Specification Content

Religion, violence, terrorism and war
The meaning and significance of:
• peace
• justice
• forgiveness
• reconciliation.
Violence, including violent protest.
Terrorism
Reasons for war, including greed, self-defence and retaliation
The just war theory, including the criteria for a just war
Holy war
Pacifism
Religion and belief in 21st century conflict
Religion and belief as a cause of war and violence in the contemporary world
Nuclear weapons, including nuclear deterrence
The use of weapons of mass destruction
Religion and peace-making in the contemporary world including the work of
individuals influenced by religious teaching
Religious responses to the victims of war including the work of one present day
religious organisation
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Key Terms:
Anti-war: Attitude that (a) war is wrong and should be protested/worked against.
Civil war: Armed conflict between factions within the same country.
Conflict: Dispute between sides, can be between individuals, groups or nations.
Conventional warfare: War fought using ‘ordinary’ weapons, i.e. those
covered/sanctioned by the Geneva Conventions.
Forgiveness: Letting go of blame against a person for wrongs they have done; moving on.
Genocide: The killing of groups of/many people from a specific ethnic group, having
targeted them for their ethnicity.
Guerrilla warfare: Form of warfare in which a small group fights in a non-regular manner
against a Government and its forces.
Holy War: War sanctioned by God, used in Islam and Judaism; rules for such a war.
Humanitarian organisation: For example, Red Cross/Crescent; organisation which works to
alleviate the suffering of those made victims by war (or natural disaster).
Justice: Bringing fairness back to a situation.
Just War: Set of rules for fighting a war in a way acceptable to God, used in Christianity
and Sikhism.
Nuclear weapons/war: A weapon of mass destruction; war fought using such a weapon
(none so far in world history).
Pacifism: Belief that all violence is wrong, which then affects all behaviours.
Peace: The opposite of war; harmony between all in society.
Protest: Making known one’s disagreement over something.
Reconciliation: Making up between two groups/sides after disagreement.
Retaliation: To pay someone back for their actions that have caused harm.
Terrorism: Use of violence and threats to intimidate others, usually Government; used for
political purposes to build fear in the ordinary population and so secure demands from
Government.
War: Armed conflict between two or more sides.
Weapons of mass destruction: Weapons which are uncontrollable and cause
indiscriminate damage, e.g. nuclear, chemical, biological.

______________________________________________________________
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Killing another human being is considered to be wrong in most circumstances. However,
during war, taking the life of another human being is acceptable and sometimes
necessary. While the Christian Church may speak out against killing, and the teachings of
Jesus do not support it, many Christians have been prepared to fight for their country or
their faith. However, there are many Christians who disagree with war and will try to
prevent it from happening. For example, Quakers will never take part in a war, regardless
of the reason for it.
Key Concepts:
Peace: The absence of war and conflict, living
without fear and in harmony with others. It’s a goal for
all to work towards and reach. Most would agree that
any war should aim to achieve peace once the war is
over. However, it is difficult to achieve due to the
instability and resentment left over after war is
concluded.

In the Old Testament, the prophet Isaiah
hoped that God would bring peace:
“He will judge between the nations and
will settle disputes for many peoples.
Nation will not take up sword against
nation, nor will they train for war
anymore.”
Isaiah 2:4

Justice: This is often linked to equality. If people are not given the same opportunities, this
may be seen as unfair/unjust and lead to resentment, even conflict. Many wars are
fought to achieve justice and religious people can feel it is their religious duty to fight to
achieve justice for people.
“Forgive us our sins

Forgiveness: This is an essential part of Christianity and
as we forgive those who sin against us.”
is mentioned in the Lord’s Prayer. Christians believe
The Lord’s Prayer
that God set the example regarding forgiveness, by
offering forgiveness to anyone who asks for it, regardless of their wrongdoings. Forgiveness
doesn’t mean that wrongdoings go unpunished, it simply means that once the wrong is
righted, actions to establish justice and peace are taken, allowing relationships to be
rebuilt and people to move forward.
Christian Teachings on Forgiveness
• Jesus died on the cross to bring forgiveness and reconciliation.
• When Peter asked if he should forgive his brother up to seven times, Jesus told him that he
should forgive 7x7 times.
• Jesus said if people do not forgive those who have sinned against them, God will not forgive
their sins.
• The Lord’s prayer states that Christians should forgive others.

Reconciliation: This is linked with forgiveness and is used after conflict, helping the warring
sides to put the past behind them, without retaliation, enabling people to live in peace. It
serves to help resolve any outstanding issues and allow justice to be served without
individuals looking for retribution.
Christianity is based on the concept of forgiveness, agape and reconciliation.
Christianity teaches that Christians should be committed to forgiveness and reconciliation
when there are conflicts between family and friends. Christians believe that the power of
forgiveness and love (agape) can lead to reconciliation and the ending of conflict.
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Violence, including violent protest:
The teachings of Christianity are peaceful. Jesus taught a message of love and
Christianity has a strong pacifist tradition. However, many Christians accept that there are
necessary circumstances where violence is acceptable and armed conflict has a
purpose. This does not mean that Christians agree with violence or violent protest. Many
Christians support the right to peaceful protest and the Civil Rights Movement in America
in the 1950’s and 60’s, led by Baptist minister Dr Martin Luther King Jr., showed how
successful peaceful protests can be. He did not agree with violent protest and refused to
use violent methods, even when he and other campaigners were under attack. His
actions helped equal rights legislation become law in the US and he inspired many by his
peaceful methods.
Violent protest can be seen as destructive and detrimental to the cause that people are
fighting for, but some people can feel that it shows they are serious about the change
that they seek. It can lead to criminal damage, looting and rioting, which doesn’t
promote the cause that people are protesting about. However, when people are
frustrated with the lack of change, violent protest can develop out of peaceful protests,
such as marches.

Terrorism:
No religion supports terrorism. Terrorism is an act of violence which is intended to create
fear. Terrorist acts are directed at civilians and because of this many consider them to be
unlawful acts of war and violence. Terrorists claim that they are:
•
•

fighting against social or political injustices e.g. human rights violations
fighting against poverty
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•

fighting to assert their religious beliefs, especially if they feel that they are denied
them.

When people are fighting for a cause that they believe in, some will go to any lengths
necessary. The United Nations Security Council regard terrorist acts as criminal: Acts
intended to cause death or serious bodily harm to civilians or non-combatants with the
purpose of intimidating a population or compelling a government or an international
organization to do or abstain from doing any act. Terrorists believe that killing people
through suicide bombings, car bombings etc. will cause people to pay attention to what
they are doing and encourage authorities to give in to their demands.
While a terrorist organisation might align themselves with a religion, no religion supports
terrorism in any way. Most religious people will condemn any act of violence that is being
committed in the name of religion.

Reasons for war, including greed, self-defence and retaliation:
At any point in time, throughout world history, war is always happening. Between world
wars, civil war or the threat of nuclear attacks, war is a constant threat. While the way that
wars are fought have changed a lot in recent times, war still involves incredible amounts
of destruction, both in terms of life and property.
Greed
This is war to gain, for example, more land, more power or more
resources. Most religious teaching would not support this as a reason.
Greed comes from selfishness, which are both characteristics not
approved of by religions.
Considering the numbers of soldiers and casualties in war, greed
could never be seen as a justifiable reason for it.
Self-defence
Religious holy books and texts describe wars, the Old Testament. The
Qur’an, along with many other religious texts, suggest that war may
be necessary in self-defence. If a country or religion is under attack,
then conflicts can happen. It would be seen as entirely right and
proper to defend your own country against attack. The problem
comes when the response is disproportionately large, and selfdefence turns into aggression for its own gain.
Retaliation
At times, a country will be attacked in a way which provokes
retaliation. For example, the First World War began as retaliation
against a political assassination. The problem with retaliation is
that it is often a spontaneous reaction which leads to the
escalation of a situation, and hence war.
Religions would all say that peaceful negotiation and discussions
to resolve issues are better than simple retaliation because they
diffuse rather than exacerbate issues.
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Religion and belief as a cause of war and violence in the contemporary world:
Many people believe that religion causes war, but this viewpoint is not as simple as it
seems. Religions/religious beliefs do not cause violence – it is how they are interpreted or
put into practice that is the problem. Religious teachings are generally about peace,
compassion and understanding but they can also be ambiguous or difficult to
understand. For example, the Bible states ‘Do not kill’ but it also teaches ‘an eye for an
eye’. This lack of clarity has allowed humans to interpret the teachings in such a way that
has allowed them to use violence, sometimes in the name of religion.
Religions/religious people can be involved in war and it is not uncommon for conflict
within religion e.g. Protestant vs Catholicism. However, quite often this is not about
religion, but about power and control or political ideology.
Disagreements about religious teachings or practices have caused conflict in the past.
For example, the Bosnian crises saw Christian ethnic cleansing of Muslims. This kind of
violence has always existed throughout history, so it could be argued that religious belief
has caused violence.
Despite this, there are more examples of religions and religious people working with
people to bring about peace and condemning violence. Every day people with a variety
of religious belief are working
together to help those whose lives
have been destroyed by conflict.
Charities like Christian Aid, Muslim
Aid and Oxfam are working
together across the world to help
refugees, for example.
The teachings of Christianity are
peaceful. Jesus taught a message
of love and Christianity has a
strong pacifist tradition. Christians
do not actively want war. Peace
will always be the preferred
option. However, Christians can and do accept war if it is just. All the earliest Christians
were pacifists and most Christians today feel this way. The Quakers are a good example
of this.

The just war theory, including the criteria for a just war:
In the fourth century, St Augustine was one of the first Christians to write about the morality
of war and his thoughts were developed into a set of criteria by Thomas Aquinas in the
thirteenth century. The conditions provide rules on how the war must be fought in order to
make sure that it is ethical:
•

The war must have a just cause. This may include self-defence or defending
someone else, but not to gain territory, resources or retaliation.
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•
•
•
•
•

The war must be declared by the correct authority. This should be the government
of a country.
The intention of the war has to be to defeat wrongdoing and promote good. The
good achieved by the war must outweigh the evil that led to it.
Fighting must be a last resort. All other ways of resolving the issue, such as
diplomacy, must have been attempted before the war can be declared.
There must be a reasonable chance of success. It is unjust to ask people to fight a
way if it is probable that the war will be lost, and they will be killed.
Methods used to fight the war must be proportional to achieve success. Excessive
force should not be used.

When the war is being fought, these conditions must be followed:
•
•
•

The war must be fought by just means. Innocent people and civilians must not be
targeted or harmed.
Only appropriate force should be used. This includes the type of force and how
much is used.
Internationally agreed conventions on the conduct of war must be obeyed. The
Geneva Convention, accepted by the UK government in 1957, lays down the rules
that must be obeyed in war.

While many Christians don’t agree with war, most would support a just war as long as it
was for a good enough reason, such as defending people who were unable to defend
themselves. Most Christians would agree that it is important to try peaceful methods of
ending disputes before any type of violence is used.

Holy War:
The concept of holy war does not feature widely in current Christian belief. Most Christians
today would not agree with using violence to defend Christianity. Within Christian history
there was once a strong concept of holy war. IN the Old Testament there are many
examples of wars fought in the name of God. The soldiers believed that God was on their
side and indeed had influence over the outcomes of battles. The Crusades (1095-1291)
were fought to capture control over the Holy Land. The Christian soldiers believed that
they were fighting for a sacred and noble cause. They believed God was with them and
the Muslim Turks they were fighting against were the pagan enemies of God.
For Christians, a holy war must be authorised by a religious leader with great authority. The
purpose should be to defend the Christian faith from attack. Those who take part believe
they will gain spiritual rewards, and if they die in battle, they will go straight to heaven.
For most Christians, the teachings of Jesus make it quite clear that the use of violence is
not justified. In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus said:
“Put your sword back
in its place, for all
who draw the sword
die by the sword.”
Matthew 26:52

“You have heard that is was said to the people long ago.
‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be
subject to judgement.’ But I tell you that anyone who is
angry with a brother or sister will be judged.”
Matthew 5:21-22
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Pacifism:
Peace is not just the absence of war, but is a state of harmony, where justice exists for all
and freedoms are respected. All religions teach the importance of peace on Earth and
encourage their followers to live peacefully. Throughout history there have always been
people prepared to refuse to use violence or fight in wars, even if it meant they faced
imprisonment for their beliefs.
Pacifists believe that all violence is morally wrong. They will not participate in any war,
regardless of the reasons for that war. Pacifists strongly believe that it is best to work at
preventing war from becoming a possibility. Promoting justice and human rights is an
important part of this. If people are not denied basic freedoms and rights, they are less
likely to engage in conflict. Conscientious objectors are people who refuse to participate
directly in fighting wars on the grounds of conscience. However, they will assist in nonmilitary ways such as medics, relief work and mediators. Many believe they have a
peace-making role. Christian pacifists believe that to be a pacifist is to follow the way of
Jesus. Islam is a religion which advocates peace, but it is not a pacifist religion.

‘Blessed are the peacemakers’
Case study: The Anglican Pacifist Fellowship

Case study: Máiréad Corrigan

They have 1400 members in over 40 countries. They
believe that peace and justice be brought about
through non-violent means. As a Christian group they
have three main pacifist beliefs:

Together with Betty Williams and Ciaran McKeown,
Mairead, a Catholic from Northern Ireland, formed
the ‘Peace People’ organisation.

1. Jesus’ teaching in incompatible with the waging of
war
2. The Christian Church should never support or justify
war
3. Christian witness should include opposing the
waging of justifying of war
“We believe that as Christians we are called to follow
the way of Jesus in loving our enemies and becoming
peacemakers. We work to transform our Anglican
Communion and the world to overcome those factors
that lead to war within and between nations.”

They organised peace marches throughout the UK
that gave people the opportunity to show they
wanted peace, rather than the violence and killings
that were a tragic feature of Northern Ireland at that
time.
Mairead and Betty were awarded the 1976 Nobel
Peace Prize for their peace-making activities. After
the Northern Ireland Troubles were largely resolved
and peace returned to the country, Máiréad
Corrigan became a tireless worked for world peace
and human rights.
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Nuclear weapons, including nuclear deterrence:
Weapons of Mass Destruction are a phenomenon of modern
warfare. They are capable of killing and maiming large
numbers of people. They can also cause massive levels of
destruction to both the natural landscape and human-made
structures, such as cities. It is almost impossible to use such
weapons solely to target military operations. They are
controlled from far away, either in the form of missiles or as bombs dropped from planes.
This means that whoever releases the weapon does not experience or see the weapon’s
effect directly.
1. Nuclear weapons – also known as atomic bombs; they cause immediate
destruction of all life and structures within their range. The radioactive ‘fallout’ has
long-term effects.
2. Biological warfare – also known as germ warfare, uses living disease-causing
bacterium or viruses such as anthrax, to bring about the death or serious illness in
people.
3. Chemical warfare – uses non-living toxins such as nerve agents and mustard gas, to
cause death, incapacity or illness in people.
4. Radiological weapons – also known as ‘dirty bombs’ are weapons that use
conventional explosives to create bombs that can disperse radioactive material.
Nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction are unacceptable. No religion
agrees with their use. They are seen as too extreme and uncontrollable. They do not fit
with any just or holy war theories, or with ideas of moral behaviour in war. Religious people
believe in the sanctity of life and the effects of the weapons go completely against this
belief. When America used a chemical weapon called Agent Orange in the Vietnam
war, thousands of civilians died or were left permanently disfigured by its burning effects.
The chemical has also infected the landscape and more than 50 years on, people are still
being affected with birth deformities, cancers and so on.
Some religious people accept the existence of nuclear
weapons as a deterrent. They stop others attacking a
country, but there is no intention to use them. In other
words, they help to keep the peace. Most religious
believers, however, think nuclear weapons are
completely unacceptable. Even when not used, they
cost huge sums of money, which could be better spent.
Also, if the technology gets into the wrong hands, there is
no guarantee they will not be used. The fact that they
exist means they could be used, which is immoral.

“Though the monstrous
power of modern weapons
acts as a deterrent, it is
feared that the mere
continuance of nuclear tests,
undertaken with war in mind,
will have fatal consequences
for life on earth… nuclear
weapons should be banned.”
Second Vatican Council
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Religion and peace-making in the contemporary world including the work of individuals
influenced by religious teaching:
Many Christians have helped to make peace throughout history. One example is Dietrich
Bonhoeffer was a Christian living in Germany during the rise of the Nazi party. He believed
in pacifism and helped found the Confessing Church which spoke out against the human
rights abuses of the ruling Nazis. As the war continued, he believed even more strongly
that helping the oppressed was a test of faith. He defied Nazi rule by helping Jews
escape the death camps and also worked to overthrow the Nazi party. Eventually, even
though he opposed all killing, he felt that he had to be prepared to sacrifice his principles
and even his life and joined a group that planned to assassinate Hitler because he
believed it was necessary for the greater good. He was eventually arrested and executed
for treason by the Nazis.
Christian Peacemaker Teams (www.cpt.org) – was founded in 1984 by three historic
peace Churches, Mennonite, Church of the Brethren and Quaker, though now has
support and membership from a wider range of Christian denominations. They send
small teams to work on peace-making in conflict zones (third-party non-violent
intervention) trying to end conflict between sides by peaceful means and bring aid
and support to the victims of war.
Religious responses to the victims of war including the work of one present day religious
organisation:
Many Christians support
organisations that offer help
and care for victims of war
because a basic belief is to
‘Love your neighbour as
yourself’. Jesus explained this
to his followers through the
Parable of the Good
Samaritan. The meaning he
was conveying is that
everybody is everyone else’s
neighbour, regardless of race,
age, gender, religion or
political beliefs.

Helping the victims of war
There are many organisations
which try to help the victims of war, both when war is happening and after it. Part of that
is to try to bring about peace. It is part of all religions to help those in trouble and defend
those who cannot defend themselves, so it is natural that religions will try to help the
victims of war. To do so fits with the basic teaching of the Golden Rule ‘Treat others as you
would be done by’ which every religion follows.
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Christian Aid is a charity that brings aid to end poverty, whatever
the cause or circumstance. War and conflict often causes poverty
and so Christian Aid’s work with victims of war, including refugees, is
an important part of what they do. They operate under the slogan
‘We believe in life before death’. They also work to establish basic human rights and
fairness in society, in the hope that wars will not be seen as necessary.
“The need to address the root causes of refugee flows and the migration of the desperate – conflict,
inequality, and the impacts of climate change, to name but three - has never been greater.”

_________________________________________________

Practice Exam Questions
1-mark questions:
•
a)
•
a)

Which one of the following most accurately means a violent protest?
Demonstration
b) Riot
c) Strike
d) March
Which one of the following is not a reason for war?
Self-defence b) Greed
c) Retaliation
d) Forgiveness

2-mark questions:
•
•

Give two reasons for war
Give two ways in which religious believers help victims of war.

4-mark questions:
•

•

Explain two contrasting beliefs in contemporary British society about whether countries
should possess weapons of mass destruction.
In your answer you should refer to the main religious tradition of Great Britain and one or
more other religious traditions.
Explain two contrasting beliefs in contemporary British society about weapons of mass
destruction.
In your answer you should refer to the main religious tradition of Great Britain and one or
more other religious traditions.

5-mark questions:
•
•

Explain two reasons religious belief about helping victims of war. Refer to sacred writings or
scripture in your answer.
Explain two religious beliefs about Holy War. Refer to sacred writings or scripture in your
answer.

12-mark questions:
•
•

‘The just war theory is the best religious response to whether it is right to fight.’
‘The best way to bring about world peace is for more individuals to become pacifists.’
Evaluate each statement. In your answer you:
o Should give reasoned arguments in support of this statement.
o Should give reasoned arguments to support a different point of view.
o Should refer to religious arguments
o Should reach a justified conclusion.
11

