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Abstract )

In anticipation of 2017 commemorations of Martin Futhers Ninety-Five Theses, the time is
ripe for a reconsideration of Reformation themes such as justification by faith. Because we
are justified byGod’s grace as a free gift received in faith, the oth-century Reformers
argued, no human works or merits are required for salvation. Yet, our human proclivity s
to self-justify, to obtain justice on our own apart from divine grace. This article advocates
Christian realism while exploring the dynamics of self-justification and its accompanying
violence in everyday gossip and pelitical rhetoric.
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As we approach the year 2017 and the 500th anniversary of the day, October 31,
1517, when Martin Luther posted the Ninety-Five Theses on the chapel door of
Wittenberg Castle, theologians are dusting off an old doctrine to put it on display
once again: justification by faith. When we look in the museums of Reformation
history, we are reminded of the 16th century battle line between justification by
faith and its enemies: works righteousness and merit, Salvation is not a human
accomplishment, trumpeted the Reformers; it is a gift of God's grace received in
our faith. On account of Chxist’s work, said the Reformers, we are justified as a2
divine gift and not on account of our own virtues or moral achisvements.
Justification by faith was the candle that it up the 16th century; and we can
safely predict that this antique taper will get relit early in our 21st century.

Like trading in old candles for incandescent bulbs and now LEDs or CF Ls, the
doctrine of justification has been traded in for a new model: justice. Preachers,
theologians, and activists both religious and secular in our era are passionats about
racial justice, gender justice, economic justice, political justice, and even eco-justice
in the wider society. Justice advocates are selfless in their passion; and they are
actually baving a salutary effect on our larger society. We can only applaud these
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efforts and thank our justice advocates. Here is my .cvmw?mmmﬁ“ czm mmwuwmm
generation of refigious along with spiritual-but-not-religious (SBNR) leaders see
e b i By 2 4
.Msmw%wm@wwm@wwﬂwwwmwﬁa retrieve the candle from the wﬂm?wﬁmaoa mz.wnu ,_Mm,wc,mmmw if
we could make it shine light on ous contemporary situation. Could ,E.v.ﬁ‘ &scn Y
faith shine light on the human condition :m.zﬁ,.mmm% or our noimn%c.mwmWz.w.ﬁw_mxcd
specifically? Can we turn a Christian doctrine into a mws&wﬁﬂm source for illumi-
nating our internal thought processes and our m@o&w a%mmgmme o N

If we begin with the %wmcnsmuacm commitment to ?mzwgmww &H a mw W.M 0 . Mn..”
grace, we may ask, What is the disease itis Q..uzmm 8 cure? ﬁwm disease 3 zm“ uwm) i M ~
tion. gwﬁmmw we refer 1o it as works or meit, .mmm,.mam:,momsom is the mc.sﬁ.m r]w ousw _w
define oneself or oue’s social network as just, amwm@oiu gaod, wn@.aﬁﬁ ”m wmx ” ow.www H
justify is to define oneself as just. The message of the mo%wr wcmca:% mo x\.mm ¢ .%:
,.nmﬁg&\ Reformers, is that God mm.c,sm, @ﬁ&x& s¢ you w:& w mom N need to. Yet, y
and I are inclined to seek wm%wcwmmnmmom. as a natural cout %u of wocom“ -

So, what’s the problem? The ﬁmov,mmmw is ﬁmm”.éwg %oz.ﬁ H wwm.gmmmwm 5 w.wz \
justification, we become dangerous. Our dedication to wﬁ,m,?m:mmﬁwmm } wnwmzw._m_a w
w@mzxm in violence, either verbal ,,@m@s,oo or war or mnmmﬁmm or all mx MF,@M Mommw §
Self-justification is the pursuit of justice .%E.aw ‘w.mﬁmw. i someone’s death, either
.mmé..mg,é or literal death. In short, mmwfmmﬂmgwcn Mﬁmw O

,.,.:..??@w as man desires to follow what is good, still he %o? moﬂ MQWE ,mp

observed John Calvin.' What nggcmoﬁam our s:wﬁm.s mmﬁnm.& mfﬁ, W?u n Wﬁ?:m
be good 50 much thal, when we miss 5,@ mark, we W.E mwo.am, it. jwwf MM\, mmmﬁ, qu
form of self-justification. The %ﬁ@.gmscm messdge is @.;f we mom% z.wmwww wom,mq
justify. Gur justification comes 1o us as a gift of %ﬁ;%m&o@ Yet, despite the offe
of God's grace, we persist in defining ourselves as just.

Self-justification in gossip

Since the Garden of Eden, we Fomo sapiens exhibit m singular ﬁm:“ ﬁw %Ww mmwsn
between good and evil-then we place mmmwmfﬁw on the good wam,om ﬂmn “WN : his
human proclivity becomes salieht in mcmm%..um gossip, %m.%.ﬁm the .:Nw‘m., m ﬁmmw
sooad mmm evil and place the target of our gossip on the aﬁ side of the r.mc.? .mwxaﬂ.
ME verbal assassination, we tacitly declare ourselves just and the target of ous
mmmmﬁwwﬁmwmwwgm% seems so mnocent. It tickles, said Luther ,Wa«ﬁwdmn aw“womm
s@mwwzm. mmm_ telling the worst about his neighbor and it tickles him maw 2 mar.,::M_
in momwmcmm else.”? But, let's look at gossip a bit more closely. As I have jus
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suggested, gossip is a form of verbal assassination. On some
for actual assassination.

In Fyodor Dostoevsky's 1866 novel Crime and Punishment 1}
seli-justification leads indirectly to murder. Imagine the novel’s protagonist
Rodion Raskolnikov, sitting alone in a tavern in St. Petersburg, Russia. His ey
is directed toward a conversation at the next table. At the next table sit » university

student and a military officer, gossiping about a local pawnbroker, a woman namec
Alyona Ivanovna,

oceasions, it readies us

1€ cursing phase o

“She is first rate,” he {the student] said. *You can always get meney from her.. . she
can give you five thousand rubl at a time. .. But she is an awful old harpy.”

And he began describing how spiteful and uncertain she was, how if you were only a
day late with your interest the pledge was lost; how she gave a quarter of the value of
an article and took five and even seven percent a month on it and so on =

“Pll tell you what. f could kill that damned old woman and make off with her money

.Mmmmw:,awmﬁrﬁ\.x?ﬁ;%m faintest conscience-prick,” the student added with warmth.
The officer taughed 2

in while Raskolnikoy shuddered. How gt Ange i was!
[The student continued 1 “On one side we have a stupid, senseless, worthiess, spiteful,
ailing, horrid old woman. not simply useless but doing actual mischief, who has not
an idea why she is living for herself, and who will die in a day or two in any case.
You understand? You understand?”

“Yes, yes, 1 understand,” answered the ‘officer, watching his excited companion
atientively.

“Well, Hsten, then. Og the other side, [

resh young lives thrown away for want of help
and by thousands on every side! A hundred thousand good deeds could be done 3 ndl
helped on that old woman's money. .. dozens of families saved from destitution, from
cuin, from vice, from the Lock hospitals—and afl with her money. Kiil her, take her

money and with the help of it devote oneself 1o the service of humanity and the good

of all. What do you think, would not one tiny crime be wiped out by thousands of

good deeds?. . Tt’s simple arithmetic! Besides, what value has the life of that sickly,
stupid, ill-natured old woman in the balance of existence! No more than the life of 4
louse, of a black-beetle, less in fact because the of

Id woman is doing harm.. »
“Of course she does not deserve to live,” remarked the officer. .. would vou kill the old
woman yourself?

“Of course not! T wag only arguing the justice of it

The student and his officer friend were drawing a line between good and evil and

placing Alyona Ivanovna on the evi] xide. Allegedly, the pawnbroker belongs or
the evil side of the line becaus she is spiteful, stupid, ailing, and fseally ruthless ir
her business dealings. Listing her ovil trails constitutes a form of cursing, of
deseribing her e disposable, Murder of such o person beeomes Jjustifiable. The
Uhustice of {7 s that e ol woiman shiould die xo that olher peon

with destitution nupht be ssveed i

¢ threatened
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The anonymous student said he would not actually go through with the murder.
But, after hearing this conversation and this justification, Raskolnikov took an axe
and brutally ended the life of pawnbroker Alyona Ivanovna.

Self-justification in military parlance

The average citizen among us does not want to kill another person like
Raskolnikov did. Most days, it is casy to obey the 5th Commandment: Thou
shalt not kill. It is easy until, of course, we become a soldier. How can the orga-
nized military overcome our natural inclination to avoid killing other people?
Answer: self-justification. But, what form does self-justification take? Answer: dis-
tancing. The average citizen becoming a%iller feels justified when establishing
distance from the victim.

Distancing can be accomplished in 2 number of wa v, each of which treats the
vicim as a pon-person. The best way to create distance is to dehumanize the
enemy. The dehumanization process begins by ascribing a derogatory name to
the potential victim in advance. In the 196( 5, American soldiers called persons
living in Vietnam “gooks.” It’s much easier to kill a gook than it is to kill Mr.
or Mrs. Nguyen. During the wars in Irag and Afghanistan, invading troops called
the civilians and enemy combatants “towel heads” and “rag heads.” 1 dub this kind
of language “cursing.”

The naming process or cursing process which incorporates a dehumanizing
dimension helps create psychological and moral distance between the killer and
the victim. During the Rwandan genocide of %mw,m 990s, the Hutus described the
Tutsis as “vermin.” The Hutus could justily killing uearly one million Tutsis
because the whole world would be better off without vermin,

Distance comes in different forms, Mechanical distance begins in boot camp,
when military recruits are given the opportunity to play video games to get used to
killing by killing figures on a screen. To move from the video game {o combat
becomes a smaller step, a mere substitution of actual persons for virtual persons.
Physical distance helps relieve the sense that one is killing actual persons. For
example, a drone operator can sip on coffee while targeting a convoy or a house
in another country, fire a missil . Kill nusmerous individuals, and then g0 home to
play with his or her kids. Drone killing s a small step beyond virtual killing.
Cultural distance helps too. It helps to think of the enemy in terms of ethnic or
racial differences, especially to think of the enemy as culturally backward or unciv-
ilized. Moral distance is established when the soldier describes the enemy as
immoral, dastardly, or dangerous. We gain moral distance when we blame the
enemy for starting the conflict, making our invasion an act of retributive justice,
Social distance is established when the soldiers think of their enemy as lower class,
as beneath them. Distance, according to the analysis of Lt. Col. Dave Grossman,
permits “the killer to dehumanize the victim.”?

P edrossanin O Killies (N i Biows

s, MO L0

G

good, T

Z@ﬁ. Qq us abhor the prospect that we would have
responsibility for snuffing out the life of anothe

to pull the trigger and take
! °r human person. In order £ p
COnscie e § 5 1y e, ¥ 1k 3 ; el Ay
Q% cience to permit i, we need to deny that the victim is another human person
- % o.ormﬂmmnm will permit us to kill other human beings as long as we can success
fullv ine TR T abae § f ; e .,. r

¥ justify it. Self-justification takes the form mﬁmmﬁmso? &mmgowwmoﬁww?ﬁ

from the humanity we share with the one we are a bout 1o put to death

Self-justification in political parlance
mwwmfgmzwoﬁ_oz through establishing moral distance dominates political parlance

s : s n & 1% - ; s 5 ; b &
A,x, toral d i.@oo mvolves legitimating oneself and one’s cause™ in two ways mﬁrw

. _ o o . ial g L : | B vntr Rz IR
.m%%mﬁ%. First, we gain moral distance through the “determination and o@mgmwm
nati o fhe e > 3 p , 5
ww ema ,%r enemy s guilt, which, of course, must be punished or avenged. The
.W her Mw an affirmation of the legality and legitimacy of one’s own w:.é,. :

- S - e 738 e S OWnN Ciuse.
n%aﬁwmm ess .am the political system, leaders know they need to look good for their

nstituencies and to the wider w. i v han v.

¢ orld. And nothing s bette i
o ung looks better thap moral
4 %SM w%.o?u:zmnw@?,m:%w to replace capitalism, Adolph Hitler employed
oral distance by describing laisses-faive oot :
SeIbiag saissez-faive capitalism  as cruel to th ,

; , : stalis , o the Ary
slaleysifes ¢ Volk “der i i L5
Wa M%mf mem..”, M.em.\r.. In order to rid Germany of cruel capitalism, Hitler @ﬁmg&wm
Mmm lonai Socialism, what we have come to know as Nazism. Because the Oﬁgmm.é
s ‘eaches compassian fre ¢ i i : .
m wvax wgrrrw compassion for the weak, Hitler sought an alternative maorality

I # 1 o “F the ofe Y s oreyi i y ;i o ’
m.“ 3 W@c mw Support the strong against the weak He invoked 4 supra-religious spiri

y strenothe s o . an by o P e
& m:wwua.m hen his mmwam..ﬁ\m see how this supra-religious sell-justification is
nvoked m a speech he delivered on September 6, 1938, in .ZM.Na@Mwmmm.n ,

134

mec.m.i Sociatism is not 4 cull-movemen tg movement for worship; it is
a Ewﬁm political doctrine based upon racial principles. In its mamm%m,;é; is

Swﬁ,ﬁ cult, only the care and leadership of a people defined by g ac::?wmcw Mu‘v Mc
relationship, Therefore we have no rooms for worship, but only w,mxm for the :w wf.# i
ch OPen spaces for worship, but spaces for assemblies mama?s.mm&. w%q wuﬁ”ﬁ.f
religious retreats, but arenas f Or sports and playing-fields, and the nwm:.mﬁm_‘mwﬁ %b
E%a of our places of assembly is not the mystical aloom of a cathedral wr { M“
brightness and light of a room or Ll which oogvmwom beauty with mgme Wm M. r
burpose ... Our worship is exclusively the cultivation of the ExE.m,N and i w y wh?
reason, because natural, therefore God-wi , g

o 3 iled. Our humility
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the cathedral is bad. Aryan blood-relationship is good, whereas mystical contem-
plation is bad. Brightly lit halls and open arenas _um._c.sm to oéu&oaw and are good,
while church buildings attempt to privatize the .&st mw&sm:@% for their mem-
bers. Humility in obeying our natural Eozamaowm is good, in oowﬂwmﬂ to ﬁww
artificial doctrines of church religion. And, most _.E@oz.ma? the 963 laws o
existence are eternal. National Socialism, in short, is a faithful embodiment of the
ivine laws of existence. ) ,
mﬂmwmm_ww“wmmn manifesto book, Mein Kampf, the mmvism Hitler wrote, “I dmrm.ﬁw
that I am acting in accordance with the will of the Almighty OBJWQH by &m\%&ﬁ%
myself against the Jews, I am fighting for the swol«. of H.\Nm Lord. ..>E.uwm ,8 e
divine is the ultimate appeal in the act of self-justification. Despite Hitler’s oéﬁm
identification with the divine laws of existence w.ua the sm:.w of the Lord, most o
the rest of the world sees Hitler as an incarnation o.m evil, .Hio_onmgm msa repre-
hensible were the devastation of World War II combined with the m:@B_ﬁ.oa gen-
ocide of Jews, mentally challenged, physically disabled, soBOmmxcamw gypsies, mma
communists. Demonic is the only way Jiirgen Zo:.Emsb can describe Eo. oi.:a
episode. “This patriotic mysticism turned Germany into a terrible and wmmoﬁm.msm
sanctuary on whose altars the gas chambers of >cmor§.§ m_ﬁowa?.maa EMJ t an
twenty million people &%Q a violent death. The most terrible demonism, and that in
ieth century!” .
Qn%ﬁm“_ma with iv_\:ow Hitler identified his Nazism was the :mﬁ.:o of blood, red in
tooth and claw, the natural world of social Umiiaw? and eugenics. m.o :wﬁ.d:aocm
was the global destruction he precipitated—the o:m:.mﬁ Bcaon. of .m_m million ?w.-
sons in concentration camps with perhaps sixty EE.Es ommzm:wam. in z,ﬁ war—the
symbols of Satan and Hitler have become conflated in our public Hammnsm:._osm. "
Subsequent political leaders have EmE@.a to @5& a line between _mooa and evil;
and then they place themselves on one side with mio« on the other, /SB:. wz
March 2014 US Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton oo:%mz.& Russia’s
Vladimir Putin with “what Hitler did back 5.9@ ,wow‘“: wg Washington Post
offered a tally of American leaders engaging in E.Em?os.nmém. Just a couple exam-
ples will illustrate the principle of moﬂﬂcmamomcow gained through mom@omomssm
Adolf Hitler. ‘“We did not choose to be the guardians at the mmﬁ g.: there is no
one else,” President Lyndon B. Johnson said in a 1965 speech to justify escalating
the Vietnam War:

Nor would surrender in Vietnam bring peace, because we learned from Hitler at
Munich that success only feeds the appetite of aggression. The battle would be

5. Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1943) 65, italics in original.
6. Jiirgen Moltmann, The Source of Life: The Holy Spirit and the Theology of Life, tr. Margaret Kohl
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997) 44. s
7. Adam Taylor, “Hillary Clinton’s Hitler comparison and the rozamo&u trad tion it az ::P u.wﬁ
. Washington Post (March 5, 2014) http://www.washingtonpost.comzblogs/w Wi/ wi/2014/03/
05/hillary ?Sam-ama?8§,§mmonwgn,nwn,nﬂnncpamsg {r

Peters . 365

renewed in one country and then another country, bringing with it perhaps even larger
and crueler conflict, as we have learned from the lessons of history.

By drawing a line between good and evil and by placing Hitler on the evil side, we
on the good side of the line feel justified.

President Bill Clinton could not resist making the same analogy. “What if some-
one had listened to Winston Churchill and stood up to Adolf Hitler earlier?”
Clinton said in 1999, justifying NATO bombing during the Kosovo conflict.
How “many people’s lives might have been saved? And how many American
lives might have been saved?” Self-justification in politics consists of drawing a
line between good and evil followed by placing oneself or one’s nation on the good
side of the line. It helps if the self-justifier can place Hitler or Satan on the evil side.

As it turns out, justice is a serial killer. Geopolitics demonstrates this daily.
Hitler thought he was justified in killing the mentally retarded, physically handi-
capped, communists, Jews, and others less highly evolved right along with all
enemies of the German nation. In the decades since, American political leaders
have considered themselves to be justified when killing Hitler’s equivalents again
and again and again. As I write, adherents to the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria
pursue retributive justice when beheading American captives right along with
Shiites, Christians, and whomever else stands in their way. In all these killings,
justice is done. Justice has become a serial killer.

Perhaps it seems counter-intuitive to describe justice as a serial killer. Yet, when
justice is defined in terms of exercising rights over against alleged oppressors who
deny these rights, any attempt to secure such rights leads to conflict, retaliation,
and the counter-pursuit of justice. “Justice as the guarantor of rights perpetuates
the violence and prolongs the conflict that afflicts people,” observes Daniel Bell.

This holds true even when it is successful in reasserting violated rights and reestablish-
ing the volatile equilibrium between competing claims on the fruits of society. Even
when successful it does not pave the way for new relations among peoples, relations
that might transcend the truce of mutual advantage. Instead it keeps humanity
trapped in an agonistic logic, where the mutual recognition of rights is constantly
threatened by the pull of competing visions of the good.?

When the victim feels violated, then the pursuit of justice takes the form of retribu-
lion, of getting even, to use common parlance. Unless the pursuit of justice is allied
to the common good, to restoration of the entire body politic rather than only
those previously treated unjustly, it will only fuel the flames of competition and

retribution. In short, when we hear the cry for justice we should prepare for some-
one’s funeral.

f. Daniel M, B
Modern

b mﬁamcﬂ&i Suffering: Beyond Justice, Human Rights, and Capitalism,”
104) A3359 (343), , o ,
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Virtually no one pursues violence in the name of injustice. We love justice. So, if
we plan to kill we paint our killing in the color of that which we love, namely,
justice. This makes justice just as deadly as injustice. In order to prepare for killing
in the name of justice, we engage in what I have been cafling “cursing” the victim.
Cursing consists of aseribing injustice to the victim and justice to ourselves. Cursing
is a form of verbal self-justification.

Cursing as preparation to kill

Perhaps the term “curse” in loday's parlance sounds odd. Perhaps it connotes a
now outdated religious notion of supernatural evil forces. After all, in the Torah it
was God who uttered curses; and God cgald appeal to the power of heaven to
enforce them on earth. Deuteronomy 28:15, 20, 25

But i you will not obey the LORD your Geod by diligently observing all his com-
mandments and decrees, which 1 am commanding you today, then all these curses
shall come upon you and overtake yow Cursed shall you be in the city, and cursed
shall you be in the field ... The LORD will send upon you disaster, panic, and frus-
tration in everything you attempt 1o do, until you are desiroyed and perish quickly, on
account of the evil of your deeds. because you have forsaken me. .. The LORD will
make the pestilence cling to you until it has consumed you off the land that vou are
entering to possess .. The LORD will cause you to be defeated before vour enemies.

Brian Britt comments: “Cursing here means Hr@wﬂmmm of words Lo cause or invoke
harm o someone through supernatural means, Or the mention or threat of such a
use.” When the chosen people are unjust, God is justified in exacting a curse. That
15 what a curse looked like in ancient Israel,

What does it look like today? One counterpart 1o ancient cursing in today’s
secularized society is hate speech. Racial slurs, aspersions against women, anti-gay
smears, and such function in our culture to repress and marginalize. Even without
invoking a supernatural force, the victims of hate speech feel the discriminatory
force of such utterances. Hate speech paves an avenue by which self-justification
can travel the roads of culture. This applies to anti-hate speech as well, Both hate
speech and anti-hate speech drive social self-justification. The entertainment indus-
try has found a way to capitalize on it. When commenting on Ice Cube’s gangsta
rap which is anti-white, Brent Strawn worries that “what started, then, as rightecus
rage (and very well could have stopped with that) has run amok and become a
revenge fantasy that is ultimately not beneficial for those who have suffered. Still
further, if unchecked, the revenge Fantasy could become a reality,”!?

iap M. Britt, “Curses Lefl and Right: Hate Speech and the Bibli
dntegivan Aeadviny of Religion 783 2010%: 633 61 (636).
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Another counterpart is political rhetoric. Pol

. litical cursing, like hate speech. |
# \er counterpart is politica / ate speech, is @
form of social self-justification. It readies a nation for war : . B

Cursing in today’s political liturgy

If we are to shine our justification by faith candle in such a w
self-justification, 1 suggest we shine it on political | ; ;
to as “ceremonial deism” or “civic liturgy™ or “civil religion” is what I am referr;

to here. W‘ have tried to show so far how geopolitics since 39,,% ,«MJ« Wmm wa s
upon a civic liturgy that includes wxmmwfn\immzm, , p i

. As we look still more carefully at the civic wmﬁmw in American political life. I’

give u @:.Ecma attention to the relationship between mEonE‘ﬁ.:w x,m \M ,m. n Mw
Ww\o mvasions of r.mm.w, When the 41st president of the U nited mmz,am. nﬂmow,mwnmwnw\o
mﬂwm@w WMMMM“ MM,MMMMW ,QW ,w\wwm wm.w%mwm Wma in 1991, he identified mmmm.wzmwmmm:m
Hussein wit SHany s AQol Ritler. Hussein was as evil as Hitler ake g
mﬂsa.mwm%mm Saddam Hussein would be tantamount ﬁwﬁwwmwww ,m., qu_o er.m Jn..
mjustice, despotism, and cruelty. During a news conference EW Zn..ﬁw w\n mwﬂww%
of 1991, %ﬁ White House resident president identified with the hig] wm vi P
which America is called, b

: ay as to dluminate
tturgy. What some scholars refer

2%

qM;M‘Z.J. v e o Friafeg gstvia 3
: 0 cwmmsm our history we've been resolute in our support of justice, freedom, and
: ¢ v The o o) 2t 3 { i g " .
ngﬂw: dignity. The current situation in the Persian Gulf demands no less of us @wa of
FHE IBfernafioms . . H 3 : 3 ) v
e international community, We did not plan for war, no
Y i

= r do we seek war
Unfortunately, Traq has thus far turned a deaf ear to ¢

1e voiees of peace and reason !

America is « o e b ; . 3
merica 15 good. Iraq is bad. Americans are devoted to justice, fresdom, and
t A . y @

h P dizity Envihorsmme et

:zwim &mmzv. Furthermore, Americans are devdted to avoiding war Irag, on

3¢ other he i W o vy bay b ; o o ,
1er hand, has turned a deaf ea to the voices of peace and reason. In the
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.> couple of weeks later, the president verba
L, thereby, establishing moral distance.

y described Saddam Hussein as
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of an ultimate concern.”!" Because the interest of the nation replaces allegiance to a
Justice which transcends national interests and which includes the welfure of the
enemy in its scope, these thinkers thought of nationalism as the treatment of some-
thing penultimate as if it were ultimate. To treat something as ultimate which is less
than ultimate is to succumb to the demonic spirit. The result can only be damage
and carnage.

Patriotism is a form of spirituality without religion or, perhaps more accurately,
a substitute religion. “There is consequently a religious overtone in all political
loyalties,” wrote Niebuhr; “that is, conditioned, relative and partial human instity-
tions tend to make unconditioned claims upon the lives of individuals and (o secure
the acceptance of such claims.”'® Or, as Randall put it,

E

Whatever its origin and ils ultimate value, patriotism is beyond doubt the most wide-

spread social ideal of the day; it is the modem religion, far stronger than mere

Christianity in any of its forms, and o its tribal gods men give supreme allegiance.

Nationalism is almost the one idea for which masses of men will still die.’”

The patriot feels justified in bis or her ultimate devotion to one country at the
expense of others, because his or her nation is allegedly blessed by God.

These three scholars saw the demonic force reap destruction in German Nazism,
Japanese Imperialism, Soviet Communism, and the rising red star over China, In
the era immediately following World War 11, they worried aboul the possibility
that this demonic spirit might take over the allies. Might the United States ever
succumb? Had these three fived into the secondydecade of the twenty-first century,
they might have agreed with contemporary ROman Catholic theologian William
Cavanaugh who observes, “In important ways, the United States has not really
secularized at all. What has happened instead is that in the modern era the holy has
migrated from the church to the state.”? Americans are now engaging in “the age-
old sin of idolatry. ™™

How might we avoid such idolatry? “Christian realism™, a term coined by
Niebuhr and adopted by Robert Beliah, attempts to provide an answer.

g

Though we are called to take politics seriously, we are also called to point beyond

politics to that which is more uliimately serious. Al a time when so many men are

caught up in political causes and political ideclogies as though demonically possessed

7. Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Fuith (New York: Harper, 1957) 2.

L8, Reinhold Niebuhr, “Do the State and Nation Belong to God or the Devil2,” in Faith and Politics,
ed. Ronald Stone (New York: George Brazifler, [968) 84,
dohn Herman Randall, Jr., The Muking of the Modern Mind (New York: Columbia, 1976) 668,
Willians T Cavonangh, Adivrarions of the Holy: God, Suvic, and the Pelitive] Mewting of the
Choreh il Bapuds, ME Voerdmans, 2010 112
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by them, we must point out that which transcends politics. Both with our words and
with our lives we need to show alternatives to ideological totalism,?

In short, avoid the totalism of political rhetoric which substitutes American nation-
alism for universal Justice.

Violence and more violence

When appeal to universal justice becomes subordinated to t1
single nation or a single people, it becomes dangerous. Justice justifies viclence,
In fact, justice becomes a serial killer. Despite all the spiritual rhetoric of our
political liturgies, the national pursuit of justice leads to violence; and this violence
leads to more violence in a never-ending cycle, Once let loose, justified violence
‘aces about chaotically and tercorizes everyone in its path. Viol

bou . ence might sound
attractive in the rhetoric of our political leaders, but once unleashed it becomes
unstoppable.

ie spirituality of a

French theologian Jacques Ellul gives us five laws of violence. The first law:
continuity. Once you injtiate violence, you cannot puta stop to it. Like 2 grass fire,
the path of violence continues to engulf more and more in its flames. ,ﬂwa second
law: reciprocity. “Violence creates violence, begets and procreates violence™ in
response. The third law: sameness. Violence is the same whether justified or unjus-
tified. “It is impossible to distinguish between . . . violence that liberates and vio-
lence that enslaves.” The fourth law: “violence begets violence—nothing else.”” Or.
to say it another way, it would be unrealistic to think that violence is ,
peaceful end. Realism tells us that the only end to our violence is more violence,
(Curiously, all of these four laws seem Lo make the point: viclence begets more
violence.) Ellal’s ffth law is of special interest to us here: “the man who uses
violence always tries to justify both it and himself Violence is so unappealing
that every user of it has produced lengthy apologies to demonstrate to the
people that it is just and morally warranted. % Like covering dog poo witl
dered sugar, self-justification covers violence with sweet thetoric.

A double conclusion must result from this discussion. First, we are inclined to
justify ourselves when preparing o perpetrate violence. Second, we deceive our-
selves in the process. Because we exerl so much energy in the process of self-
justification we overlook what history has taught us, namely, the validity of
HliuP's five laws of violence, Once we have released the Sorcerer’s Apprentice, we
vannot return to a previous peaceful state. At that point, we can either apologize,
OF, we can continue the process of self-justification to the poini of incredul

netther case does violence come to a final termination,
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Ellul provides illumination for a phenomenon: US %wa strikes. Presidents
John F. Kennedy, Jimmy Carter, and Gerald Ford EQ wﬂéw m.ﬁz& that no one
representing the US government is allowed to commit assa sination or nwz,%:d to
assassinate any human being. Shortly after the 9/11 event, m%mamﬁ Oac.mmo ~¢<.
Bush changed this rule. But he needed to Justify i, SA%mmEmw the assassination
component. He authorized the CIA to employ drone m”swﬁ N:Q.(wﬁﬁ,m :wﬁﬁ workd
to kill leaders of Al Qaeda, but it would be called a ;E.nmmz.w.\ Operation w.,mﬁmw
than “assassination.”” The CIA had previously been a strietly QS.@: arm of gov-
ernment, authorized to investigate even the military. Once the m.u.; became 8,9-
tarized, its critical leverage became compromised. More to the point here: America
became an assassinating power everywhere in the world. o

It was estimated at the beginning that peshaps twenty or so individuals would be
considered “prime” or “senior” Al Qaeda leaders. Once @m %.owa. program ﬁ.m.m
underway, the criteria changed. No longer would %,.omm ﬁmwﬂm be limited amw% to
prime or senior leaders; drone strikes became authorized to kill anvone coxmaﬁ.mm
to be “supporters” of Al Qaeda. At this writing drone mﬁwam. E&Qm&ﬁ mzww ms.b
Obama administrations have kilied more than 3,000 people in wvwwwwg.? Yemen,
Somalia, and elsewhere, 300 of whom are designated by ,wv.n CIA as ‘,,nom.ﬂ:@m&
damage.” Ten percent are collateral damage. The drone strike rate as of this wiil-
ing averages one every 16 days. What will happen nexi? o :

On December 11, 2013 un American drone destroyed an | i-vehicle convoy in al-
Baitha province in Yemen, killing 14 people and injuring wu Gmrmw@ The convoy
had %mu:m to do with Al-Qaeda. It was a wedding party. The bride and groom
and celebrants lived in the town of Radda. \wmuowmrw aﬁ dead were %mu Somm {ribal
leaders. “All those who were killed were supportive of the government’s wmsxmmmwon
campaign,” said a Yemeni government %&8&5@0? “That will mc@v\ not ymu:ﬁ
case of their tribes and families if the government does not wr,c.mmq E&Zﬁa ; ,mm
added.*® The killing of innocent people in Yemen will turn friends into enemies,
Violence begets violence. - = ; S

US drone strikes have become inadvertent recruting tools for Al Qaeda M&MD
ISIS. In Yemen in particular, as soon as a drone strike %wﬁwv\m a ,wvoswﬁ ,\ﬁ,@m@am
representatives show up with money and a crew for w,wwﬂwﬁmm‘ Victims o anwmm
strikes find shelter and consolation from America’s enemics, As mw.@ mz..mwo?wow Al
Qaeda grows, will this justify more drone strikes? How long will this spiral of
violence continue? .

Eltul’s second law recognizes reciprocity: violence creates M,.._cm.mﬁoo, It wmmﬂm and
procreates violence in response. While Americans feel justified in wcbwﬂmm targets
in foreign lands, the laws of viclence kick in and worsen aﬁw mw,wwmw Q ﬁ.&uwéom
from peoples of other nations. One difficulty with such self-justification is that it

LS drone struck o we
iworkd i
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blinds Americans to

what they themselves contribute to their own progressive self-
destruction,

Subtle and not-so-subtle self-justification
Self-justification is the common thing to do. It’s our default disposition. When
challenged by either guilt or meaninglessness, 2 mechanism of self-justification
clicks in. This applies to us both individually and collectively. “When someone
kills in war there’s a psychological triage that oceurs,” writes Kevin Sites. “The
individual must find meaning in the act. Because killing is the ultimate refutation of
our own humanity, there must be a justification to prevent the mind from

] defauls-
< N o . B ~
ing o the judgment of murderer.” [t 18 too much to think of oneself as 1 mur-
derer. The killing must be just and right. The moral universe must somehow

provide the criterion for Judging the killer to be pecforming an act of Justice,
Would God approve? Just ask any of our political leaders.

Political self-justification is spiritaal  without neces
“Both Hitler and Stalin had litte sympathy with or
the churches of their countrie

sarily  being religious.
ganized religion and viewed
§ as potential enemies,” writes Wolfe. These
two dictators “were offering a competing system of meanin g preoccupied with eter-
nal questions of salvation and sacrifice.”® Whereas established religious groups
pose a threat to totalitarian governments, vague spiritual sentiments can easily be
conscripted into support for the state. Jingoistic fervor accompanied by military
aggression is perhaps the most formidable form that SBNR sentiment can take.

One point Wolfe makes should 1ot go by unnoticed: an SBNR agent has no
leverage with which to render judgment against a fogue government justifying war,
But, religion does. A religious tradition with its institutional organization intact
can rally criticism, prophetic judgment, and resistance It would be premature to
disqualify a Christian church or another religious institution from providing a
moral compass to measure the direction taken by a secular state, A realistic doc-
trine of human nature—a theological anthropology-—provides religious crifics with
the analytical tools needed to expose the self-justificatory rhetoric among our
political orators that leads to international violence,

Spiritual rhetoric on the tongue of a political leader is not particularly subtle,
Itis public and, to the critical eye, transparent. It is easy to expose. Neverthelegs,
we will be tempted 1o go along with this political self-justification without criticism.
We will be tempted to be complicit, cooperative ?7 Why? Because this mechanism
of seif-justification is seeretly at work in each of us every day. It is onr first line of
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self-defense. We invoke self-justification in our private moments as well as when
interacting with family, friends, co-workers, and the public. Setf-justification is as
common as rain drops, burrowing into every nook and cranny until nearly every-
thing is wet with it. We draw an imaginary line between good and evil, and we place
ourselves on the good side.

The realist is aware that we want others to think well of us. The realist is also
aware that we want to think well of ourselves. To be good, just, and true is to be
eternal. Or, so we think. Even in moments when we might be feeling guilt or shame,
we fish for reasons to declare ourselves right. To be right is to be attuned, as Hitler
says, to the “divine laws of existence.” But, the Christian realist knows it is all a e,
The spin-off from justification by faith iluminates how the lie of self-justification
works. It uncovers the truth about owrsslves.

Mere rhstoric?

In the Gorgias, Socrates asked about the relationship between political rhetoric and
true justice. If the speech maker only wants to persuade us Lo vote or support the
politician’s party or policies, this is disingenuous, Authentic rhetoric should make
us hunger and thirst afier truth, and truth will demand absolute justice. “Will not
the true rhetorician...aim...to implant justice in the souls of his citizens?,”
Socrates asks this rhetorically, ironically.®® We might copy Socrates with reference
to God: will not the true rhetorician aim to implant faith in the true God in the
souls of our citizens? Whether we appeal to true justice or the true God, the
rhetorician stands as much under that ,wzaméa,mw as those listening to the speech.

When we reflect back on Hitler or the American presidents—who were whipping
up patriotic spirit to support their war plans—we should be suspicious. Were they
actually attempting to plant justice in the souls of us citizens? Or were they simply
trying Lo appear to be pursuers of justice in our eyes? It could be the case that what
appears to be oratorical justice is in fact less than actual justice. Rhetorical justice
justifies the speech maker, but it falls short of establishing or mainiaining genuine
justice in community.

One of the points [ wish tospress here is this: when political or personal rhetoric
appeals directly to ethereal justice or to Almighty God for justification, it appeals
to something less than true justice or the true God. The true God transcends our
image of God; and the true God even transcends the concept of justice structuring
our moral universe, no matter how we might place our trust in either the divine
image or our concept of justice. When we self-justify in the name of God or in the
name of justice, usually the concept of the divine or the just has been shaved and
trimmed and minimized so as to fit our proposed program. In short, the Christian
realist says, Don’t believe dictators or presidents when they justily their policies by
appeal to a downsized moral universe.

504, 1P,

W, Pliga,

Peters

.w«‘wﬁ we need, argued Niebuhr on the eve of World War 11, is a prophetic
critique of government. We cannot rely upon Plato or the Greeks here, because
ﬁﬁ.. assumed falsely that the human species is oriented toward a just mo&aﬁ ruled
by unselfish monarchs. Only the prophets of ancient Israel could discern the true
character of human nature; and this is reflected in the persistent ozmn?a of
the prophets against Israel’s king and people on behalf of the God who transcends
»,xm nation. ““The challenge of the Hebrew prophets to both state and nation c&ﬁm
from the vantage point of {aith in a God in whom power and goodness were truly
cnw.@momamn be was the creative source of life.”” The prophetic attitude of the
Christian Church today should look like this: an *“unrelenting critical attitude
toward all government.” & s

Even Satanists engage in self-justification

gw have been observing our human propensity to draw a line between good and
g_ and, then, to place ourselves on the good side of the line, We have been o&mﬁ.
this self-justification. Self-justification is the invisible structure of evervday m?ﬁ .Mw
mnm‘mw,?zm.momacm is the slightly more visible structure of political m‘ymmgwwo.erma,m%ﬁ.
w,::,ﬂemmm_. me@zwm remarked, “the basic characteristic of all natural religion is fmm,
Ecm,%owﬁg..:i So, we might ask: would this apply to Satanists as émmw )
%m shocking as it might sound, even worshippers of Satan justify their faith by
wlentifying with what is good. One would think that veneration of the wm:wm of
wy:.mmzwmm would affirm evil for the sake of evil. But, even citizens in the kingdom of
Sitan may engage in self-justification. Here's a case in point. In January mdi the
Mew York-based Satanic Temple submitted an application to the Oklahoma
Unpitol Preservation Commission. For what? To erect a mmowzmﬁ% on Hrw
tklahoma state Capitol grounds, A monument? Yes. What kind ow Eomcxwﬂ%
,m he proposed monument would be a seven-foot-tall statue of Satan, depicted mw
Haphomet: the goat-headed figure with wings and horns sitting on w @mﬁmmamgf»
Phe statue would include adoring children at Satan’s side. i \ .
Why? In order to counter the influence of the Ten Commandments. At the time
ol the N.,,Eumoﬁwo? a monument (o the Ten Commandments sat on Capitol prop-
#11y, 0 g,w.m%x,mmOﬁ to legislators. The satanic monument application was facilitated
Iy the Oklahoma chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union, which was suine
ihe state of Oklahoma to remove the Ten Commandments monument because mm.wM
Hule ma.ﬁwm to get out of the business of endorsing religion.” As a symbolic act in
spposition to state support of the Ten Commandments, the ACLU facilitated Qﬁ

- pphication of Satan worshippers to erect an alternative memorial.

wfé, just what justifies the erection of a state-sponsored monument to Satan?
Here is what a spokesperson for the Satanic Temple said: “More than anything, we
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feel our monument is meant to be a historical marker celebrating the scapegoats,
marginalized and demonized minority.”** Look at this justification carefully.
Satanic Temple supporters support defense of victims, defense of those who have
been victimized by scapegoating, or by marginalization, or by demonization. If
there is an cthical message to our treatment of “justice, justification, and self-
justification,” it is this: we should embrace such an ethic of caring for those who
have been treated unjustly. We should cultivate a sensitivity to—and defense
of—those who are victims of distancing, scapegoating, marginalization, and demo-
pization. This motivation for action is just what Jesus sought in his teaching to
inculcate in your and my conscience. In short, these Satanists are justifying the
erection of the monument on the grounds that it would garner support for the
teachings of Jesus. Satanists are good, paradoxically, just as Jesus is good.

What is happening here? Some kind of inversion is taking place. Satan is a
symbol of evil. Evil for the sake of evil. But, the line between good and evil has
been redrawn by the Satanists. Accordingly, indirectly, thase who sponsor the Ten
Commandments are now identified with evil; and the satanic challengers identify
themselves with the very virtues that most followers of the Ten Commandments
embrace. The line between good and evil has been redrawn, and supporters of the
Ten Commandments have been placed on the evil side while supporters of Satan
are placed on the good side.

At mimimum, this is curious. At maximum, it reminds us that self-justification
serves the forces of evil. Bvil dresses in clothes of virtue; and we need to sharpen
our vision so we can perceive the Pharisaic hypocrisy in self-justification. Hitler,
American presidents, along with the New York Satanists share something in
common: they justify themselves because the$stand on the good side of the line.
Each of us is tempted to join this chorus, the chorus which sings of virtue on the
good side of the line.

The New York Satanists are members of a club to which we all belong. Human
beings, writes Luther, “have been carrving on their mischief and violence under the
lovely and excellent pretext and cover of doing it for the sake of
righteousness. .. They put up such a good front and use such beautiful words
that they think even God himself will not know any better.”

A ¥

Conclusion

What has been our theological method here? We have been illuminating
everyday human expervience by a candle, the Reformation doctrine of

32. Sama Hamedy, “Proposed Satan Monument Heats Up Debate in Qkdahoma,” Los dugeles Tines,
Ang. 8, 2014 hitp/fwww laties. com/nation/nationnow/la-pa-nn-satanicmonument-ollahoma-
20140107,0, 4198928 storviaxzelpgmpC9ie, sccessed Aug, 8 2014,

34 Luthey, %

won on the Moeunt,” L8 20

Peters 377

Justification by faith. This is a method I learned from one of my teachers,

Langdon Gilkey.

Christian theology is the enterprise of understanding the totality of contemporary
experience. .. through the forms of or in the terms of Christian symbols, as
Christian faith is the effort to live one’s fife in the lumination and power of those
syobols and the presence of deity they mediate. Thus at once theology is driven
critically to examine and constructively to reinterpret the traditional symbols of its
faith in order to interpret experience in their terms.™

in the light of justification by faith, we can see more clearly a characteristic of our
human nature, namely, our proclivity to self-justify. If Karl Barth is correct—Qur
anthropology can and must be based on Christology”—then our human pature
comes into sharper focus when we examine ourselves in the light of Jesus Christ's
saving work. ¥

The good news is that we human beings are inclined toward the good. What we
wint is the good. We justify virtually all that we do by appeal to what is good, It is
are that any of us will choose evil just because it’s evil. Bvil is a byproduct of the
good. When Augustine sought to describe the inner workings of his soul, he recog-
nized his yearning for what is good. His sin consisted of choosing the wrong good,
choosing a lesser good than the ultimate good. “My sin consisted in this, that I
sought pleasure, sublimity, and truth not in God but in his creatures, in myself, and
other created beings.”>® If we choose any good that is less than God, we choose
division, conflict, violence, and destruction. That’s the nature of sin.

The bad news is that we deny our sin. We think of pur violence and destruction as
pood, not evil; because it is in the service of justice. No matter how much havoe we
wreak, it is justified. Perhaps the word “hypoctite” comes to mind here. Jesus, recall,
thundered judgment against the Pharisees of his time, using the term “hypoerite.”
Matthew 23:27: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hiypocrites! For you are like
whitewashed tombs, which on the outside look beautiful, but inside they are full of
fhie bones of the dead and of all kinds of filth.” Jesus contrasts the outside with the
inside. The outside looks moral and just and enviable. The inside, in contrast,
wicaks of death. The hinge on which everything in this treatment swings is the con-
trust between your or my self-justification, on the one hand, and God’s gracions
justification of us, on the other. The hinge verse is Romans 8:33b: “God is the one
who justifies” (Theos ho dikaion).

Marcus Barth suggested that even God engages in self<justification; but when Cod
wil-justifies we creatures become the beneficiaries. Despite the Deuteronomic CULses,
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God acts to justify us, not Godself, God’s act of justifying us is the act of giving us
new life,

God justifies his work of creation and salvation. .. by showing that he is plaased with the
man he has created anew, Resurrection, glorification, clothing over, renewal, changing a
fleshly into a spiritual body——all these are designations for one and the same ovent the
public, glorious, incontestable, and irrevocable justification of man through God’s grace.?

Despite this unsurpassable and eternal gift, we follow the path of the fool and iry to
Justify ourselves anyhow.

The thesis of this article is that we human beings engage in self-justification in our
daily lives, Declaring ourselves gust is the default position aken by our psyche. Cur
spirituality—whether a religious or SBNR spitituality—consists in forming our soul
according to what standards we believe justice requires. We conscript our conscience
into providing standards we can attain; and this provides us with the self-satisfaction
that comes with our moral embodiments and achievements. No longer do we use 16th-
century vocabulary such as “works righteousness” or “merit,” but our psyches today
function in exactly the same Fashion. The problem is that frequently somebody gets hurt
when we self-justify, When drone strikes kill ferrorists and their famifies, justice is done.
Then, a counter-movement for justice is spawned. The pursuit of the rights of the victim
through retribution extends the violence to one more furn in the eycle,

Justice is a dangerous thing. It maims and kills and destroys. Yet, under every
circumstance, we want to think of ourselves as justified by justice. That is what the
light shiniag from the Reformation Emnamwwm of justification by faith reveals about
our humun condition. ke

ILis all too human to draw a line between good and evil and place ourselves on the
good side of the line. What would we think in the special case whete we draw the line
between good and evil and God places Godself on the evil side? We would declare
ourselves good, and in the process separate ourselves from God. What then?
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