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Readings  

Luke 23:33-34,39-41,44 

And when they came to the place, which is called Calvary, there they crucified him and the malefactors; 

one on the right hand, and the other on the left. Then said Jesus, “Father, forgive them; for they know 

not what they do.” And they parted his garments, and cast lots. And one of the malefactors who were 

hanged railed on him, saying, ”If thou be Christ, save thyself and us.” But the other answering rebuked 

him, saying, ”Do you not fear God, seeing you are under the same sentence? We are receiving the due 

reward of our deeds; but this man has done nothing amiss.” And it was about the ninth hour, and there 

was darkness over all the earth until the ninth hour. 

 

On War  

Among its chief causes, one undoubtedly is the commonness of war. This hardens us to its evils. Its 

horrors are too familiar to move us, unless they start up at our own door. How much more would they 

appall us, were they rare? 

 

A second cause of the insensibility to the evils of war is one of immense power. I refer to the common 

and almost universal belief that the right of war belongs to the civil government. The idea of “Right” has 

always mixed itself with war, and this has kept out of view the real character of most of the conflicts of 

nations. The sovereign, regarding the right of war as an essential attribute of sovereignty, has on this 

ground ascribed a legitimacy to all national hostilities, and has never dreamed that in most wars he is a 

murderer. So the subject has thought himself bound to obey his sovereign, and, on this ground has 

acquitted himself of crime, and has perhaps imputed to himself merit. Here lies the delusion, which we 

should be most anxious to remove. It is the legality ascribed to war, on account of being waged by 

government, which produces insensibility to its horrors and crimes. 

 

-William Ellery Channing 

A PARADIGM 

 



After General Douglas MacArthur was relieved of command by President Harry Truman during the 

Korean Conflict he addressed a joint session of Congress, closing his remarks with words from an old 

West Point Ballad. “Old soldiers never die, they just fade away.” Having now retired for the third time I 

thought of those words when I was asked to be the speaker at this morning’s service wondering if old 

preachers ever die, or just fade away. 

 

The Unitarian Universalist Principles & Purposes state, “The living tradition we share draws from many 

sources. One of those sources is “Jewish and Christian traditions which call us to respond to God’s love 

by loving our neighbor as ourselves.” 

 

It is a tradition I resonate with and turn to often for inspiration, insight, and wisdom. In most worship 

services that I have conducted, or participated in, one of the readings has been from that tradition. I 

have done so, and continue to do so, to remind myself and others that our historical roots are in the left 

wing of the Protestant Reformation. It is also known as the “Radical Reformation.” For over four 

hundred years it was the informing tradition of Unitarian Universalism. 

 

In the many conflicts that now face us, Iraq, Afghanistan, North Korea, Palestine, Israel, and other 

trouble spots in the world, I turn to it in an attempt to heed the ancient insights of the Hebrew and 

Christian scriptures. Listen to some of those insights in an attempt to unearth the truth. 

 

Amos: “I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Take away from me 

the noise of your songs; and the melody of your harps I will not listen. But let justice roll down like 

waters and righteousness like a might stream” (5:21,24). 

 

Micah: “They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their swords into pruning hooks; nation shall 

not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (4:3). 

 

Jesus: “All that take up the sword will perish with the sword” (Matt.26:52). ”Blessed are the 

peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God” (Matt.5:9). 

 

The Judaeo-Christian scriptures that provide insight and guidance for many also provide nuances about 

life and events. Those nuances were well articulated by the late Charles Schultz in his comic strip 

“Peanuts.” Lucy is lying on the floor with her head buried in a book pouring intensely over the words. In 

the final frame of that cartoon she blurts out, “No matter how hard I try I can’t read between the lines.” 

 



As we gather this Sunday of the Memorial Day weekend I turn to the first reading of the morning to set 

the stage for my remarks, and unlike Lucy I am going to read between the lines. To aid me in that task I 

turn to H. Richard Niebuhr, a well known theologian of the twentieth century, who during World War II 

entered into a lively dialogue with his brother Reinhold Niebuhr about that conflict. In an essay dated 

April 28, 1943 Richard Niebuhr suggested three ways to view war. Since I resonate with Richard’s thesis I 

will briefly lay out his analysis, offer some illustrations, and close with some observations of my own. 

 

Let me say at the outset that I am aware that some in this congregation believe that we have talked 

about this issue too often so I will not get into the rights and wrongs, pros and cons, of the recent and 

continuing conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, although I am sorely tempted to do so. 

 

Tim Larkin, in a recent article in The Star Democrat, wrote that since America won independence from 

Great Britain the U.S. has used military force 242 times. Only five of those times have there been a 

declaration of war. That number, 242, provides an opportunity to question the myth that we are a peace 

loving nation and also a framework, on this Memorial Day weekend, to consider the nature of war. What 

is war, other than Sherman’s definition; “War is hell.” 

 

Richard Niebuhr wrote in 1943, “Man being incurably rational cannot act without some theory of events 

in which he is participating. This truth is clearly apparent in the case of war.” He then offers two main 

theories of war, amoral and moral. 

 

The “amoral theory” interprets war as a conflict of powers in which moral words are employed as 

instruments of power to arouse emotions and give justification for the conflict. This theory holds that 

might not only makes right, but the conviction that being right justifies might. Since an emotional 

response cannot be sustained over a long period of time there is appeal to the intellect to validate war. 

That is why wars are given slogans; “Make The World Safe For Democracy,” “Four Freedoms,” “Contain 

Communism,” “Jaw Breaker,” “Operation Iraqi Freedom.” 

 

The “moral view,” often sanctioned by religion, interprets war as an event in which the law of 

retribution holds sway. According to this rational a wrong has been inflicted, a law has been violated, 

there has been a transgression that must be punished, and the offenders must be brought to justice. Its 

adherents embrace the “Just War Theory,” developed by Augustine and elaborated on by other 

thinkers, both Catholic and Protestant. 

 

1. War must be declared by a legitimate authority. 2. The cause must be just. 3. The good achieved must 

outweigh the evil which led to the war. 4. Those who fight must do so with the right intentions. 5. War 

must be the last resort. 6. The force used must be proportional. 7. Innocent civilians must not be killed. 



Many theorists now concluded that the “Just War Theory” has been rendered obsolete with the advent 

of modern weapons of mass destruction and the technologies of modern warfare. 

 

Niebuhr suggested that the idea of retribution is impractical since the community that is being punished 

cannot be exclude from the society of nations as an individual can be banished from the community by 

imprisonment. The greatest dilemma the “moral theory” faces is the fact that the burden of suffering 

does not fall only on the guilty, but on the innocent. Retribution for the sins of Hussein fell on the Iraqi 

people where fifty percent of the population is under the age of fifteen. In every war of the 20th century 

vastly more civilians have been killed than military, 29 million military personnel and 42 million civilians. 

I contemplate what the casualty rate will be in the 21st century with present and future weapons of 

mass destruction, and the Bush administration’s desire to produce “low yield” nuclear weapons. 

 

If neither the “amoral theory,” survival of the fittest, or the “moral theory,” retributive justice, provides 

a coherent theory, or rationality, or symbol by which war can be understood is there a paradigm that is 

meaningful? 

 

Niebuhr suggested that “War As Crucifixion” provides that paradigm for a better understanding of war 

than either the “amoral theory” or the “moral theory.” The analogy of “War As Crucifixion” suggests that 

it is not only relevant to understanding war, but also relevant to an understanding of our personal 

tragedies; sickness, disease, separations, accidents, natural disasters, death. 

 

Three men were crucified on Golgotha’s Hill, all on the same charge; insurrection. Two of them sought 

to overthrow the established order by force. On the middle cross hung one whose ideas threatened 

Roman order and Jewish law. Those ideas still threaten order, law, and how we treat each other. ”You 

have heard that it has been said, you shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I say to you love 

your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them who 

persecute you” (Matthew 5:43,44). “You have heard that it has been said, an eye for an eye and a tooth 

for a tooth. But I say unto you, that you resist not evil; whosoever shall smite you on your right cheek, 

turn to him the other also” (Matthew 5:38). Gandhi commenting on an eye for an eye said, “An eye for 

an eye only ends up making the whole word blind.” 

 

The crucifixion is a powerful symbol that the order of the universe is not one of retribution, but rather 

an order of graciousness. An order of graciousness challenges the assumption that the just are rewarded 

and the unjust punished, at least in this life. I have no idea what happens in the next life. 

 

What most religious folk, and particularly those who call themselves Christian, need to understand is 

that the crucifixion reveals not that God judges by other than human standards, but that God does not 

judge. Jesus observed that the rain falls and the sun shines on the just and the unjust. His words do not 



suggest that we judge by the wrong standards, but that our wrongness lies judging each other and our 

reluctance in accepting the graciousness of existence. 

 

For the past fifty years in congregations in Massachusetts, Texas, and Maryland I, more times than I can 

recount,have quoted a saying I heard my mother repeat many of times when I was growing up. This 

congregation has heard it before. 

 

“There is so much good in the worst of us, 

 and so much bad in the best of us, 

 that it doesn’t behoove any of us 

 to talk about the rest of us.” 

It took a long time for me to comprehend that my mother understood a truth about the divine. “Judge 

not, that you be not judged” (Matt.7:1). She grasped what my theological professors did not. 

In 1993, returning from the General Assembly, Jean and I stopped in Fredericksburg, VA, because of her 

interest in Civil War history. Driving into Fredericksburg we paused at a large cemetery where the graves 

of Union soldiers, under the command of General Ambrose Burnside, were decorated with United States 

flags. In a smaller cemetery the graves of Confederate soldiers, under the command of General Robert E. 

Lee, were marked with crosses and Confederate flags. These soldiers, Confederate and Union, died 

during the battle of Marye’s Heights on December 13, 1862. 

 

As I recall that day those flags and crosses remind me of the cost of the recent and current warfare. I do 

not mean Iraq or Afghanistan, but the civil war raging in America. I have witnessed some of that war on 

marches in Washington D.C. where the issues of war and peace were debated by slogans: “Support Our 

Troops,” “God Bless America,” “No Blood For Oil,” “Stamp Out Mad Cowboy Disease.” 

 

Those of us that have been involved in the Thursday evening vigils in front of the Talbot County Court 

House have witnessed those same divisions. The Governor of Maryland on March 30th chided eleven 

legislators who sent a letter to President Bush stating that the war was “not really justified.” The 

Secretary of Defense throws a party celebrating the victory in Iraq and the Secretary of State is not 

invited. The menu in the congressional cafeteria is changed from “french fries” to “freedom fries.” Give 

me a break. How childish can you get considering that the Belgians invented French fries? 

 

The president of the United States says, “If you are not with us, you are against us.” Letters to the Star 

Democrat and The Sun suggest boycotting French and German products. A resident of California, whose 

family came to America in 1835 from France, has had their house sprayed with the words “Go Back To 

France.” Since 9/11 there has been an ongoing war between the Justice Department and civil 



libertarians between freedom and security with the passage of the “Patriots Act,” an interesting title for 

legislation that restricts civil liberties. 

 

If we allow ourselves to be intolerant of dissent and than label it patriotism we have imitated every 

other totalitarian state. Patriotism is not defined by Stephen Decatur who said, “My country right or 

wrong,” but by Senator Carl Shurz, of Missouri, when speaking against the Manifest Doctrine of 1898. 

“Our country, right or wrong; If right, to be kept right. If wrong, to be set straight.” 

 

May the paradigm of war as crucifixion provide a focus for a rational dialogue on matters of peace and 

war, right and wrong, good and evil, justice and injustice, liberty and security. That day may come if we 

are attentive to the words of Oscar Wilde. 

 

“As long as war is looked upon as evil, it will always have its fascination. When war is looked upon as 

vulgar , it will cease to be popular.” 

 

Shalom. Amen. 

 

*****  

 

End Notes (Sources) 

 

An article, “War As Crucifixion,” was published by H. Richard Niebuhr in The Christian Century on April 

28, 1943 and republished by The Christian Century Foundation in 2002, Essays On peace, violence, and 

“just war.” 

 

I am also indebted to Rev.Jose Ballester, Interim Minister at the First Parish in Malden, MA for an article 

that he wrote in The Malden Universalist, April 3, 2003. He jogged my memory about our visit to 

Fredericksburg, VA. 


