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/bROBLEMS IN A CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHICAL APPROACH TO PEACE WD v

an eastern orthodox view o LY

(Dr. Paul Gregorios) g8

Christian theological expositions on peace
usually suffer at thréi_points - first an individualist
interpretation of Chzigﬁiﬂnitv, second an other-worldly
interpretation of.salﬂﬁ%%@ﬁ. and thirdly a mistzken conception
of original sin and ef iﬁ@«iuevitability of sin and evil.

Within bourgeeis-capitalist political economic
systems, the Christian gospel has too often been interpreted
exclusively as the "salvation of the believer" or personal
salvation. In this quasi biblical perception, "peace® m/
primarily.as‘reconcikiaﬁinn bétween one sinner and his or her
God, and secondarily as reconciliation with other believers.

A third level may be reconciliation within the individual
Christian himself.

In this system peace means qbsence cf conflict,
reconciliation and inner tranquillity. Fpr Christians bred
in this way ¢f thinking, peace between or among qations has
nothing to do with Christian peace as they understand it,
They will even quote scripture to prove that Christian peace
an& political peace are totally different. The text that

comes most handy is the words of Jesus:
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"Do not think‘thaﬁvﬂghave,come to send peace on earth;
I have not come to bri#g peace, but a sword®.

ouj my peace I give to youj.
do I give you" (John 14:ﬁ?3

What is forgi _ ‘iﬁtefpretation of these texts
is the traditional: ‘content of the word "peace" for
the Hebrew peepléz{ Tew word "shalom" (or its Aramaic
equivalent which . pably used - “shelam®) has a rich
connotation, which: (a) the flourishing and prosperity
of a communityj { Psalm 12237); (b) the absence of
the sword and (c) .f $ i

; ation between warring rings (e.g.
Judges 43117, 1 Kos J0488) |

But the Old Teddiillit notion of peace, especially as it

developed in the ophets and psalmists, becomes an

integral aspect o Miess, justice and truth, There are

many téi%é”whicﬁx,hﬁA'wiﬂs connection clearly; e.g.

alty aid fruthfulness will meet
Justtéisq;‘ __?ce will kiss each other"

Ps. ‘85310

iﬁticewmill be peace
@ of justice will be
 § trust for ever"

Isaiah 32:17

Now peace,'if;’ }yiintegral to justice, cannot be

simply'tﬁe absence: ﬁéfliet. For justice can be attained
only by confronta conflict with injustice. When

Christ said th ot come to bring peace, but a sword,
he was simply & » principle that evil creates war,

'Y 0.3



-3

and peace comes only by confrontation with evil.

It is a mis-interpretation of the Bible to think

-that when Jesus speakslabeut "my peace?, he means“an ex-
clusively religions peate of the individual. The peace that
Jeius-wanted was poaﬁijiﬁkithe whole of humanity, a peace that .

was integral to just sa ,fles. That peace will certainly

require a certain amowl$ of confrontation and conflict with
the forces of evil andw;ﬁ;4stice, which are the root causes of

war. The peace of thqgﬁﬁi%cn in his/her relation to God (the

totality and source“&fff3f3heing), in his her relation to
other human beings, aﬁﬁfﬁé his/her own self-alienation are all
aspects of that wider peace which the angels announced at the

time of Jesus'! births

"Peace on Earth"(Luke 2:14).

Christian theeledy of peace will therefore have
to start with a re-interpretation of Christianity that has
freed itself from bourgevis-capitaiist individualisms The
notion of the Reign of God, (or kKingdom of God) which means
in fact the triumph of good over evil in all societies, alone
can supply a genuine Christian understanding of justice and
peace as integral to each other. In such an understanding of
Christianity, the Relgn of God would not be identified with
the Church, nor would it be necessary for Christians to dominate
such just and peaceful secieties, They can participate in
the Reign of God, beax witness to it, and rejoice in it. But
the Reign of God neeéw§i§7be the exclusive domain of Christians,
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nor under their contrels It is historically true that quite

often the Reign efiff;
by the Chyrch, thre
liberty, through i

persecution, oppx

The re-iﬁj” on of Christianity should not

ignore or forget >: jrl'element in the Christian
understanding of But it will recognize that the
personal experience must be an integral part of

corporate securitygﬁ;”' re and truthfulness for all.

Christtam: #i§ith affirms that life in history is

only a phase of*:f' i@stedce - not the whole of it. At
this point it diffef# Prom Marxist thought,

Theféffﬁ_
the pendulum'sﬁﬁf _ .
1s concerned withftﬁft~ﬂbrld and no other., A fresh inter-

pretation of Chziﬁ 5;'”fﬁ {secular or religionless) was

provided by Gerﬁiﬁf;i re like Gogarten, Bonhoeffer and

others, RGattiﬁ@7 5

:?i-retreated from societies dominated
istice through syppression of human
g the progress of knowledge, and by

qﬁﬁerh versions of Christianity in which
ther way - to affirm that Christianity

.ﬁi German pietism (emphasis on the inner

and the other ﬁoiﬁﬁtﬁiQ'.they have affirmed the "secular" as

the realm of Ged This one-sided interpretation

Christianity is
this world ope uses is the only one that exists,
or that it exi

of

toming passe. Modern physical theories

such categorical affirmation as that

#ély and independently of our perception
0:6\




The Christian chuzch affirms a dialectical view, of
of this werld. We are not allowed to deny the world's reality
or to say that it is only a creation of our perceptioh, What
modern Christians like ihn present writer would say is that
our perception of reality as it now confronts us through our N
senses is only one diméﬁiﬁﬁn of the universe shaped by our

particular perceptive éﬂﬁi@&emt and social traditions,

So long as we are. ﬁn history we should take histoxy
seriously, But that does aet mean that history is the whole
of reality.

The Marxist would say that all history is a part of
natural history, and that natural history is the history of
the whole. The first part is also the view of Ea#tern Christians,
who have been reluctant to separate nature and histoxy as two
separate realms, The history of nature is an integral aspect
of human historical existence, But Christians like the present
writer are not prepar.d to say that we have through natﬁral
hisfory which gives us an accurate and complete account of how
the universe began or what principles or forces guide its destiny.
We have made enormous progress in the last two centuries in
understanding the evolution and development of the unive rse
and of life, but we are far from understanding the origin, the
nature and the evolution of matter and life in any fully satis-
fyihg way. Our present scientific understanding of matter or
life is insufficient to y&ve us orientation for directing our
own lives, That orient&;&bn can be helped by science, but not
provided by it. eeb



Here the.Christian's understanding of the other
dimensions of - existence = dimensions other than those open
to our senses ~ does not rest on any scientific basié;fqaut
then neither does the;alﬁ&tion of these dimensions have any
scientific basis. Boﬁh-§he:affirmation and the negation are
acts of faith, And a.&gﬁgh person has as much right to negate
other dimensions as te &#firm it, though Christians would
argue that the affirmatian of these dimensions seems more

logical than their negatien.

But our peint is the relevance of a Christian
theolggical approach te peace to both the world open to our
senses and to the conjectured or faith~affirmed other dimensions.
Marxists may want to disagree with the Christian appreach, but

should perhaps understand it before disagreeing.

The authentically Christian approach is not other-
worldly, but rather "eschatological™, This latter word is
difficult even for Christians to understand. It may be even
more difficult for nen=Christians to grasp. The word "escha=
tology" literally means reasoned discourse (logia) on the last
things (ta eschatg).

An example of eschatological understanding may
be provided here, at an almost simplistic level. Supposing
we have before us a gériinated seedling of an oak-tree, a few
days old. How do we understand this seedling? It can be
_ee?
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understood as a germination from the acorn or seed which

had been pxovided with the conditions for growth; or it

can be undergiood in terms of the oak tree that it could
become, given the proper conditions in the future., .The

two undérstandings are obviously not contradictory, but

rather complementary = ohe starting from the past as the .
result of a process, aﬁﬁther projecting into the future, based

on the potentialities wontained in the object,

The Christﬁa&gﬁgderstanding of reality is both
historical (as a precess) and eschatological (as a potentiality
This means having some notion of the origin of reality as well
as its destiny, and of present reality as somewhere in
between at the crossing point of the receding past and the
approaching future - memory and hope, as the Christian writer

Gregory of Nyssa put it in the fourth century,

The Christian understanding of the origin,
existence, and destiﬁy of the universe, are faith~based
affirmations. We speak about these in terms of "creation®,
"contingency" and “"final fulfilment". We do not believe
that the universe is self-generating or self-existent. Tpgge
adjectives we ascribe to God, who is beyond conceptual er
rational or logical understanding or explanation., The
universe itself we belleve to be other-derived and other-
dependent, and our understanding of its final fulfilment is

based on the convistion that the universe cocmes from God,
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and is pledged to be brought to its final fulfilnent by
Ged. h

In this framework, the Christian approach to peace
finds its mooring péiﬁftc We believe the universe to be o
essentially good sinct it comes from a good God. We recognize
the presence of evxi,Sa*the form of injustice, hardness of
heart, cruelty, hatteifkuhr, destruction and so on. We sgy
this is partly the r&#@iﬁ of the work of other forces opposed
to the good purposeéﬂb%*éod. We say quite clearly that war
and injustice and evil are opposed to the good purpose of
God. Of course one can cite Bible passages which say the

contrary, €,ge.

#1 am Jehovah and none other,

I form light and I.create darkness
I make peace and I create evil

I Jehovah do all these things"

Isaiah 45:7

But in a Christian philosophical theological
approach evil is opposed to the will of God. The Hebrew
root lLacham or the word milchamah which means war or
fighting, signifies "devouring each other” or mutual
destruction (even M.A:D -~ mutually assured desgruction).
Thouah the God of the Old Testament is often pictured as a
man of war (Exodus 15:3 - Yahweh ish-milchamah), the final

messianic expectation is for a world of peace
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"And he (Yahweh) shall execute judgment among the pcoples
He shall rebuke great nations

And they shall beat their swords into ploughshares

And their speays into pruning knives

One nation shall met raise its sword against another
They shall not ttnin themselves for war any more®,

(Isaiah 2:4)

fp@ophet Micah (4:3), who also

This was repeated by #
' % a further promise?

acdded sscurity from

"It shall come to pags in the last days
-!& theY Shall

__,,?ise war no more
But they shall gi% secure

Every person under one's own vine and fig tree

With none to make them afraid
It is the mouth of God who speaks”

(Mich 431-4)

In the O0ld testament such a world without war
SXxxsapuRiiNisxexpastedxknxbreakxintaxxhnxhtsukyxinzk
or weapons was expected to break into the historiaal process
itself, with the coming of the Messianic Age. But when
Christ came he warned people against too facile an expectation
of a warless world. Christ predicted that "there will be
wacs and rumours of wars® (Mathew‘2436, Mark 13:7, Luke 21:9),

but that is not the end yet,

The Christian;s'expectation is for a world without
war, a universe without.eviis Bui this does not manifest
itself in its fuliness in history, It zemains a transcendant
or eschatological hope that occurs in the dimension beyond

history.
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That does not however mean that the Christian is
not interested ih peace in history, On the contrary, the
norm fdi,his striving is supplied by his underggénding of
the final fulfilment, fii)the final end of the reign of God
is a world without war and without injustice, then it is the
manifestation of th&iﬁ?&&al end that the Christian seeks in
history., That is ti @slectic of the eschalogical. Knowing

fully well that the Refdm of God will be only partially

manifested in hista&&ifﬁﬁﬁ‘christian seeks to maximise that

partial manifestation,

The Christian's participation in the peace movement
is thus based on his perccption of the eschatological nomm.
His faith makes him see the end of the historical process
as a world community without war or injustice, His faith
also tells him'that*inghistory as we now experience it, the

wheat and the tares will always grow togetihezx.

Of course we should pull out the tares wherever
‘possible so that the wheat can grow more unhindered. But
in many cases Christians are more gentle about pulling up
the tares, for fear of damaging the wheat (i#t. 13329).
They know however that ihe'taregfhave to be weeded out -

nocw or later,
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Marxists may be a bit impatient about this
Christian reluctantce for too much plucking out of tares.
At this pcint more di&loiue may be required bétween Christians

and Marxists.

Original Sis and the Inevitability of Evil
If there is ~f1::fng original about originalsim
the credit should go %4 Augustine of Hippo and not to the
Christian traditien,m{]ffgher the Bible, nor the Eastern
Christian tradition spasks about "original sin", Such a

term does not exist either in the Greek or in Syriac, or
in the other languages af the Eastern Christian tradition.

We do have, however, both in the 3lible and in the
Eastern tradition the notion of a "sin of our first parents"

(pxopatorikon hamaxiema) in Greek., It is a mythopoetic
way of expressing the view that human society is pervasively
and universally infested with evil in various forms and

guises.

But in the Eastern traditions we are unwilling to
give any final positlon to sin in human nature, Sin is an
accretion « a pervassive éccretien of course - to human
nature, but something that is alien and external to hukan

nature«
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Unfbrtunateiy some Christians regard sin as having
some kind of pervasivt pékar which prevents us from achieving
any kind of justice or putity (holiness) in this world, This
is then advanced as an exeuse for not striving towards a world

without war, without weapens,

Eastern Christdsns dissociate themselves from this
way of thinking. Fox iﬁiﬁ*sin_is not the first word of the
gospel, nor its last womd; The first word is this: the created
order is good and sitf e_lttered it from oufe.i.de_, from the world
of non-being and freédom,

Neither is sin the last word, The final word for
Eastern Christians is 33!2§1£r the progressive and infinite
growth of human societies towards the divine perfection, And
the divine perfection includes the absence of war and injustice.
The work for disarmament, Justice and peace thus becomes an
integral part of the community's forward movement towards

deiformity.

Sinlessness may be an impossibility in history. But
there are degrees of sinfulness and also of justice. The Ehri.
stian striving for peace with justice includes the determined
and organied effort to reduce the power of sin (or of alienation,
its Marxist equivalent)., and to enhance the degree c¢f justice
and peace in all societies. The final fulfilment as nerm for
_present action demands from Christians this active work for

peace with justice,
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