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For as long  as I can remember, I had been interested in the relationship between religion  and war.  In my research on the topic, I found Catholic Archbishop Robert  M. Bowman’s perspective on the  issue particularly poignant: “As the  world lurches from crisis to crisis and  from war to war, we tend to hold  powerful forces -- governments  and multinational corporations --  responsible. But for those  of us in the Church, it is appropriate for us  to examine our  own culpability. We have all too often cooperated and  colluded with these forces, and have failed our parishioners by diluting and  distorting the message of Jesus we are commissioned to preach...The early  Church understood that. Christians  were forbidden to be in the Army, to  participate in capital punishment,  even to testify against one accused  of a capital offense. Their active nonviolent non-cooperation with Caesar  resulted in their  being persecuted and outlawed. The roots of the early  Church  were watered with the blood of its martyrs. As a confused but  obedient Roman Catholic,  I flew 101 combat missions in Vietnam. Knowing  what I know now, I would not do it again. Why was there no chaplain to ask me  what Jesus would do? Why was there no bishops' conference to  speak out  against the war? Why was there no pope to declare participation  in all  warfare to be sinful? Why even today are the only Catholics  truly  following Jesus the handful in Pax Christi and the Catholic  Worker  houses around the country? Why does the Church not speak  out against the  phony War on Terrorism and the...wars against Colombia and Iraq” ?    

Reverend George B. Zabelka served as a  Catholic chaplain in WW II with the 509th Composite Group (the Atomic Bomb  Group) on Tinian island. He was a chaplain for 22 years serving at the rank of  Lt. Colonel. Rev. Emmanuel Charles McCarthy interviewed him in 1992. Here are  some excerpts from that interview:

“I knew civilians were  being destroyed, and knew it perhaps in a way others didn’t. Yet I never  preached a single sermon against killing civilians to men who were doing it  because I was "brainwashed"! It never entered my mind to publicly protest the  consequences of these massive air raids. I was told it was necessary; told  openly by the military and told implicitly by my Church’s leadership. To the  best of my knowledge no American cardinals or bishops were opposing these mass  air raids. Silence in such matters, especially by a public body like the  American bishops, is a stamp of approval...The whole structure of the secular,  religious, and military society told me clearly that it was all right to "let  the Japs have it." God was on the side of my country. I was "brainwashed" not  by force or torture but by my Church’s silence and wholehearted cooperation in  thousands of little ways with the country’s war machine...I, like that  Catholic pilot of the Nagasaki plane, was heir to a Christianity that had for  seventeen hundred years engaged in revenge, murder, torture, the pursuit of  power and prerogative and violence, all in the name of our Lord...The mainline  Christian Churches still teach something that Christ never taught or even  hinted at, namely the Just War Theory, a theory that to me has been completely  discredited theologically, historically, and psychologically...Until  membership in the

 Church means that a Christian chooses not to engage in  violence for any reason and instead chooses to love, pray for, help, and  forgive all enemies; until membership in the Church means that Christians may  not be members of any military, American, Polish, Russian, English, Irish, et  al.; until membership in the Church means that the Christian cannot pay taxes  for others to kill others; and until the Church says these things in a fashion  which the simplest soul could understand – until that time humanity can only  look forward to more dark nights of slaughter on a scale unknown in history.  Unless the Church unswervingly and unambiguously teaches what Jesus teaches on  this matter it will not be the divine leaven in the human dough that it was  meant to be...(W)e so-called Christian "leaders" by commission and omission,  for 1700 years, have been guilty of supplying a significant piece of the  motivational apparatus necessary to execute the mass slaughter of war” (A  one hour British documentary on Rev. George Zabelka, THE RELUCTANT  PROPHET, is available in a DVD or VHS format from the Center for Christian Nonviolence).

In order to  serve the spiritual needs of soldiers, clerics must wear a military uniform  and hold rank - basically becoming government property. There  are chaplains who quite willingly participate in the blessing of guns and  endorse killing "the enemy". Recently in Iraq a chaplain, following  a short prayer between a fire fight, told the soldiers to “go out there and  kill some bad guys”. Other chaplains have been outspoken proponents for  nuclear weapons. In contrast, many view the wearing of a cross on a military  uniform to be the ultimate obscenity. One particular chaplain in a war zone  had the American flag removed from his makeshift sanctuary. He reasoned that  if  his “church” were to be a genuinely safe and neutral place, he must  separate state and church.

I once had a discussion about this  topic with a devoutly religious person who told me to mind my own business  since I was not connected to religion in any way. I quickly reminded him that  my taxes were going to the salaries of chaplains, and that made it my  business. Priests and other clerics should  be able to help the wounded and dying in war BUT NOT IN UNIFORM. It is my  belief that chaplains are members of the military because their  participation serves the military's purpose. The military command  knows full well that a powerful way to increase support for a war is  to cloak it in religion. I would go so far as to say that if there  were no religious support for war, it would be abolished forthwith. No matter  how sincere and caring chaplains may be, when soldiers see them in uniform, it  is interpreted as God is on our side.  It’s a perception issue. The  church has great potential for shifting the world away  from war, toward peace and nonviolence. It needs to exercise it. Harvey Cox,  American Baptist theologian at Harvard Divinity School, said it  best:

"A church which cannot take a firm stand against war 

is a  church which does not deserve to be believed."  

