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Why the Christian Church Is Not Pacifist 

By Reinhold Niebuhr 

Whenever the actual historical situation sharpens the issue, the debate whether the Christian 

Church is, or ought to be, pacifist is carried on with fresh vigor both inside and outside the 

Christian community. Those who are not pacifists seek to prove that pacifism is a heresy; 

while the pacifists contend, or at least imply, that the church's failure to espouse pacifism 

unanimously can only be interpreted as apostasy, and must be attributed to its lack of courage 

or to its want of faith. 

There may be an advantage in stating the thesis, with which we enter this debate, immedi-

ately. The thesis is, that the failure of the church to espouse pacifism is not apostasy, but is de-

rived from an understanding of the Christian gospel which refuses simply to equate the Gos-

pel with the "law of love." Christianity is not simply a new law, namely, the law of love. The 

finality of Christianity cannot be proved by analyses which seek to reveal that the law of love 

is stated more unambiguously and perfectly in the life and teachings of Christ than anywhere 

else. Christianity is a religion which measures the total dimension of human existence not 

only in terms of the final norm of human conduct, which is expressed in the law of love, but 

also in terms of the fact of sin. It recognizes that the same man who can become his true self 

only by striving infinitely for self-realization beyond himself is also inevitably involved in the 

sin of infinitely making his partial and narrow self the true end of existence. It believes, in 

other words, that though Christ is the true norm (the "second Adam") for every man, every 

man is also in some sense a crucifier of Christ. 

The good news of the gospel is not the law that we ought to love one another. The good news 

of the gospel is that there is a resource of divine mercy which is able to overcome a contradic-

tion within our souls, which we cannot ourselves overcome. This contradiction is that, though 

we know we ought to love our neighbor as ourself, there is a "law in our members which wars 

against the law that is in our mind" (Rom. 7:23), so that, in fact, we love ourselves more than 

our neighbor. 

The grace of God which is revealed in Christ is regarded by Christian faith as, on the one 

hand, an actual "power of righteousness" which heals the contradiction within our hearts. In 

that sense Christ defines the actual possibilities of human existence. On the other hand, this 

grace is conceived as "justification," as pardon rather than power, as the forgiveness of God, 

which is vouchsafed to man despite the fact that he never achieves the full measure of Christ. 

In that sense Christ is the "impossible possibility." Loyalty to him means realization in inten-

tion, but does not actually mean the full realization of the measure of Christ. In this doctrine 

of forgiveness and justification, Christianity measures the full seriousness of sin as a perma-

nent factor in human history. Naturally, the doctrine has no meaning for modern secular civili-

zation, nor for the secularized and moralistic versions of Christianity. They cannot understand 

the doctrine precisely because they believe there is some fairly simple way out of the sinful-

ness of human history. 

It is rather remarkable that so many modern Christians should believe that Christianity is pri-

marily a "challenge" to man to obey the law of Christ; whereas it is, as a matter of fact, a reli-

gion which deals realistically with the problem presented by the violation of this law. Far 

from believing that the ills of the world could be set right "if only" men obeyed the law of 

Christ, it has always regarded the problem of achieving justice in a sinful world as a very dif-

ficult task. In the profounder versions of the Christian faith the very utopian illusions, which 

are currently equated with Christianity, have been rigorously disavowed. 
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THE TRUTH AND HERESY OF PACIFISM 

Nevertheless, it is not possible to regard pacifism simply as a heresy. In one of its aspects 

modern Christian pacifism is simply a version of Christian perfectionism. It expresses a genu-

ine impulse in the heart of Christianity, the impulse to take the law of Christ seriously and not 

to allow the political strategies, which the sinful character of man makes necessary, to become 

final norms. In its profounder forms, this Christian perfectionism did not proceed from a sim-

ple faith that the "law of love" could be regarded as an alternative to the political strategies by 

which the world achieves a precarious justice. These strategies invariably involve the balanc-

ing of power with power; and they never completely escape the peril of tyranny on the one 

hand, and the peril of anarchy and warfare on the other. 

In medieval ascetic perfectionism and in Protestant sectarian perfectionism (of the type of 

Meno Simons, for instance) the effort to achieve a standard of perfect love in individual life 

was not presented as a political alternative. On the contrary, the political problem and task 

were specifically disavowed. This perfectionism did not give itself to the illusion that it had 

discovered a method for eliminating the element of conflict from political strategies. On the 

contrary, it regarded the mystery of evil as beyond its power of solution. It was content to set 

up the most perfect and unselfish individual life as a symbol of the Kingdom of God. It knew 

that this could only be done by disavowing the political task and by freeing the individual of 

all responsibility for social justice. 

It is this kind of pacifism which is not a heresy. It is rather a valuable asset for the Christian 

faith. It is a reminder to the Christian community that the relative norms of social justice, 

which justify both coercion and resistance to coercion, are not final norms, and that Christians 

are in constant peril of forgetting their relative and tentative character and of making them too 

completely normative. 

There is thus a Christian pacifism which is not a heresy. Yet most modern forms of Christian 

pacifism are heretical. Presumably inspired by the Christian gospel, they have really absorbed 

the Renaissance faith in the goodness of man, have rejected the Christian doctrine of original 

sin as an outmoded bit of pessimism, have reinterpreted the cross so that it is made to stand 

for the absurd idea that perfect love is guaranteed a simple victory over the world, and have 

rejected all other profound elements of the Christian gospel as "Pauline" accretions which 

must be stripped from the "simple gospel of Jesus." This form of pacifism is not only heretical 

when judged by the standards of the total gospel. It is equally heretical when judged by the 

facts of human existence. There are no historical realities which remotely conform to it. It is 

important to recognize this lack of conformity to the facts of experience as a criterion of 

heresy. 

All forms of religious faith are principles of interpretation which we use to organize our expe-

rience. Some religions may be adequate principles of interpretation at certain levels of experi-

ence, but they break down at deeper levels. No religious faith can maintain itself in defiance 

of the experience which it supposedly interprets. A religious faith which substitutes faith in 

man for faith in God cannot finally validate itself in experience. If we believe that the only 

reason men do not love each other perfectly is because the law of love has not been preached 

persuasively enough, we believe something to which experience does not conform. If we be-

lieve that if Britain had only been fortunate enough to have produced 30 percent instead of 2 

percent of conscientious objectors to military service, Hitler's heart would have been softened 

and he would not have dared to attack Poland, we hold a faith which no historic reality justi-

fies. 
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Such a belief has no more justification in the facts of experience than the communist belief 

that the sole cause of man's sin is the class organization of society and the corollary faith that 

a "classless" society will be essentially free of human sinfulness. All of these beliefs are pa-

thetic alternatives to the Christian faith. They all come finally to the same thing. They do not 

believe that man remains a tragic creature who needs the divine mercy as much at the end as 

at the beginning of his moral endeavors. They believe rather that there is some fairly easy way 

out of the human situation of "self-alienation." In this connection it is significant that Chris-

tian pacifists, rationalists like Bertrand Russell, and mystics like Aldous Huxley, believe es-

sentially the same thing. The Christians make Christ into the symbol of their faith in man. But 

their faith is really identical with that of Russell or Huxley. 

The common element in these various expressions of faith in man is the belief that man is es-

sentially good at some level of his being. They believe that if you can abstract the rational-

universal man from what is finite and contingent in human nature, or if you can only cultivate 

some mystic-universal element in the deeper levels of man's consciousness, you will be able 

to eliminate human selfishness and the consequent conflict of life with life. These rational or 

mystical views of man conform neither to the New Testament's view of human nature nor yet 

to the complex facts of human experience. 

THE ABSOLUTE ETHIC OF JESUS 

In order to elaborate the thesis more fully, that the refusal of the Christian Church to espouse 

pacifism is not apostasy and that most modern forms of pacifism are heretical, it is necessary 

first of all to consider the character of the absolute and unqualified demands which Christ 

makes and to understand the relation of these demands to the gospel. 

It is very foolish to deny that the ethic of Jesus is an absolute and uncompromising ethic. It is, 

in the phrase of Ernst Troeltsch, an ethic of "love universalism and love perfectionism." The 

injunctions "resist not evil," "love your enemies," "if ye love them that love you what thanks 

have you?" "be not anxious for your life," and "be ye therefore perfect even as your father in 

heaven is perfect," are all of one piece, and they are all uncompromising and absolute. Noth-

ing is more futile and pathetic than the effort of some Christian theologians who find it neces-

sary to become involved in the relativities of politics, in resistance to tyranny or in social con-

flict, to justify themselves by seeking to prove that Christ was also involved in some of these 

relativities, that he used whips to drive the money-changers out of the Temple, or that he came 

"not to bring peace but a sword," or that he asked the disciples to sell a cloak and buy a sword. 

What could be more futile than to build a whole ethical structure upon the exegetical issue 

whether Jesus accepted the sword with the words: "It is enough," or whether he really meant: 

"Enough of this" (Luke 22:36)? 

Those of us who regard the ethic of Jesus as finally and ultimately normative, but as not im-

mediately applicable to the task of securing justice in a sinful world, are very foolish if we try 

to reduce the ethic so that it will cover and justify our prudential and relative standards and 

strategies. To do this is to reduce the ethic to a new legalism. The significance of the law of 

love is precisely that it is not just another law, but a law which transcends all law. Every law 

and every standard which falls short of the law of love embodies contingent factors and makes 

concessions to the fact that sinful man must achieve tentative harmonies of life with life 

which are less than the best. It is dangerous and confusing to give these tentative and relative 

standards final and absolute religious sanction. 

Curiously enough the pacifists are just as guilty as their less absolutist brethren of diluting the 

ethic of Jesus for the purpose of justifying their position. They are forced to recognize that an 
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ethic of pure non-resistance can have no immediate relevance to any political situation; for in 

every political situation it is necessary to achieve justice by resisting pride and power. They 

therefore declare that the ethic of Jesus is not an ethic of non-resistance, but one of non-vio-

lent resistance; that it allows one to resist evil provided the resistance does not involve the de-

struction of life or property. 

There is not the slightest support in Scripture for this doctrine of non-violence. Nothing could 

be plainer than that the ethic uncompromisingly enjoins non-resistance and not non-violent 

resistance. Furthermore, it is obvious that the distinction between violent and non-violent re-

sistance is not an absolute distinction. If it is made absolute, we arrive at the morally absurd 

position of giving moral preference to the non-violent power which Doctor Goebbels wields, 

over the type of power wielded by a general. This absurdity is really derived from the modern 

(and yet probably very ancient and very Platonic) heresy of regarding the "physical" as evil 

and the "spiritual" as good. The reductio ad absurdum of this position is achieved in a book 

which has become something of a textbook for modern pacifists, Richard Gregg's The Power 

of Non-Violence. In this book, non-violent resistance is commended as the best method of de-

feating your foe, particularly as the best method of breaking his morale. It is suggested that 

Christ ended his life on the cross because he had not completely mastered the technique of 

non-violence, and must for this reason be regarded as a guide who is inferior to Gandhi, but 

whose significance lies in initiating a movement which culminates in Gandhi. 

One may well concede that a wise and decent statesmanship will seek not only to avoid con-

flict, but to avoid violence in conflict. Parliamentary political controversy is one method of 

sublimating political struggles in such a way as to avoid violent collisions of interest. But this 

pragmatic distinction has nothing to do with the more basic distinction between the ethic of 

the "Kingdom of God," in which no concession is made to human sin, and all relative political 

strategies which, assuming human sinfulness, seek to secure the highest measure of peace and 

justice among selfish and sinful men. 

THE TENSION BETWEEN "BE NOT ANXIOUS" AND "LOVE THY NEIGHBOR" 

If pacifists were less anxious to dilute the ethic of Christ to make it conform to their particular 

type of non-violent politics, and if they were less obsessed with the obvious contradiction be-

tween the ethic of Christ and the fact of war, they might have noticed that the injunction "re-

sist not evil" is only part and parcel of a total ethic which we violate not only in war-time, but 

every day of our life, and that overt conflict is but a final and vivid revelation of the character 

of human existence. This total ethic can be summarized most succinctly in the two injunctions 

"Be not anxious for your life" and "Love thy neighbor as thyself" (cf. Matt. 6:31, 19:19). 

In the first of these, attention is called to the fact that the root and source of all undue self-as-

sertion lies in the anxiety which all men have in regard to their existence. The ideal possibility 

is that perfect trust in God's providence ("for your heavenly father knoweth what things ye 

have need of") and perfect unconcern for the physical life ("fear not them which are able to 

kill the body") would create a state of serenity in which one life would not seek to take ad-

vantage of another life. But the fact is that anxiety is an inevitable concomitant of human free-

dom, and is the root of the inevitable sin which expresses itself in every human activity and 

creativity. Not even the most idealistic preacher who admonishes his congregation to obey the 

law of Christ is free of the sin which arises from anxiety. He may or may not be anxious for 

his job, but he is certainly anxious about his prestige. Perhaps he is anxious for his reputation 

as a righteous man. He may be tempted to preach a perfect ethic the more vehemently in order 

to hide an unconscious apprehension of the fact that his own life does not conform to it. There 

is no life which does not violate the injunction "Be not anxious." That is the tragedy of human 
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sin. It is the tragedy of man who is dependent upon God, but seeks to make himself independ-

ent and self-sufficing. 

In the same way there is no life which is not involved in a violation of the injunction, "Thou 

shalt love thy neighbor as thyself." No one is so blind as the idealist who tells us that war 

would be unnecessary "if only" nations obeyed the law of Christ, but who remains uncon-

scious of the fact that even the most saintly life is involved in some measure of contradiction 

to this law. Have we not all known loving fathers and mothers who, despite a very genuine 

love for their children, had to be resisted if justice and freedom were to be gained for the chil-

dren? Do we not know that the sinful will-to-power may be compounded with the most ideal 

motives and may use the latter as its instruments and vehicles? The collective life of man un-

doubtedly stands on a lower moral plane than the life of individuals, yet nothing revealed in 

the life of races and nations is unknown in individual life. The sins of pride and of lust for 

power and the consequent tyranny and injustice are all present, at least in an inchoate form, in 

individual life. Even as I write, my little five-year-old boy comes to me with the tale of an at-

tack made upon him by his year-old sister. This tale is concocted to escape paternal judgment 

for being too rough in playing with his sister. One is reminded of Germany's claim that Poland 

was the aggressor and the similar Russian charge against Finland. 

THE TENSION BETWEEN TYRANNY AND ANARCHY 

The pacifists do not know human nature well enough to be concerned about the contradictions 

between the law of love and the sin of man, until sin has conceived and brought forth death. 

They do not see that sin introduces an element of conflict into the world and that even the 

most loving relations are not free of it. They are, consequently, unable to appreciate the com-

plexity of the problem of justice. They merely assert that if only men loved one another, all 

the complex, and sometimes horrible, realities of the political order could be dispensed with. 

They do not see that their "if" begs the most basic problem of human history. It is because 

men are sinners that justice can be achieved only by a certain degree of coercion on the one 

hand, and by resistance to coercion and tyranny on the other hand. The political life of man 

must constantly steer between the Scylla of anarchy and the Charybdis of tyranny. 

Human egotism makes large-scale co-operation upon a purely voluntary basis impossible. 

Governments must coerce. Yet there is an element of evil in this coercion. It is always in dan-

ger of serving the purposes of the coercing power rather than the general weal. We cannot 

fully trust the motives of any ruling class or power. That is why it is important to maintain 

democratic checks upon the centers of power. It may also be necessary to resist a ruling class, 

nation or race, if it violates the standards of relative justice which have been set up for it. Such 

resistance means war. It need not mean overt conflict or violence. But if those who resist tyr-

anny publish their scruples against violence too publicly, the tyrannical power need only 

threaten the use of violence against non-violent pressure to persuade the resisters to quies-

cence. The relation of pacifism to the abortive effort to apply non-violent sanctions against It-

aly in the Ethiopian dispute is instructive at this point. 

The refusal to recognize that sin introduces an element of conflict into the world invariably 

means that a morally perverse preference is given to tyranny over anarchy (war). If we are 

told that tyranny would destroy itself, if only we would not challenge it, the obvious answer is 

that tyranny continues to grow if it is not resisted. If it is to be resisted, the risk of overt con-

flict must be taken. The thesis that German tyranny must not be challenged by other nations 

because Germany will throw off this yoke in due time, merely means that an unjustified moral 

preference is given to civil war over international war, for internal resistance runs the risk of 

conflict as much as external resistance. Furthermore, no consideration is given to the fact that 
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a tyrannical state may grow too powerful to be successfully resisted by purely internal pres-

sure, and that the injustices which it does to other than its own nationals may rightfully lay the 

problem of the tyranny upon other nations. 

It is not unfair to assert that most pacifists who seek to present their religious absolutism as a 

political alternative to the claims and counter-claims, the pressures and counter-pressures of 

the political order, invariably betray themselves into this preference for tyranny. Tyranny is 

not war. It is peace, but it is a peace which has nothing to do with the peace of the Kingdom 

of God. It is a peace which results from one will establishing a complete dominion over other 

wills and reducing them to acquiescence. 

One of the most terrible consequences of a confused religious absolutism is that it is forced to 

condone such tyranny as that of Germany in the nations which it has conquered and now cru-

elly oppresses. It usually does this by insisting that the tyranny is no worse than that which is 

practised in the so-called democratic nations. Whatever may be the moral ambiguities of the 

so-called democratic nations, and however serious may be their failure to conform perfectly to 

their democratic ideals, it is sheer moral perversity to equate the inconsistencies of a demo-

cratic civilization with the brutalities which modern tyrannical states practise. If we cannot 

make a distinction here, there are no historical distinctions which have any value. All the dis-

tinctions upon which the fate of civilization has turned in the history of mankind have been 

just such relative distinctions. 

One is persuaded to thank God in such times as these that the common people maintain a de-

gree of "common sense," that they preserve an uncorrupted ability to react against injustice 

and the cruelty of racial bigotry. This ability has been lost among some Christian idealists 

who preach the law of love but forget that they, as well as all other men, are involved in the 

violation of that law; and who must (in order to obscure this glaring defect in their theory) 

eliminate all relative distinctions in history and praise the peace of tyranny as if it were nearer 

to the peace of the Kingdom of God than war. The overt conflicts of human history are peri-

ods of judgment when what has been hidden becomes revealed. It is the business of Christian 

prophecy to anticipate these judgments to some degree at least, to call attention to the fact that 

when men say "peace and quiet" "destruction will come upon them unaware" (cf. Ps. 35:8, Ez. 

7:25), and reveal to what degree this overt destruction is a vivid portrayal of the constant fac-

tor of sin in human life. A theology which fails to come to grips with this tragic factor of sin is 

heretical, both from the standpoint of the gospel and in terms of its blindness to obvious facts 

of human experience in every realm and on every level of moral goodness. 

THE TENSION BETWEEN RIGHTEOUSNESS AND MERCY 

The gospel is something more than the law of love. The gospel deals with the fact that men 

violate the law of love. The gospel presents Christ as the pledge and revelation of God's 

mercy which finds man in his rebellion and overcomes his sin. 

The question is whether the grace of Christ is primarily a power of righteousness which so 

heals the sinful heart that henceforth it is able to fulfil the law of love; or whether it is primar-

ily the assurance of divine mercy for a persistent sinfulness which man never overcomes com-

pletely. When St. Paul declared: "I am crucified with Christ; nevertheless I live, yet it is no 

more I that live but Christ that dwelleth in me" (Gal. 2:20), did he mean that the new life in 

Christ was not his own by reason of the fact that grace, rather than his own power, enabled 

him to live on the new level of righteousness? Or did he mean that the new life was his only in 

intention and by reason of God's willingness to accept intention for achievement? Was the 

emphasis upon sanctification or justification? 
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This is the issue upon which the Protestant Reformation separated itself from classical Cathol-

icism, believing that Thomistic interpretations of grace lent themselves to new forms of self-

righteousness in place of the Judaistic-legalistic self-righteousness which St. Paul condemned. 

If one studies the whole thought of St. Paul, one is almost forced to the conclusion that he was 

not himself quite certain whether the peace which he had found in Christ was a moral peace, 

the peace of having become what man truly is; or whether it was primarily a religious peace, 

the peace of being "completely known and all forgiven," of being accepted by God despite the 

continued sinfulness of the heart. Perhaps St. Paul could not be quite sure about where the em-

phasis was to be placed, for the simple reason that no one can be quite certain about the char-

acter of this ultimate peace. There must be, and there is, moral content in it, a fact which 

Reformation theology tends to deny and which Catholic and sectarian theology emphasizes. 

But there is never such perfect moral content in it that any man could find perfect peace 

through his moral achievements, not even the achievements which he attributes to grace rather 

than the power of his own will. This is the truth which the Reformation emphasized and 

which modern Protestant Christianity has almost completely forgotten. 

We are, therefore, living in a state of sorry moral and religious confusion. In the very moment 

of world history in which every contemporary historical event justifies the Reformation em-

phasis upon the persistence of sin on every level of moral achievement, we not only identify 

Protestant faith with a moralistic sentimentality which neglects and obscures truths in the 

Christian gospel (which it was the mission of the Reformation to rescue from obscurity), but 

we even neglect those reservations and qualifications upon the theory of sanctification upon 

which classical Catholicism wisely insisted. 

We have, in other words, reinterpreted the Christian gospel in terms of the Renaissance faith 

in man. Modern pacifism is merely a final fruit of this Renaissance spirit, which has pervaded 

the whole of modern Protestantism. We have interpreted world history as a gradual ascent to 

the Kingdom of God which waits for final triumph only upon the willingness of Christians to 

"take Christ seriously." There is nothing in Christ's own teachings, except dubious interpreta-

tions of the parable of the leaven and the mustard seed, to justify this interpretation of world 

history. In the whole of the New Testament, gospels and epistles alike, there is only one inter-

pretation of world history. That pictures history as moving toward a climax in which both 

Christ and anti-Christ are revealed. 

The New Testament does not, in other words, envisage a simple triumph of good over evil in 

history. It sees human history involved in the contradictions of sin to the end. That is why it 

sees no simple resolution of the problem of history. It believes that the Kingdom of God will 

finally resolve the contradictions of history; but for it the Kingdom of God is no simple histor-

ical possibility. The grace of God for man and the Kingdom of God for history are both divine 

realities and not human possibilities. 

The Christian faith believes that the atonement reveals God's mercy as an ultimate resource by 

which God alone overcomes the judgment which sin deserves. If this final truth of the Chris-

tian religion has no meaning to modern men, including modern Christians, that is because 

even the tragic character of contemporary history has not yet persuaded them to take the fact 

of human sinfulness seriously. 

LOVE AS A PRINCIPLE OF INDISCRIMINATE CRITICISM 

The contradiction between the law of love and the sinfulness of man raises not only the ulti-

mate religious problem how men are to have peace if they do not overcome the contradiction, 

and how history will culminate if the contradiction remains on every level of historic 
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achievement; it also raises the immediate problem how men are to achieve a tolerable har-

mony of life with life, if human pride and selfishness prevent the realization of the law of 

love. 

The pacifists are quite right in one emphasis. They are right in asserting that love is really the 

law of life. It is not some ultimate possibility which has nothing to do with human history. 

The freedom of man, his transcendence over the limitations of nature and over all historic and 

traditional social situations, makes any form of human community which falls short of the law 

of love less than the best. Only by a voluntary giving of life to life and a free interpenetration 

of personalities could man do justice both to the freedom of other personalities and the neces-

sity of community between personalities. The law of love therefore remains a principle of crit-

icism over all forms of community in which elements of coercion and conflict destroy the 

highest type of fellowship. 

To look at human communities from the perspective of the Kingdom of God is to know that 

there is a sinful element in all the expedients which the political order uses to establish justice. 

That is why even the seemingly most stable justice degenerates periodically into either tyr-

anny or anarchy. But it must also be recognized that it is not possible to eliminate the sinful 

element in the political expedients. They are, in the words of St. Augustine, both the conse-

quence of, and the remedy for, sin. If they are the remedy for sin, the ideal of love is not 

merely a principle of indiscriminate criticism upon all approximations of justice. It is also a 

principle of discriminate criticism between forms of justice. 

As a principle of indiscriminate criticism upon all forms of justice, the law of love reminds us 

that the injustice and tyranny against which we contend in the foe is partially the consequence 

of our own injustice, that the pathology of modern Germans is partially a consequence of the 

vindictiveness of the peace of Versailles, and that the ambition of a tyrannical imperialism is 

different only in degree and not in kind from the imperial impulse which characterizes all of 

human life. 

The Christian faith ought to persuade us that political controversies are always conflicts be-

tween sinners and not between righteous men and sinners. It ought to mitigate the self-right-

eousness which is an inevitable concomitant of all human conflict. The spirit of contrition is 

an important ingredient in the sense of justice. If it is powerful enough it may be able to re-

strain the impulse of vengeance sufficiently to allow a decent justice to emerge. This is an im-

portant issue facing Europe in anticipation of the conclusion of the present war. It cannot be 

denied that the Christian conscience failed terribly in restraining vengeance after the last war. 

It is also quite obvious that the natural inclination to self-righteousness was the primary force 

of this vengeance (expressed particularly in the war guilt clause of the peace treaty). The paci-

fists draw the conclusion from the fact that justice is never free from vindictiveness, that we 

ought not for this reason ever to contend against a foe. This argument leaves out of account 

that capitulation to the foe might well subject us to a worse vindictiveness. It is as foolish to 

imagine that the foe is free of the sin which we deplore in ourselves as it is to regard ourselves 

as free of the sin which we deplore in the foe. 

The fact that our own sin is always partly the cause of the sins against which we must contend 

is regarded by simple moral purists as proof that we have no right to contend against the foe. 

They regard the injunction "Let him who is without sin cast the first stone" (John 8:7) as a 

simple alternative to the schemes of justice which society has devised, and whereby it pre-

vents the worst forms of anti-social conduct. This injunction of Christ ought to remind every 

judge and every juridical tribunal that the crime of the criminal is partly the consequence of 

the sins of society. But if pacifists are to be consistent they ought to advocate the abolition of 
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the whole judicial process in society. It is perfectly true that national societies have more im-

partial instruments of justice than international society possesses to date. Nevertheless, no im-

partial court is as impartial as it pretends to be, and there is no judicial process which is com-

pletely free of vindictiveness. Yet we cannot dispense with it; and we will have to continue to 

put criminals into jail. There is a point where the final cause of the criminal's anti-social con-

duct becomes a fairly irrelevant issue in comparison with the task of preventing his conduct 

from injuring innocent fellows. 

The ultimate principles of the Kingdom of God are never irrelevant to any problem of justice, 

and they hover over every social situation as an ideal possibility; but that does not mean that 

they can be made into simple alternatives for the present schemes of relative justice. The the-

sis that the so-called democratic nations have no right to resist overt forms of tyranny, because 

their own history betrays imperialistic motives, would have meaning only if it were possible 

to achieve a perfect form of justice in any nation and to free national life completely of the 

imperialistic motive. This is impossible; for imperialism is the collective expression of the 

sinful will-to-power which characterizes all human existence. The pacifist argument on this 

issue betrays how completely pacifism gives itself to illusions about the stuff with which it is 

dealing in human nature. These illusions deserve particular censure, because no one who 

knows his own heart very well ought to be given to such illusions. 

LOVE AS A PRINCIPLE OF DISCRIMINATE CRITICISM 

The recognition of the law of love as an indiscriminate principle of criticism over all attempts 

at social and international justice is actually a resource of justice, for it prevents the pride, 

self-righteousness and vindictiveness of men from corrupting their efforts at justice. But it 

must be recognized that love is also a principle of discriminate criticism between various 

forms of community and various attempts at justice. The closest approximation to a love in 

which life supports life in voluntary community is a justice in which life is prevented from de-

stroying life and the interests of the one are guarded against unjust claims by the other. Such 

justice is achieved when impartial tribunals of society prevent men "from being judges in their 

own cases," in the words of fohn Locke. But the tribunals of justice merely codify certain 

equilibria of power. Justice is basically dependent upon a balance of power. Whenever an in-

dividual or a group or a nation possesses undue power, and whenever this power is not 

checked by the possibility of criticizing and resisting it, it grows inordinate. The equilibrium 

of power upon which every structure of justice rests would degenerate into anarchy but for the 

organizing center which controls it. One reason why the balances of power, which prevent in-

justice in international relations, periodically degenerate into overt anarchy is because no way 

has yet been found to establish an adequate organizing center, a stable international judica-

tory, for this balance of power. 

A balance of power is something different from, and inferior to, the harmony of love. It is a 

basic condition of justice, given the sinfulness of man. Such a balance of power does not ex-

clude love. In fact, without love the frictions and tensions of a balance of power would be-

come intolerable. But without the balance of power even the most loving relations may degen-

erate into unjust relations, and love may become the screen which hides the injustice. Family 

relations are instructive at this point. Women did not gain justice from men, despite the inti-

macy of family relations, until they secured sufficient economic power to challenge male au-

tocracy. There are Christian "idealists" today who speak sentimentally of love as the only way 

to justice, whose family life might benefit from a more delicate "balance of power." 

Naturally the tensions of such a balance may become overt; and overt tensions may degener-

ate into conflict. The center of power, which has the function of preventing this anarchy of 
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conflict, may also degenerate into tyranny. There is no perfectly adequate method of prevent-

ing either anarchy or tyranny. But obviously the justice established in the so-called democratic 

nations represents a high degree of achievement; and the achievement becomes the more im-

pressive when it is compared with the tyranny into which alternative forms of society have 

fallen. The obvious evils of tyranny, however, will not inevitably persuade the victims of eco-

nomic anarchy in democratic society to eschew tyranny. When men suffer from anarchy they 

may foolishly regard the evils of tyranny as the lesser evils. Yet the evils of tyramy in fascist 

and communist nations are so patent, that we may dare to hope that what is still left of demo-

cratic civilizations will not lightly sacrifice the virtues of democracy for the sake of escaping 

its defects. 

We have a very vivid and conclusive evidence about the probable consequences of a tyranni-

cal unification of Europe. The nature of the German rule in the conquered nations of Europe 

gives us the evidence. There are too many contingent factors in various national and interna-

tional schemes of justice to justify any unqualified endorsement of even the most democratic 

structure of justice as "Christian." Yet it must be obvious that any social structure in which 

power has been made responsible, and in which anarchy has been overcome by methods of 

mutual accommodation, is preferable to either anarchy or tyranny. If it is not possible to ex-

press a moral preference for the justice achieved in democratic societies, in comparison with 

tyrannical societies, no historical preference has any meaning. This kind of justice approxi-

mates the harmony of love more than either anarchy or tyranny. 

If we do not make discriminate judgments between social systems we weaken the resolution 

to defend and extend civilization. Pacifism either tempts us to make no judgments at all, or to 

give an undue preference to tyranny in comparison with the momentary anarchy which is nec-

essary to overcome tyranny. It must be admitted that the anarchy of war which results from 

resistance to tyranny is not always creative; that, at given periods of history, civilization may 

lack the resource to fashion a new and higher form of unity out of momentary anarchy. The 

defeat of Germany, and the frustration of the Nazi effort to unify Europe in tyrannical terms, 

is a negative task. It does not guarantee the emergence of a new Europe with a higher level of 

international cohesion and new organs of international justice. But it is a negative task which 

cannot be avoided. All schemes for avoiding this negative task rest upon illusions about hu-

man nature. Specifically, these illusions express themselves in the failure to understand the 

stubbornness and persistence of the tyrannical will, once it is fully conceived. It would not re-

quire great argumentative skill to prove that Nazi tyranny never could have reached such pro-

portions as to be able to place the whole of Europe under its ban, if sentimental illusions about 

the character of the evil which Europe was facing had not been combined with less noble mo-

tives for tolerating Nazi aggression. 

A simple Christian moralism is senseless and confusing. It is senseless when, as in the World 

War, it seeks uncritically to identify the cause of Christ with the cause of democracy without a 

religious reservation. It is just as senseless when it seeks to purge itself of this error by an un-

critical refusal to make any distinctions between relative values in history. The fact is that we 

might as well dispense with the Christian faith entirely if it is our conviction that we can act in 

history only if we are guiltless. This means that we must either prove our guiltlessness in or-

der to be able to act; or refuse to act because we cannot achieve guiltlessness. Self-righteous-

ness or inaction are the alternatives of secular moralism. If they are also the only alternatives 

of Christian moralism, one rightly suspects that Christian faith has become diluted with secu-

lar perspectives. 

In its profoundest insights, the Christian faith sees the whole of human history as involved in 

guilt, and finds no release from guilt except in the grace of God. The Christian is freed by that 
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grace to act in history, to give his devotion to the highest values he knows, to defend those cit-

adels of civilization of which necessity and historic destiny have made him the defender; and 

he is persuaded by that grace to remember the ambiguity of even his best actions. If the provi-

dence of God does not enter the affairs of men to bring good out of evil, the evil in our good 

may easily destroy our most ambitious efforts and frustrate our highest hopes. 

THE CONTRIBUTION OF A TRUE PACIFISM 

Despite our conviction that most modern pacifism is too filled with secular and moralistic illu-

sions to be of the highest value to the Christian community, we may be grateful for the fact 

that the Christian church has learned, since the last war, to protect its pacifists and to appreci-

ate their testimony. Even when this testimony is marred by self-righteousness, because it does 

not proceed from a sufficiently profound understanding of the tragedy of human history, it has 

its value. 

It is a terrible thing to take human life. The conflict between man and man and nation and na-

tion is tragic. If there are men who declare that, no matter what the consequences, they cannot 

bring themselves to participate in this slaughter, the church ought to be able to say to the gen-

eral community: We quite understand this scruple and we respect it. It proceeds from the con-

viction that the true end of man is brotherhood, and that love is the law of life. We who allow 

ourselves to become engaged in war need this testimony of the absolutist against us, lest we 

accept the warfare of the world as normative, lest we become callous to the horror of war, and 

lest we forget the ambiguity of our own actions and motives and the risk we run of achieving 

no permanent good from this momentary anarchy in which we are involved. 

But we have a right to remind the absolutists that their testimony against us would be more 

effective if it were not corrupted by self-righteousness and were not accompanied by the im-

plicit or explicit accusation of apostasy. A pacifism which really springs from the Christian 

faith, without secular accretions and corruptions, could not be as certain as modern pacifism is 

that it possesses an alternative for the conflicts and tensions from which and through which 

the world must rescue a precarious justice. 

A truly Christian pacifism would set each heart under the judgment of God to such a degree 

that even the pacifist idealist would know that knowledge of the will of God is no guarantee 

of his ability or willingness to obey it. The idealist would recognize to what degree he is him-

self involved in rebellion against God, and would know that this rebellion is too serious to be 

overcome by just one more sermon on love, and one more challenge to man to obey the law of 

Christ. 

Source: Reinhold Niebuhr, Why the Christian Church is Not Pacifist, London: SCM Press, 

1940. 


