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Will we blame God for not intervening in our plight?

Thechurchesof Britainareempty. Thisisnot
something new. M ost of the people of England
stopped going to church during World War [1,
and they have not gone back.

When the dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in
London was in this country some years ago, |
asked him about this. He ventured the opinion
that thelast twoworl dwarshad doneagood deal
tobringonthechurchcrisisinEngland. Hesaid
that the English people felt that the horror of
those wars hasfallen on them undeserved.

England hadlived agood life, soto speak, as
anation. Asfar asmost of itscitizenswerecon-
cerned, they had done nothing to warrant the
catastrophe that befell them twicein asingle
generation. It seemed unfair.

And so, many of theEnglishlost, if not their
faithinGod, at least their interestinthechurch.

They have never regainedit.

If casualties continue to run high in our
nation’swar onterrorism, will the peoplewho
flocked to services of remembrancefollowing
the destruction at the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon on Sept. 11 giveuptheir faithand
blame God for not intervening in our plight?
Will Americabecomelike England?

Whenever good peoplesuffer, itraisesdoubts
intheir mindsabout God. Itisn't only thegreat
physical sufferingswhich afflict so many that
make us doubt how almighty and loving God
is.Whendisappointment, failureandloneliness
come, we are apt to losefaith in God.

Can we say that such adversities are part of
God'splanfor our world? Theanswerisno—
if hisplanfor usisthat we should behappy and
comfortableall thetimeandlivelongandpros-
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But supposeweare hereto build our charac-
ters. That puts a different face on trouble and
misfortune. Perhaps God isinterested in what
we become, in what we make of ourselves.

If thisisGod' splanfor us, thenadversity may
beapart of it. Think of all thethingsthat make
amanamanandawomanawoman, thingssuch
as courage, faith, sacrifice and love. Can you
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imagine what would happen to those things if
we lived in aworld with no grief, disappoint-
ment, pain or loneliness?

Ask yourself whether thisis the best of all
possible worlds. You may decide that it isn't.
But then ask yourself another question: Isthis
thebest of all possibleworldsfor thegrowth of
the human soul ?

Maude Petre, the English writer, said in her
autobiography that the question of sufferingis
one on which shefindsthe greatest difference
between the present generation and her own.

“Inour upbringing,” shesays,“ sufferingwas
something sacred. We were brought up to be
soldiers of Christ and soldiers reckon not of
scars. Our lifewasto beoneof achievement but
achievement through effort — and the highest
effort implies suffering.

“1 haveno doubt that wefelt painand avoided
it as much as people do now, but all the same
weregardedit asalawful and honorablefactor
inlife.”

She closes her remarks with a memorable
line.

“Asl wentoninyears,” shewrites, “| came
to see that few people were worth much until
they had suffered.”

Thelate Dean Chester Emerson, an Episco-
pal clergyman, said thisprayer each night when
he went to bed: “ O God, do with me whatever
you want, only no matter what befalls me, let
mefeel your arm across my shoulder.”

That would beagood prayer to sustain usas
our country faces an uncertain and dangerous

future.
© 2001, Newspaper Enterprise Assh.

America’s ‘peace churches’ struggling with how to react to terrorism

By Richard N. Ostling
AP Religion Writer

America’'s “peace churches,” with
some 1 millionmembers, arerestating
their pacifist beliefsbut alsostruggling
with how they and the nation should
react to the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks.

Pacifists say they are confronting
questionsof citizenshipthat havebeen
dormant for decades. Thecurrent con-
flictis“much morecomplicated” than
previous ones, says apacifist scholar,
Albert N. Keim.

“These people are killing peoplein
a particularly dreadful way. We paci-
fists know how to behave in war, but
we'restill learning how toreact to ter-
rorism. We'refindingit very, very dif-
ficult,” ssidKeim, aretired history pro-
fessor at EasternMennoniteUniversity
in Harrisonburg, Va.

RethaMcCutchen, national general
secretary of the Friends United Meet-
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ing, better known as the Quakers, de-
scribeswhat her fellow believershave
been experiencing during the extraor-
dinary days since the attacks: “Grief.
Somefear. Anger, of course, and con-
cernsfor futurelossof life.”
Likemillions, they look for waysto
assistrelief effortsand consol ethesuf-
fering, and they worry about discrimi-
nation against Arab-Americans.
Unlikemillions, they hear arenewed
call toopposewar. Thisweek theQuak-
ersurged memberstorecall thewords
of their 17th century founder, George
Fox: “TheSpiritof Christ ... will never
move us to fight and war against any
man with outward weapons.”
Besides Quakers, the pacifist or
“peace church” tradition is upheld by
Mennonites, AmishandvariousBreth-
ren groups, among others. All told,
therearemorethan ahundred such de-
nominationsin the United Stateswith
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afollowingof 1 millionpeople. Though
not considered strict pacifists, the
862,000 Seventh-day Adventists are
asked never to bear arms, and are a-
lowedtotakenoncombatant jobsif they
jointhemilitary.

Thereligiousreasoning of thepeace
churchesisstraightforward.

“We believe Jesus meant what he
said about loving our enemies,” ex-
plains Bruce Birchard, general secre-
tary of the Philadel phia-based Friends
General Conference.

True, there slotsof warmakinginthe
Bible, but “wetendtointerpret theOld
Testament throughtheeyesof theNew
Testament, and the New Testament
through thewords of Jesus,” saysRon
Byler of Elkhart, Ind., associateexecu-
tivedirector of the Mennonite Church
USA.

There are individual pacifistsin
mainstream Christian bodies, and the

peace churchesare pleased at the dov-
ish pronouncements coming from
those quarters.

Top officialsfrom some denomina
tions in the National Council of
Churches have joined several promi-
nent Catholics, Jews and Muslimsin
thispleato the U.S. government: “We
must not, out of anger and vengeance,
indiscriminately retaliate in waysthat
bring on even more loss of innocent
life.”

That’s close to what the pacifist
churcheshavebeensaying. If America
now carriesout “widespread killing of
innocent civilians,” asks Birchard,
“what distinguishesusfromtheterror-
ists?’

“Violent reactions to violence only
producemoreviolence. It'sdifficultto
understand why morepeopledon’t see
that,” Byler laments.

John A. Lapp, retired executive di-

rector of the Mennonite Central Com-
mitteeinAkron, Pa., worriesabout the
international impact of U.S. action.
“TheUnited Stateswill beidentifiedas
aquote Christian unquote power and
that becomespart of the Christian bur-
denintheworld everywhere.”

Christian pacifists have been a dis-
tinct minority element in America's
religious mix since colonial times.
They’ ve sometimes suffered for their
faith. During World War |, men who
refused compulsory military service
were usually imprisoned and several
died from mistreatment whilein cus-
tody.

In 1935 the Brethren, Friends and
Mennonites formed an alliance that
eventually convinced the government
to adopt amore sympathetic policy.

Thus, duringWorldWar I1, Christian
conscientious objectorswere allowed
toforsakemilitary serviceand do con-

servation work with the Civilian Pub-
lic Service. Somewere“ smokejump-
ers’ who parachuted in to fight forest
fires. Laterinthewar, many hel ped staff
mental hospitals.

When the military draft was rein-
stated between 1951 and 1973, the Se-
lective Servicewaseven moreaccom-
modating, allowing pacifiststo fulfill
their duty by serving with private hu-
manitarian agencies.

Resumption of the draft would be
pressing matter for all peace churches.
But evenwithout it, many Mennonites,
Brethren and Amish will confront de-
bates about citizenship they haven't
seen since World War 1.

For instance: Isit permissibleto fly
theflag?Tosalutetheflag?Tosingthe
national anthem or ? Such issueshad
little pertinence during Korean and
Vietnam wars, when national opinion
wasdivided.
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