LOVE YOUR ENEMIES?

'The Taliban can be admired for their conviction to their faith and their sense of loyalty to one another'.  

This view expressed by Bishop Steven Venner, Bishop to the Armed Forces, has stirred a strong reaction across the community.  That's not surprising.  People are acutely aware of the human cost of the war in Afghanistan.  The dignified and silent tributes in Wootton Bassett speaks more eloquently than words.  People follow stories of the resilience and determination of seriously-wounded soldiers.  To suggest that we might admire the Taliban is to express a view which is unlikely to receive measured hearing or debate.

We support our armed forces in Afghanistan.  By that I mean that young men and women who put their lives at risk in service of their country and in the cause of peace are entitled to our unquestioning support.  They act on behalf of our community.  They deserve our support and they value that support.  Body armour and helicopters are important.  But even more important is the feeling that they have the support of the community back home.

But there is a second level of support which is rather more difficult to describe.  All of us have a duty as citizens.  We are members of a functioning democracy in which the people are in dialogue with their government.  Our duty is to be part of a reasoned debate about the war and its purposes, about the sacrifices which are being asked for and whether those sacrifices are justifiable in this particular cause.  It is a fine distinction.  I believe that to ask such questions is not unpatriotic.  Nor is it to be unsupportive of our servicemen and women.  On the contrary, it is part of our duty to them that we should constantly ask ourselves whether what we ask of them is justified.

Over the weekend, I read the acceptance speech which President Barack Obama delivered at the Nobel Peace Prize Ceremony in Oslo.  It was an eloquent and reasoned statement of the morality and the necessity of war.  His words acquired extra authority because he is the Commander in Chief who has just made a decision to send more young men and women to war in Afghanistan.

Jesus said that we should love our enemies.  Not respect – or admire.  Love.

It is a statement of the obvious that it is difficult to love our enemies.  But I believe that it is certainly wrong to demonise or dehumanise them.  To demonise will almost certainly mean that we underestimate them.  To dehumanise our enemies will certainly dehumanise us.

I spent most of my adult life in ministry in troubled areas of Northern Ireland.  I was 18 when the Troubles began in 1969.   I moved to Scotland in 2005 – 26 years later.  For most of that time, the community was under threat from paramilitary and terrorist organisations – groups like the Provisional IRA and the various terrorist groups on the Loyalist side like the UVF and the LVF.  Their business was politically-motivated violence with a religious content – that's what it means to talk about sectarian violence.  

That experience leads me to disagree with some of what Bishop Venner says.  Politically-motivated violence uses religion to give it an ultimate authority.  That is an abuse of faith.  Such faith is not to be admired.  Faith itself is complicit if it allows itself to be used in that way.  

Winston Churchill said that '“It is 'better to jaw-jaw than to war-war,'”   In the end, you have to talk to your enemies.  Today's messy wars in which our troops serve as wagers of peace almost inevitably end in that way.  There are unlikely to be outright victories or abject surrenders.  

This debate will continue.  At the deepest level, it's about how our support for our armed forces is expressed – both in our affirmation and admiration and in our determination to ensure that no price is paid unnecessarily.

