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We live today in a world of conflict: between governmenis
and the pcace movements, betfecen (rades umions and
employers, between femimists and male-dominated
instiutions. In El Salvador and Guatemala confllicts
between the nch and the poor cost countless lives. In South
Afrnca the situation has been described as a 1otal coaflict
and military chiels have called it total war.

There may be differences of opinion about the nature
of a particular conflict, whether it is a racial conflict or a
class conflict, or whether the conflict might be resolved by
peacelul negotiation rather than the use of force. But for
many people in the world the fact of a conflict, which may
encompass cvery aspect of their lives, can hardly be
doubted.

Taking sides

This poses very important questions for us as Christians.
What should be our attitude to the conflicts in which we
find ourscives and which we see around us? Should we take
sides or musl we always remain neutral?

It is as well 10 make dur- from the start |h.|i these
questions are distinct from the question of using or not
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using violence. People in Northern Ireland, for exampie,
may hope fervently for a united Ireland or for continued
union with Britain — they may, in other words, ‘take
sides’ — while rejecting the use of violence to achieve it.
We not in this pamphlet discussing the question of
whether or not there are occasions when the use of violence
is justified. In countries like El
. Guatemala and South Africa it is oflen almost
to disentangle the question of taking sides and
the guestion of violence, bul it is nonetheless a separate
question and one that has to be talked about quite
scparately in the hight of the gospel.

To many of us it is pretty obvious that there are
some conflicts in which we ought 10 take sides. But what
about the Christian behe! in reconcibavon, forgiveness
and peace? How can you lake sides if you love everybody,
including your enemies? And how do we account for the
widespread belief that in any conflict a Christian should be
a peacemaker who avosds taking sides and trnies to bring
about a reconcibation between the opposng forces?

i?'

This belief rests on a2 mustaken understanding of
reconciliation. We have all heard people say: We must be
fair, we must hsten 1o both sides of the story. there 5
always nght and wrong on both sades. If we could only get
Mmﬂtmmmhnmmnmﬂlhnr
misunderstandings and misconceptions of one another the
conflict could be resolved. On the face of it this sounds
very Christian. It sounds hke a genuine concern for
fawrness and justice.

Three common misiakes
So what s wrong with this argument?

In the first place t makes reconciiation an gbsolure
prmciple that must be.apphed in alf cases of conflict. The
model or example that it envisages 15 that of what one



might call the “private quarrel’ between two people who
are being argumentative and not trying to understand one
another and whose differences are based wupon
misunderstandings. Bur nor all conflicts are like this. In
some conflicts one side is right and the other wrong, one
sde is being unjust and oppressive and the other s
suffering injustice and oppression. In such cases a policy
of seeking consensus and not taking sades would be quite
wrong. Chnstians are notl supposed Lo try 10 reconcile
good and evil, justice and injustice; we are supposed to do
away with evil, injustice and sin

The first mistake, then, B the assumption that all
confhcts are based upon misunderstandings and that there
15 always blame on both mdes. There 13 no evidence for
believing that thas s always the case, cuther in conflicts
between 'mzrﬂldu.l]i or in conflicts between groups In
wcwety, It 8 an unfounded assumption that has nothing
whatsoever to do with Chrnistianity. It 13 an assumptron
that could only be made by people who do not sufler under
injustice and oppression or who do not really appreciate
the unfulness and evil of what 13 happening

The second mistake in this argument 15 that it assumes
that a person can be neutral in all cases of confhet. In fact,
neutrality is not always possible, and in cases of confhct
due 10 injustice and oppression neutrabity s totally
impossible. If we do not take sides with the oppressed,
then we are, albeit unintentionally, taking sides with the
oppressor . 'Bringing the 1wo sides together® in such cases 1s
actually extremely beneficial to the oppressor, because
enables the status quo to be mantained; it hides the true
nature of the conflict, keeps the oppressed quiet and
passve and it brings about a kind of psewvdo-reconcihation
without justice. The injustice continues and everybody 15
made to feel that the mjustice doesn’t matter because the
tension and confMict have been reduced.

This brings us 1o the third mistake. The commonly
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held view that Christians should alwave week harmony and
a ‘maddie way' in every dispute assumes 1hat tenwon and
confMict are worse evils than injustice and oppression Thie
-agamn 13 a false swppomton based wpon a lack of
compassion for those who suffer under oppresuon  Those
who are afrand of conflct or confromanon, even when i1 %
nan-violent, are usually those who are not convinced of the
need for change Their cautson hades an un Christan
pessimism about the future, 2 lack of hope Or they use the
Chnstian concern for reconcihatoa 1o pustify 2 form of
escaprsm from the realitves of impustice and conflkt

All i all, these mistakes abowt Chrcnan recongihation
are pot ssmply 2 maner of musunderstandings but Jome
from a lack of real love and compassion for thoae who are
\I-I"tl'l'l",. of from a lack of appreciatwn of wbhar i realhs
happemang i 3 grave conflct In the tinal analvss, the
wmsrstent pyrsed of an dhusory ncutrahts in evers contlion
a wayv of uding wath the oppressor

1 rue reconcihabon

What then s the true meanmg of reconchatun® What
doecs reconcibatvon mean i the Babile?

The bistory of the Jewish people i the Buble i< very
muech a history of conflsct with 1he pagan nations  Tha
conflict and confromtation 1 not merels envouraged by
God: he actually commands the people again and agan 1o
oppose the hvraany. and mpuste and immoralins of the
pagan nanons - Ome of the greatest wunsy of the Jewuh
natwon was thor astiempt 10 be reconabed with the pagan
natidAs who oppressed them W hen the poople shouted
‘Peace, peace’, Jeremiah respoads by waving there s no
peace and nover can be peace withowt change or
CONVETLION i

Some people today ignore this=bovause they say that
the New Teuvament s differemt and that lesus brought a



message of peace and reconciliation. It 1 of course true
that onc of the things that Jesus wished 1o hand on 10 his
disciples was his peace, and that he sand: “Blessed are the
peacemakers.” but this must be understood in the context
of the much more remarkable saying we inherit from Jesus
wn the gospels of Matthew and [ uke

‘Do you suppose that | am here 10 bring peace on
carth™ (The question s interesting. 11 seems Lo suggest thal
thete were people who did “suppose’ that Jesus had come
1w bring peace on carth ) *No, | tell you, but rather
disenvuon. For from now on a houschold will be divided:
three against two, and two against three the father divided
againdg  the son, won agansdl Tarther, mother agains
Jaughter, daughter against mother motheran-law againsi
Jdaunghter an law . Jaughieran-lan against mother in-law”’
bk 12 5153 Mt 10 34:-36)

Mot of this v 2 quotatwn from the prophet Mwah
(" &), who wasy Jeplonng the conllhct between parenis and
vhikdren  Jesus used the gquote 10 say that this i jusi the
kind ol conMct and dissension that he will bring. And of
vourse This s enactly what he dd do Not because he
wanted 1o bring dissenuon and conflict lor their own sake,
but bevause hiv uncompromising stance inevitably divided
the people into those who were for him and those who were
aganst hum

Voreover, mn the already evsung conflict betwmeen
Pharisees and the so-called "sinners’ he sided with the
sianets, prosttutes and  tax-collectors  against  the
Pharisees . And in the conflict between the nch and the
poor he sided wath the poor. Jesus did not treat each wde as
cqually night or equally wrong, or onaly neceding 10
overcome thewr misunderstandings about one another. He
vondemns the Phansees and the nich 1n no uncertam terms,
and he forgives the sinners and blesses the poor In lact he
cnlers right into the conflict with the Phansees and the rich
1o such an extent that they set out 1o discredit him, arrest
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hm, charge him and execute ham . Jesus makes no attempt
10 compromise with the authoritees for the sake of a falswe
peace or reconciliatyon or unily.

On the other hand there are imes when Jesus does iry
10 reconcile people who have been in confha wwh one
another, c.g. Jews and Samarwans, Tecalots and r1an
vollectory, some individual Phansees and unnery o0 the
poor, eic. And u was probably for this reason that he was
known a3 2 man of peace.

Bult how n one 10 reconale thewe iwo apparenily
contradcrory approaches to coaflxt®

Jesus made a damcnion between the peace that Lasd
wanis, and the pcace that the workld wanis 1Jn 14 27) The
reace that {«od wams »n 2 peace thal 1 based on truth,
pusice and kove The peace that the wmorld offers us v a
wpcriical peace and wnity that compronsinaes the truth,
that covers gver the wmpusiices and that » uwually setiled on
for thoroughh swlfinh purposey  besus destrons thin fake
peace and even mghhights the conflscts in order 1o promole
a iwe and lastng peace There s ne quesnion of prescrving
reace and oniy 8 all cosis, oven &l the ot of truth and
wisiice Rather n na matier of promaoting truth and jusie
at all cous, even at the ¢ou of creatmg conflut and
dinsenuon along the may

Thomas Aguinas makes thiy ame pont by
drimgunhing betweon proce and (vacord, ponting out
that concord i posuble between thievoy and murderers but
that true peace i based upon genuine bove

IMllerernl Linds of coallact

We noted hefore that there are different kinds of confht
We must analyse cach suation and respond accordingly
i one ude i nght we musl recognne this and ude with
them _ Il the other wde v wrong and in power, we must



opposc them and dethrone them from power. Farthermore
we musl analyse ihe reasons for the conllict, the micresis
that are at stake and Ihe dynamics of change through
conflhct. The idea that all one has 1o do i 1alk mcely 10
both wdes and they will be reconciled 1 umply not troe in
most cases of conflict, especially confMicts between groups
or inleresls rather than mdivnduals. There are ofien sonal
forces st play that make change and confMict much more
difficult and comphcated than that

On the other hand we may discover that both udes are
bascally nght, that both udes are working for justice In
such cases reconcilaton v very important n order 1o
create 3 co-operative swobdardy ur the struggle againu
injustice. And if we discover that both udes are wrong and
thai both are part of the oppreswon, then both must be
conflronied And then, obwously, we don't iry 10 reconcile
them n thewr differences dbout the moear effectine way 10
oppress others

“irwciursl coaflict

It vt smportant to realine that 1o get 1o the real root of many
conflicts we have 1o begin 1o thank an structural terms — in
other words, that not just individuals may be nght or
wiong, bul the way wocwtes are siructured may itsell be
right or wrong In wome cases there 13 3 strwcrwral conflict
beiween the oppressor and the oppressed, between the rch
and the poor It 11 not a personal squabble [n 1Heswe caven
we cannot and should not impute guili 1o the inddualy
voncerned, nor should we ireal everyone on the one ude as
blameless and everyone on the other sade as guilty
Structurally, the cause of the poor and the oppressed 1
rrght and yusi, no matier what individual poor people mas
be like in thew personal and private hives. And the cause of
the rch and oppressor 1 wronag no matter how honeut and
singere and unaware Lthey may be

Thus i the Magnilicat or Song of Mary in the gospel
9



that he wanis lo destroy
people. It simply mcans that he wanis 1o pull the
rich and powerful from thew thrones; from their position
m socicty . because the structures of that soccty are unjust
and oppreitve,

E

The n the sense im whach we musl be on the ude of the
poor if we wamt 10 be on God's nde We must take an
option for the poor, for the sake of both the poor and the
rich as indivadual people In fact, within this suahon of
structural conlhct the only wav 1o love exervone i 10 ude
with the poow and the oppressed Anvthing o o umpls 2
way of udng with oppresuon and inpusie

Leving ser rocmicrs
The brings w1 10 the gucstion of loving our enemics  Here
we musl (sl posst oul that the commandment (0 Jowe

onc’'s encaes only Makes semse ORCe we recognine that we
do have ememecs, and that they are really and truly owr
cnemmcs. When prople hate you and curse you and oppress
you Jesan does not 1y that you muest preiend thal thes are
nol your entmecs. They are. And when he says you mus
love them despate this, he does Aot mean that you must
avoed amy conflact or confromtation with them

Confromtanon and conffici does not, and need not
nccestandy. entaal Aatred. Class conflct and class struggle,
which Christuans have raditionally been reluctant to
acknowlcdge. do not meccssanly emiafl hatred. Such
_struggics may m fact be the only effective way of changing
“the stuston, the only effective way of pulling down the
F.Hr frogn thew thromes.

Those who mamsiam an wajusi disinbution ol weahh
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and power and those who prop up thewr thrones are in fact
out enemiey. Thev are evervbody's enemies, they are even
the enemmes ol thewr own humanity. As a group or clas
they will never come down from their thrones willingly o
solluntanly. A few individuals here and there mav do o,
but there will alwayvs be others 1o replace them The ruling
<lass as a whole cannot step down: we will have 10 pull
them down from their thrones. Not in order 1o sit on those
thrones ourselves, of 10 put others on them, but in order to
destrow thrones

The tempranion for a2 Chnistian s 1o thank that the
Mt loving thing 10 do s 1o conver! one by one those who
wt wn the thrones of injustice and thus 1o destrov the
svatem Bur (hange does not happan that was, because as
long 3 the throne remains of will alwavs be Dilied by others
and the oppression will femamn. The only effective way of
IevIBg oul enemicy 1t Lo engage n action that will destron
the svsiem thal mabes them our enemier In other worde
for the sake of love and for the sake of true peace, we must
side with the poor and the oppressed and confront the rich
and powerful, and yoin the conflict or struggle againw
them,_ o rather agains what thes sand Tor and what they
are defending

In countries marked by grave injustce, joiming the
conflct, not judging it from & distance, s the only
effective way of bringing about the peace that God wants
Totake an example closer to home 1n countrnies possessing
nuclear weapons, there may be no short cut around
conflict with governments of the world 15 to progress
towards disarmament. It 1s not possible 10 “balance’ or
‘reconcile’ the needs of the forty milhon people who die
from starvation cach vear in the Third World with the
needs of arms manufacturers and milnary strategists or the
demands of a few wealthy nations 1o be able 1o destrov any
potential atracker many nimes over Decivons have to he
made, one has 1o “lake sides’



