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Religion and Violence, and Decency

Mitsugu SHINMEN

In his erudite book, Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence (2003), Mark
Juergensmeyer, sociology professor at the University of California, convincingly shows that religion
provides the mores and symbols which make horrific bloodshed easier to vindicate and that it also
carries with it the possibilities for peace. Supporting his theory, this article focuses upon the de-
structive alliance between violence and religion, while evolving a working theory of anti-violence.
Among the topics discussed are Paul ]J. Hill ’s apologia, “Defending The Defenseless” (2003), Dom
Hélder Camara’s classic work of liberation theology, Spiral of Violence (1971), Krister Stendahl’s
speech, “Judgement and Mercy” (1972), and Steven Salaita’ s controversial book, Uncivil Rites: Pal-
estine and the Limits of Academic Freedom (2015).

Excommunicated Presbyterian minister Hill shot an abortionist and his security escort to death,
raising his voice, “One thing’s for sure, no innocent people will be killed in that clinic today.” In his
apologia, Hill points to scriptural citations as proof texts to justify his killing. A religious maximalist,
Hill is convinced that religion ought to permeate all aspects of human existence. He was sentenced
to death by lethal injection and was executed. As Bal Mieke, professor of theory of literature at the
University of Amsterdam, rightly claims, “the Bible, of all books, is the most dangerous one, the one
that has been gifted with the power to kill” (On Story-Telling, 1991). Hill’s apologia clearly shows
that it still has that power. In his suggestive article, “The Zeal of Phinehas: The Bible and the Legiti-
mation of Violence” (JBL 122/1, 2003), ]. ]J. Collins, professor of the Old Testament at Yale, argues
cogently that the Bible has been taken to confer a degree of certitude which transcends human argu-
mentation and that although it is an illusion, this certitude may lead to violence.

We may think that one way to decrease religiously justified violence could be to heighten the
awareness and presence of religion as the font of ethical values, so that religious communities do not
have to struggle for recognition and respect. Religion is not just part of the purely private arena that
the state must never disrupt. It is suggested that individuals, both within and without faith tradi-
tions, should educate themselves about the history, literature, and methods of interpretation found
within religious traditions, so that they can decide for themselves whether or not they will support

scripturally justified violence in the public square. I teach a course on “Religion and Society” to fe-
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male college students, and these sophomores made sharp and severe responses to Hill's apologia,
voicing their own views on his understanding of the biblical justification for his violence. College ed-
ucation, hopefully, will help to mediate between the citizen and this maximalist brand of evangelical
Christianity.

Religion, on the other hand, affords the absolute basis for peace and justice. In his insightful Spi-
ral of Violence, Camara, archbishop of Recife, Brazil, says: injustices are a form of violence. It attracts
secondary violence: the revolt of the oppressed. This generates in turn tertiary violence: repression
by the powerful to secure their privileged position. He appealed strongly to people to act for justice
and peace, demanding moral pressure on the rich and the privileged so that a structural change
might be started in various parts of the world. His stern call to justice and peace may sound harsh to
the haves, but it is inflected with a joy-filled, mystical love of God. He gained an international reputa-
tion as a dedicated champion of human rights during the era of military dictatorship, despite the fact
there was censorship in full force at home.

Krister Stendahl, world-renowned Swedish biblical scholar at Harvard, follows in the same line
of thought when he reinterprets Isaiah 40: 3-8 within the context of the civil rights movement in the
United States in his unpublished speech, “Judgement and Mercy”. He insists that the content of Isa-
iah’s message of comfort consists of the downfall of the powerful, as well as the announcement that
those who hunger and thirst for justice are finally going to be satisfied, rejecting all homogenizing
readings of the lambasting critique of Isaiah. In his reinterpretation of Isaiah 40: 3-8, he gives a deep
insight into justice for the oppressed, which we may call divine decency.

More recently, the University of Illinois had rescinded its offer of a tenured professorship to Ste-
ven Salaita, a Palestinian scholar of indigenous peoples, due to his alleged anti-semitic remarks in
his tweets in connection with Israel’s assault on Gaza and killing of thousands of Palestinians, mostly
women, the elderly and children. Chairman of the Board of Trustees Christopher Kennedy describes
Salaita’s tweets as “blatantly anti-semitic”, because he affirms that a university should be not only a
place of sharp discourse, but also a place of civility. Civility, however, is a form of castigation in the
words of Salaita. We may say it is another name for violence. Whether civility or decency, it is a by-
product of deeply conformist cultures and an administrative convenience, and moreover, feigns
gravitas where violence prevails. We have been poignantly taught these two words have been abused
by the powerful. His case reminds us all of the need to defend academic freedom and to protect

those who challenge the powerful and reject their use of violence.
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