autonomy of culture, polity, and the economy and strives to find a meaningful integration 

of these different realms of society towards the attainment of comprehensive and authentic 

sustainable development. No one can predict the outcome of this tripartite intense struggle in the 

world. The outcome will depend to what extent humanity can wake up to its post-material potentials, 

incorporate the positive elements of Jihad and McWorld, and consciously work with vigilance to 

attain the world of Civitas. Violence is systemic to both McWorld (materialism) and Jihad (anti 

materialist). Can an emergent Civitas provide a way beyond the spiral of violence or will it be 

overwhelmed and suffocated? Is there wisdom from the Christian tradition that might infuse Civitas 

with energy and resilience. Is a peaceable kingdom a real possibility?  

Christianity and the Peaceable Kingdom 

A gospel of peace 

At its heart the Christian way is about a new community of peace; a community that no longer lives 

bound by hostilities; a community where differences are welcomed and no longer regarded as 

impediments to peace but part of the rich diversity of God’s intention for the world; a community to 

practice the lost art of hospitality and generosity. A new civitas? And frankly wherever such 

communities appear, whether they claim the name of Christ or not, Christians ought to rejoice that 

God’s wisdom and life is for the whole world; rejoice that it cannot be bounded by any select group 

or people. In this sense the Christian church is invited by the gospel to see itself as a community of 

companions travelling with all people.  All too idealistic I hear you say? Well it is aspirational but is it 

a hollow aspiration? Is there something that has happened in the history of God’s ways with the 

world that might make the hope of such a peaceable community a real possibility, even if never 

completely realized?  

Undoing the logic of violence 

The Christian story is shaped by the events of Jesus life death and resurrection. As the writer of 1 

Timothy 3:1 states: ‘Without any doubt, the mystery of our religion is great: He was revealed in flesh, 

vindicated in spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among Gentiles, believed in throughout the world, 

taken up in glory’. This great mystery is the red thread that runs through the Church’s history. It is 

the story of one who was made a scapegoat, who suffered the fate of a victim of the brutalities of 

others; who was subject to the scapegoat mechanism that had operated from ancient times. The 

resurrection broke the cycle of scapegoating; the unthinkable, the utterly unimaginable happened; 
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the victim cycle was broken; the mechanism for violence management was rendered impotent; a 

new possibility for the life together with God and one another on earth emerged out of human 

violence; the blame game was set aside; people could no longer hide behind a religious mechanism 

to pacify warring people. The new possibility had to do with genuine forgiveness, compassion and 

welcome of the stranger.   

Towards the peaceable kingdom 

The Christian gospel is a gospel of peace and the measure of the Christian-ness of the people of 

God will be the measure by which it is a community of active peacemakers in violent times. The sign 

of the empty tomb is the clue to the peaceable kingdom. Too often the church has preferred to go 

back into that very tomb from which the Lord was raised. That happens each time violence is 

perpetrated and none more so than when it is perpetrated in the name of God. The Christian Church 

has to recover the centrality of the gospel on nonviolence as a matter of urgency.  

A recent international conference in the Vatican on the theme ‘Nonviolence and Just Peace’ called 

on Christians to embrace a more just and peaceful world we are called to take a clear stand for 

creative and active nonviolence and against all forms of violence. This has particular significance in 

the Jubilee Year of Mercy declared by Pope Francis who welcomed the thoughts of conference 

participants ‘on revitalizing the tools of nonviolence, and of active nonviolence in particular’. The 

conference rejected the Catholic church's long-held teachings on just war theory, saying they have 

too often been used to justify violent conflicts and the global church must reconsider Jesus' teachings 

on nonviolence. The conference called for a new framework that is consistent with Gospel 

nonviolence; ‘to a Just Peace approach based on Gospel nonviolence’. The communiqué eloquently 

stated the vocation of the Christian church:  

In every age, the Holy Spirit graces the Church with the wisdom to respond to the challenges of its 

time. In response to what is a global epidemic of violence, which Pope Francis has labeled a ‘world 

war in installments’, we are being called to invoke, pray over, teach and take decisive action. With 

our communities and organizations, we look forward to continue collaborating with the Holy See and 

the global Church to advance Gospel nonviolence. 

We live in a violent world where religions are often complicit in such violence and too rarely offer a 

prophetic voice. The challenge of the peaceable kingdom is none other than the challenge of the 

gospel of Christ. 
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