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Violence 
 

Thanks to Barbara Ferguson for organising last night’s screening of Lumo –dealing with the terrible 

violence that has been happening in the Congo. It is violence that is my theme for today! 

 

Last weekend’s Good Weekend” magazine featured a picture of Abp Jensen and Abp Rowan 

Williams (the Archbishop of Canterbury) on the front cover with a great tear between them and the 

words “The great Schism – Is this the end of the Anglican Church as we know it?”  The feature 

article inside by David Marr was entitled “The Archbishop says No”.  What followed was an 

outline of the current controversy raging within the Anglican Communion over the issues of human 

sexuality and biblical authority. Two sentences in the 4 page article particularly caught my 

attention, “This dispute is not really about homosexuality, ‘claims Jensen. “Its really about authority 

and who runs the church. And fairly clearly, to most of the rest of us, God runs the church through 

the Bible” and “One of the gravest weaknesses of contemporary Christianity is the little attention 

paid to the wrath of God”.  

 

To my mind that second quote highlights the real issue – differing understandings about the nature 

of God. This was highlighted in the response to David Marr’s article by Sue Emeleus published in 

Tuesday’s Sydney Morning Herald in which Sue says, “I carefully read Archbishop Peter's book, 

The Revelation of God and decided that I am concerned to speak about the unconditional love of 

God rather than about avoiding the wrath of God.”  That encapsulates the great divide that exists 

between the theology of the Peter Jensens of this world and the theology of Rowan Williams and 

those like him – which is where I would put myself. Peter Jensen in an article in Southern Cross 

three years ago said “But we cannot even begin to understand the gospel about Jesus if we do not 

see that he came to save us from the wrath of God. How else can we understand the cross of 

Christ?” Behind this understanding of the Gospel is an angry, punitive God whose wrath must be 

appeased. At the heart of all this is violence – the violence of God.  

 

Yet there is another understanding of God which comes through a careful reading of the Gospels in 

particular and the life and teaching of Jesus. That is of the God who is unconditional, never ending 

love and who has nothing to do with violence – in fact in Jesus and his death and resurrection does 

away with the need for us to ever resort to violence again and to begin to live without the need for 

revenge and retribution. In a sense therefore the current disputes in the Anglican Church have 

everything to do with how we see the relationship between God and violence.  

 

All this reminds me of an online discussion group I once shared in – one of the members sparked 

off a most helpful, moving and liberating discussion about violence she said: 

I’ve just finished a course called ‘The space of terror’, which not so much about what is 

often called ‘terrorism’ but about terror and horror and violence more generally. For me 

one of the realisations was how violence permeates life in so many ways... a quick glance at 

the latest Amnesty newsletter shows just how widespread it is, from torture in Guantanamo 

Bay to people being 'disappeared' in Kathmandu to (I think) 57% of women in Australia 

reporting having experienced violence, it's pretty scary stuff.  



 2 

 

She then posed the question “do you think that we can in this world ever overcome violence?” 

 

Thus started a moving and incredibly powerful discussion focussed not on the large scale violence 

out there in the world but much more the violence we all participate in, as givers and receivers in 

our daily lives begun with a mother’s story, with which I am sure all who are parents can identify, 

of disciplining a child and leaving them to cry and then years later wondering could the child have 

been scarred for life by what must have been a dreadful rejection for a 2 year old? She said, “I still 

don't know how to tell. Tonight I've been wondering whether that daughter has been haunted by the 

violence of her mother until this very day?” 

 

This brought the following reply from another person: 

I think we can all identify with your experience - especially as parents. You have raised, I 

think, some very crucial aspects of how we respond in different situations. Violence is not 

just what occurs on the big stage. Like you, I have found that motherhood can push you to 

the edge of your personal boundaries and sometimes beyond. That can be scary. As I 

struggled to deal with this, I  

gradually learnt to say sorry to my son, even as a two year old. I found that did help to 

restore the situation as well as the relationship and to resolve the guilt I felt. I then started 

to find that he also began to come running to me when he had done something, asking for a 

cuddle and to say sorry. It's not easy to say sorry but it is never too late to do so. I do 

believe that by asking forgiveness of our children for the things we did as parents, we help 

to restore relationships. You expressed concern that your daughter may be haunted by the 

incident - and I hope you have been able to talk to her about this. You are so right about our 

responsibility to help create the society we want to live in. I think it is also important to 

reflect God's vision of society - in which requesting forgiveness and being able to forgive is 

such a key part.  

 

(Its never too late to say sorry, and by asking forgiveness in any relationship we help to restore 

relationship!) 

 

And then from another member of the discussion group: 

To everyone who's contributed to this topic, a very big thank you from those of us who've 

received violence and those same ones of us who've done violence. By sharing your guilts 

and your pains, you certainly lighten my guilts and my pains. In both, I am less alone for 

your willingness to share. 

 

Now I share all that partly to highlight the fundamental importance of finding ways of building 

networks of care in which through open and honest sharing real trust and mutuality can be 

established and support given and received. 

 

There was another stream to this discussion on violence which took it further and to a deeper level. 

The deeper and more worrying issue is the sacralising of violence. The way we, and the way 

humans throughout history and in all cultures have implicated God (or the Gods) in violence. This 

is powerfully illustrated in the violence of God traditions in the scriptures reflected in Paul’s 

reference to being saved from the wrath of God in today’s New Testament reading, Romans 5.9. 

What’s interesting is that the Greek text of this verse does not have “of God”!  It just says “…much 

more will we be saved through him from wrath.” So much down the centuries has ‘wrath’ been 

associated with God that here translators have added the “of God” even though it is not there in the 

text. Recent writers such as James Alison (see below) suggest that ‘wrath’ is something we humans 

have put on God and that the real wrath that we have to deal with is our own!  
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About this Sue Emeleus who was part of the discussion group, helpfully contributed: 

I've just read a book called Violence and the Sacred. It's even more scary because it 

suggests we worship gods of violence. Just look at the things in the OT which God is 

supposed to have told followers to do: Abraham to murder Isaac (the writer suggests that 

story is to show us that God was trying to show the Abraham followers that child sacrifice 

must not continue to happen); the Israelites were told to kill all the Amalekites and even all 

the women and children and animals; the whole of the book of Jonah; and lots more. The 

book is by Rene Girard. Girard calls it mimetic violence. People follow other people who 

are their models. What the model aspires to or wants, his follower also wants. So they both 

want the same thing. So rivalry enters. In the end they find a scapegoat on whom violence 

can be used, and that enables them to get on together again. So the violence was necessary 

to bring the people together.  

 

To which I would add James Alison develops Girard’s thinking in his writings suggesting that 

human society of all cultures are built on stories or myths which implicate the Gods in violence the 

one exception being the Judeo-Christian story of Cain and Abel where God’s question to Cain 

“where is your brother” shows that God has nothing to do with Cain’s violent act and so can not be 

implicated in the spiral of violence which besets human history. This then is lived out in Jesus', 

whose whole life was spent teaching and modelling that only love can change the world and his 

radical and seemingly impossible call to love our enemies. The abundant life that Jesus came to 

give us, and is inferred by Jesus instructions to the 12 as he sends them out to proclaim the gospel 

of restoration and wholeness, is surely life without violence.  

 

Whilst ever we maintain unquestioningly the violence of God traditions in our scriptures, and the 

sacred writings of other religions, such as the Quran, then I suspect there is little chance of us ever 

answering in the affirmative, the question, “Can we in this world rid the world of violence?”  Like 

Sue Emeleus in this week’s SMH opinion piece (see http://www.smh.com.au/news/opinion/other-

ways-of-talking-will-take-church-forward/2008/06/09/1212863544909.html) I find myself in 

fundamental disagreement with the prevailing theology of this diocese for I am convinced that God 

has nothing to do with violence and nor should we.  

Enough – by the way you can all meet Sue– she is coming and will be our preacher next Sunday. 
 

_______________________________ 


