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Christian Reformed Church

TESTIMONY REGARDING THE CHRISTIAN’S

ATTITUDE TOWARD WAR AND PEACE

In view of the fact that there is found among Christian people today, especially in our country, a widespread pacifistic and also militaristic propaganda; and seeing that many of our church members are honestly perplexed as to their duty in the matter of participating in future wars, some apparently holding that all such participation is unchristian, whereas others are inclined to refuse par​ticipation in certain kinds of war; the Synod of the Chris​tian Reformed Church, assembled at Grand Rapids, Michigan, June 1939, herewith addresses the following Testimony to the Churches.

I.

It is a fundamental Christian duty to promote mutual understanding and peace wherever possible between indi​viduals as well as groups and nations. We are admonished in the Epistle to the Romans: “If it be possible, as much as in you lieth, be at peace with all men.” (Rom. 12:18) The Christian should he the sworn enemy of all malice, bitterness, animosity, and hatred, which is the root of murder.


This is likewise the duty of the government and of every citizen in the sphere of civil, national, and international life. Both individual citizens and those clothed with authority should do all in their power to promote peace and understanding between individuals, between racial, religious, economic, and social groups within the nation, and between nations as such. All inflammatory propa​ganda designed to stir up hatred and animosity between nations and races is to be condemned. Every effort to settle differences between nations in a peaceful way, by arbitration, by frank discussion around the conference table, is deserving of the support of Christian individuals and nations. We should strengthen the hands of all those who strive in an honorable way to settle international differences peaceably without recourse to war.

There is a militarism, which the Christian cannot sup​port but must oppose. This term is often used in a two​fold sense. Militarism in the sense of maintaining and developing an adequate army and navy for the defense of a country and the protection of the national interests, is not an evil but a good, a good without which no govern​ment could perform its God-given duty in a sinful world. But militarism as an attitude of mind which glorifies war as war, i.e., war for war’s sake, or war for national aggrandizement—this is a great evil which no Christian should promote. All glorification of war for its own sake must be branded as unchristian and a direct violation of the apostolic injunction cited above. Against this mili​taristic spirit the Synod would strongly warn the members of our Churches to be on their guard.

II.

Recognizing the evils of such militarism on the one hand, Synod would issue a no less serious warning against the evils of present-day pacifism on the other.

The solemn duty which the Christian has to exert him​self to the utmost in behalf of peace and the peaceful settlement of conflicts and disputes, should at no time be used to cancel his equally solemn duty to defend his country against the attack of the aggressor, to protect the weak in the international family from the wanton assault of the strong, and in general to promote justice and fair dealings between the nations of the world. However much nations and individuals may and should stand committed to the prevention and suppression of war whenever and wherever possible, in a sinful world sooner or later situa​tions will arise in which one nation resorts to aggression and attack upon another. And when in such a situation honest efforts to come to a just and peaceful adjustment of differences with the aggressor have failed, the moral right—if not duty—of the assaulted nation to defend itself against the aggressor is beyond dispute.

In condemning pacifism Synod desires to be clear and unambiguous. If by pacifism were meant the attitude of those who are prompted by a strong and persistent desire to promote international peace and understanding, every Christian should be a pacifist. But this is a loose and improper use of the term. Pacifism, properly used, stands for the conviction and attitude of those who condemn every war, and hence refuse to bear arms under any con​ditions. In its most radical form this pacifism not only involves the refusal to bear arms, but even the refusal to take part in any type of work incidental to warfare, such as medical, nursing, or welfare service when such service is occasioned by and required for the prosecution of a war.

This pacifism, which is incompatible with Christian duty, is becoming alarmingly prevalent in our country, both in its usual and in its radical form. Only a few years ago no less than ten thousand American Protestant clergy​men declared themselves against participation in any and all wars. In recent years appeals have been made in the form of a challenge especially to American students “to refuse to support the government of the United States in any war it may undertake.” These appeals to sign pacifist pledges are very common in our day, especially among such influential groups as students and clergymen. The recent Ministers’ Peace Covenant, so-called, signed by such prominent liberal clergymen as Fosdick, Buttrick, Holmes, Sockman, and, others, states unconditionally: “We believe that God leads his church into new life through obedience of the individual believer in refusing war for Christ’s sake.”


Against such insidious propaganda Synod feels con​strained to issue a solemn warning, the more so since it is a common procedure on the part of these pacifists to defend their refusal to participate in any and all wars with an appeal to Scripture and in the name of allegedly Christian principles.


The Scripture most commonly cited by pacifists in this connection is the so-called non-resistance passage in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5:38, 39). But this passage gives no ground for a pacifistic position. It concerns the personal relationship of the members of the Kingdom to their fellows and, repudiating all personal revenge such as Jewish leaders would justify by an appeal to the Old Testament law of retaliation, Jesus urges upon His fol​lowers the readiness to suffer evil rather than resisting it. We are taught here that we must be willing at times to forego our rights and that situations may arise in which it is the noble thing to suffer rather than to insist upon our rights. But this can never justifiably be used to nullify our individual Christian duty to ward off an assault upon our life or our solemn duty to protect our loved ones from such an assault. And in the sphere of national and international relations it should be remem​bered that government is divinely instituted precisely for this protective purpose, viz., to maintain justice and to protect the weak from the strong. If this passage means what the pacifist would have it mean, it would require both of the individual and of the nation that they place themselves at the mercy of the violence of the boldest aggressor.


Many more specious arguments are used by the pacifists which should not lead Christians astray by their pious appearance. When it is urged that since all war is the result of sin, it is the duty of the Christian to refuse to have any part in it, the reasoning suffers from serious ethical confusion.  All war is indeed the result of sin. But from this it in no wise follows that participation in every war is a sinful act for every party involved. Also in a sinful world there is a difference between a just and an unjust war, just as there is a difference between attacking in self defense a villain who breaks into one’s home and assaulting a peaceful man without provocation.


Pacifists also often urge that all going to war is incom​patible with the gospel of the Prince of Peace. In this connection they are wont to stress love and to ignore justice, both of which are essential in the Christian moral life. In fact, they are inclined to forget that “in the face of unjust aggression the law of love may actually urge a demand for forcible resistance.” In another form this same type of argument is urged when it is said that par​ticipation in war is always sin because it is utterly im​possible to think of Jesus Christ in a soldier’s uniform or handling a gun. We leave aside that this reasoning en​tirely overlooks the fact that our Savior came for a very unique and specific task into this world, which made participation in many human activities out of place for Him. But we may possibly ask the pacifist: Can we very well think of our Savior as a policeman? And if the reply must be in the negative, must we conclude from this that a Christian is not permitted to wear the uniform of a policeman or perform the functions of such an officer of the peace?

But this pacifism is fundamentally to be condemned because it is in irreconcilable conflict with the teaching of Scripture and of our Creed or the duty of the govern​ment in the matter of war and the corresponding duty of the Christian citizen.

One of the clearest and most explicit passages of Scrip​ture on this subject is Rom. 13:1-5, and our Reformed fathers have formulated their convictions on this subject in Article XXXVI of our Belgic Confession. In this Scrip​ture passage we are admonished as follows: “Let every soul be in subjection to the higher powers: for there is no power but of God; and the powers that be are ordained of God. Therefore he that resisteth the power, with​standeth the ordinance of God: and they that withstand shall receive to themselves judgment. For rulers are not a terror to the good work, but to the evil. And wouldest thou have no fear of the power? Do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise from the same: for he is a minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is a minister of God, an avenger for wrath to him that doeth evil. Wherefore ye must needs be in subjection, not only because of the wrath, but also for conscience’ sake.” And the appropriate sentences from the Confession read as follows: “We believe that our gracious God, because of the depravity of mankind, has appointed kings, princes, and magistrates; willing that the world should be governed by certain laws and policies; to the end that the dissoluteness of men might be restrained and all things carried on among them with good order and decency.  For this purpose He has invested the magistracy with the sword for the punishment of evil​doers and for the protection of them that do well… Moreover, it is the bounden duty of every one, of whatever state, quality, or condition he may be, to subject himself to the magistrate; to pay tribute, to show due honor and respect to them, and to obey them in all things not re​pugnant to the Word of God…”

This scriptural injunction and the creedal deliverance based upon it clearly teach the following:

1)
That because of the depravity of mankind civil gov​ernment has been instituted by God for the purpose of maintaining good order and decency in human society and to curb the evil of the dissolute.

2)
That according to the divine ordinance the govern​ment has the power of the sword over its citizens for the punishment of those who do evil and for the protection of them that do well.

3)
That, though this power of the sword is first of all a power to punish the transgressors among its citizens for the protection of the good, it also by necessary impli​cation extends to the power to defend the nation from the attack of an enemy nation. Since the government is responsible for the safety of its subjects, the power of the sword not only involves police but also military power.

4)
That it is the duty of the citizen to obey his govern​ment, and that this duty also involves answering the gov​ernment’s call to arms for the protection of the nation.

5)
That there is only one restriction upon this obedi​ence of the Christian citizen to his government. This re​striction is expressed by the Confession in these words: “all things which are not repugnant to the Word of God.”  In scriptural language it is recognized and expressed in the words of the apostle Peter, who justified his dis​obedience to the magistrate when he and others were for​bidden to preach the Word of God, by saying: “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).

III.

From all this it must be clear that the Christian who consistently refuses to bear arms at the call of his government not only is disloyal to his country, but in so doing fails to discharge his solemn God-given duty to obey his government and to defend his country. The Church should bear witness against this pacifism, point out its unscriptural character, and warn its members against its subtle, religiously garbed propaganda.

But can it be said that the Christian citizen’s duty to obey his government in its call to arms is absolute and unconditional? Must he be denied the right to disobey this call of his government under any and all circum​stances? It would, of course, be a very simple and easy solution of a difficult problem to answer these two ques​tions in the affirmative. But would such a solution be a Christian solution?

As a general rule the orders of the government must be obeyed. A state in which the citizen only obeys the gov​ernment when it pleases him is no state and that govern​ment is no government. This is true in days of peace, and the principle gains intensified force in days of war, when the national safety is at stake. The duty of the citizen to obey his government by responding to its summons to go to war is, in the light of Romans 13, a very solemn one. He must go the limit in discharging this duty. Seeing we live in a sinful and imperfect world, it may even be neces​sary for him to submit to an unjust law. But after this duty has been properly stressed, it must also be recog​nized that there is a limit to this obedience to the state. As Professor V. H. Rutgers of the Law Faculty of the Free University wrote recently in an address on “The Re​formed Faith and Its Ethical Consequences for the State”: “But there is a limit: the duty of obedience ceases when to obey men is to disobey God.” (Proceedings of the Fourth Calvinistic Congress, 1938, p. 124. See also Christelijke Encyclopaedie, I, 593)

As was pointed out above, both Scripture and our Confession place a restriction upon our duty to obey the government. Peter at one time refused to obey the civil authorities and appealed to a higher loyalty, to God in doing so. And our Creed restricts the duty of the citizen to the State to “all things which are not repugnant to the Word of God.” From this it is clear that the Church must not only recognize the right of Christians but even their duty under certain definite circumstances to refuse obedience to the civil magistrate.

But under what kind of circumstances must such a right—or even duty—be recognized? That it applies to religious matters is plain. Peter and his apostolic as​sociates were denied the right to preach the gospel and they refused obedience. Our spiritual ancestors in Hol​land in the days of the Secession similarly refused to obey the orders of the government to abstain from the preaching of the gospel. Korean and Japanese Chris​tians who today are ordered by their government to per​form acts of worship in the shrines of a false religion have, according to Christian standards, the right and the duty to disobey. Must this right of disobedience be restricted to matters of freedom of religion only? Surely this would be an untenable position. Quite apart from matters of freedom of worship, the government might conceivably deny a citizen important rights or order him to participate in certain activities, either of which might constitute an outrage to what he, in the light of the Word of God, conceives his Christian duty to be. In such cases, no less than when it concerns his religious rights and privileges, the only justifiable course to pursue is to obey God rather than men.

Is this a vindication of the conscientious objector? Yes, but of only one kind of conscientious objector.

There is a conscientious objector who claims that be​cause his conscience objects to all participation in war, he has the right before God to refuse obedience to the government’s call to arms. But this is a baseless claim. Not the conscience of the individual citizen is the last court of appeal, but God’s revealed will. And, as shown above from Scripture, he who denies the right and the duty of the government to wage war on just occasions is not in harmony but in conflict with the Word of God. His conscience is seriously in error.

Synod would warn Christians against this claim often made of late by pacifists that their conscience must be the last court of appeal. This ethical fallacy is also made in the constitutional amendment on the subject adopted by the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U. S. A. in 1938 and now sent down to the presbyteries of that body for ratification. This amendment reads: “When war breaks out, Christians are bound, in rela​tion to it, to obey their consciences before God, who alone is Lord of the conscience, and the Church must recognize and uphold their duty thus to obey conscience, whatever its commands may be.”  The groundlessness of this sweeping claim may possibly best be instanced from the fact that at one time in the history of our country polygamy was practiced in the state of Utah because the Conscience of the Mormon population of that state sanc​tioned it. Must we understand the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U. S. A. to mean that that body would wish to champion the nineteenth century Mormon conscience on this score? And would that same Assembly deny the government of the United States the right to override this Mormon conscience as it actually did by federal legislation?

If it be objected that in the matter of military service our government has nevertheless consistently recognized the right of the conscientious objector against all war by exempting such groups as the Society of Friends (Quakers) and certain others from military service, it must be noted that such exemption is a concession but not a right. Our government can afford to make such a concession, because, and so long as, the number of conscientious objectors is comparatively small, and it can do this the more readily because Quakers have never objected to perform some very valuable auxiliary services incidental to war. But if and when the number of such conscientious objectors should become unduly large, the government is under no obligation to continue the concession and it would in fact be compelled to with​draw it.

Not only must the Church reject the claim of the pacifistic conscientious objector, but there is also an​other kind of conscientious objector whose claims can not stand the test of Scripture and the Creed. There are those who would refuse to take part in any war when, and as long as, they are not persuaded of the justness of the given war. With the frequent complexity of the causes of modern wars and the difficulty of the average citizen to be adequately informed on this complexity of causes at the time the war breaks out, it is clear that this may be the predicament in which many a Christian will find himself. But in such a situation he is not justi​fied in refusing to perform military service. He who would maintain this position overlooks the fact that in such a situation the prior duty of each citizen to obey the government must have the right of way. This type of conscientious objector does not face the moral alterna​tive: to fight or to do nothing; but: to fight or to disobey his government. His uncertainty as to the justice of the given war can be no justifiable ground for refusing obedience to his government.

The only conscientious objector to military service whose claim the Church cannot repudiate is he who, recognizing his duty to obey his government and to de​fend his country in response to its call to arms, has in​telligent and adequate grounds to be convinced that the given war to which he is summoned is an unjust war. When he is absolutely certain in the light of the prin​ciples of the Word of God that his country is fighting for a wrong cause, he cannot morally justify his partici​pation in the given war. War is killing people and for anyone to engage in such killing of fellowmen when he is convinced in his heart that the cause for which he is fighting is an unjust one, this procedure cannot be justi​fied before the tribunal of God and His Word. The only course open to such a person is to resort to passive re​sistance and to refuse to bear arms in that given war.

In closing, Synod would urge upon all to pray for righteousness and peace in national and international affairs; to study the revealed Word for an understand​ing of the will of God for the guidance of the life of citizens and their government; to obey all lawfully con​stituted authorities for God’s sake; and, if a serious con​flict of duty should occur, to obey God rather than men.

