Everybody Wants to Kill Somebody: An Epistle for Killers
Preface: 
I offer this essay with some embarrassment. There are others better equipped for the task, but I know of no one who has put such thoughts to paper for the audience and for the purpose here presented. If they have, then it never crossed my desk. I would appreciate it if someone would share such a work with me.
The audience is the Christian laity, people who have some experience in discipleship and some familiarity with the uniquely Christian language, but not so much as the cleric or academic. It is an epistle, a message on an aspect of Christian living to a community of Christians. I have tried to keep it pastoral, eschewing that form of academic writing where it can be avoided. (I have not always succeeded as well as I would like, sometimes awkwardly transitioning from poet to professor in a single thought.) The sparse footnotes are neither citations of sources nor directions to more information. I use them to answer anticipated tangential questions for the reader without interrupting the flow of an already too wordy letter. I quote Scripture without always identifying the text. I reference what others before me have said without proper APA formatting, but I do so in a way that I believe honestly excuses me from any accusation of plagiarism.  At the same time, God forgive me if I have added anything original to the Christian faith. Everything I have to say has been said by someone somewhere sometime and probably better than I have said it. 
English majors are encouraged to offer the Serenity Prayer at the beginning of each section. Punctuation is my best attempt to follow standard English while maintaining a conversational tone.
The purpose is to address what I perceive to be a troubling level of comfort with killing by Christian protestants in North America. There are several theological works that address the same points from another perspective and from a more positive Gospel of Life. The most recent of the best of these is the Evangelium Vitae of John Paul II. This epistle is more of a warning for a culture of death argued from the negative: Thou shalt not kill. 
Nothing here will help a secular society to write better laws. Hopefully, it will help Christians living in a culture of death to take better care of our souls.
Keith D. Sweat
27 June 2019 
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[bookmark: Introduction]

Introduction: Thou Shalt Not Kill
Of all the commandments of God could there be any that are easier to keep than, thou shalt not kill. Is it really asking too much of us to not kill each other? When I first entered parish ministry this was a precept of faith that required only a little attention either in sermons or pastoral care. Most parishioners would live their entire life without having to choose whether to kill someone. That was an issue for which the military chaplain was equipped. They deal with the restoration of the soul for those who suffer the horrific consequences resulting from the lawful taking of human life, but it was not a matter of daily concern for the parish pastor back home. Today, Western Culture[footnoteRef:2] has greatly extended the lawful right to take a human life to the individual and for an increasing variety of purposes.  Every parishioner will have to answer the question, “Will I participate in the killing of another?” They will be confronted with this question frequently throughout their life.  [2:  The term “Western Civilization” has fallen out of use in deference to Western Culture. It is a change I accept since is little left of civilization that can be claimed of the West. As a culture, however, it is increasingly a culture of death.] 

Whether it is in the arena of political debate or the solemn privacy of our family home, our charge to protect and promote the sacredness of every human life is conflicted with our desire to reserve the right to kill someone. Some insist on the right to prenatal killing. Others desire to take the life of the infirm and elderly. Some demand the right to assist in the killing of those who want to kill themselves. Still others reserve the individual right to take the life of certain classes of lawbreakers through “stand your ground” laws or at least corporately through the state. Most Christians throw up their hands when asked for any moral answer to the perennial madness of war. 
We try to resolve the conflict between our charge to promote and protect human life with our desire to take a life the way Westerners have been trained to resolve all conflicts between holiness and natural desire. We play with the definition of a word. In this case, we start with the etymology of the Hebrew word translated kill, then we take the words used to define kill and run them through legal dictionaries, diagnostic manuals, and medical journals. In the end we have an asterisk which includes “but, except, unless, until,” and so many other prepositional phrases that we have complicated the original word beyond any usefulness. 
I speak to the matter from the perspective of a church which lacks either a coherent teaching or a consistent practice regarding a Christian’s participation in life and death decisions. What I have learned I have acquired on my own through ancient practices of searching Scripture, listening to the voices of the early church, and seeking mentors whose lives are a testimony to their pursuit of holiness.  Little of any use can be found in our seminary or other institutional resources. The individual Christian eventually finds themselves isolated in a hospital waiting room with no greater counsel than the personal opinion of the ill-equipped clergy member temporarily assigned to their parish. 
[bookmark: _Hlk12174458]In the next sections we will look at the most popular causes for which people desire to kill and many of the arguments used to describe life as something other than life and killing as something other than killing.  The conclusion may be summarized as follows: Thou shalt not kill means exactly what you thought it meant before someone explained it to you. It is a simple declarative statement. It is only four words in English. The taking of a human life[footnoteRef:3] is displeasing to God, breaks Shalom, is contrary to a life of holiness, and is harmful to one’s soul. So much so that God demands recompense for the act either in this life or the next. There are no qualifiers attached to human life—neither innocent nor guilty, neither productive nor unproductive, neither happy nor miserable—and if you can think of any other qualifiers…they are not attached.  Thou shalt not kill means thou shalt not kill[footnoteRef:4].  [3:  The context of the command concerns human life. Scripture has much to say elsewhere about respect for and responsibility to plant and animal life. Human life alone has the capacity for holiness and only human life may be called sacred. ]  [4:  While an argument can be made for translating the Hebrew word as murder rather kill it is not a useful distinction for the purpose of the questions before us. First, because that interpretation is widely accepted only because it it is the most comfortable—not because it is indisputable. Second, as we shall see later, all taking of human life is sin. The sin in taking a life may be something other than murder but it is still sin. ] 


[bookmark: Abortion]Abortion: When does life begin?
I am not an authority in any of the sciences but a dilettante of all of them. That’s okay because this a moral question more than a biological one. However, knowledge is a characteristic of God who is omniscient, and the acquisition of knowledge is a virtue. The language of science has a proper place in the discussion. 
It only takes an elementary school level of education in biology to know that humans do not have a pupa stage or a larva stage. We do not undergo a metamorphosis where we transform into humans after being some non-human creature. Embryo is a stage of human development just as puberty is a stage of human development. No one would suggest that prepubescent teens are not human life forms because biologically they cannot function completely as an adult human. No one can suggest (with any academic or ethical consistency) that embryos are not human life forms because they cannot function as completely as a prepubescent teen. Biologically speaking, each is a human life in different stages of human development. 
Science alone, however, is not an adequate guide for Christians in search of timeless morality. Knowledge is a virtue, but it is always limited…it is always in a state of flux. Today’s settled science is tomorrow’s foolish error. 
If biological markers are what we are looking for then Scripture gives us a little something that might be of some help for the moral identification of when life begins. Among other places we find it in the ritual purity rites of Leviticus and Numbers—those passage which the seminary taught your pastor to ignore because they are rooted not in the inspiration of the Holy Spirit but in a culture of misogyny, xenophobia, and patriarchal oppression. For those of us who did not listen to our seminary professor and studied the passages anyway, we find divinely oriented ritual ingrained with the significance of life and mortality. Life and death give color to the thread that runs throughout the tapestry of the biblical purity system. God is the giver of life. Death is the consequence of sin. Contact with death leaves one in need of the reaffirmation of life in the presence of God. The detailed care which the priests are to use handling a blood sacrifice and the cleansing of those who encounter blood is because, “the life is in the blood.” We know that the heart is beating, and the blood is flowing, no later than twenty-one days after conception. As a moral concern, terminating a pregnancy at this point is inescapably the taking of a human life. When Scripture says, “the life is in the blood,” that is neither a lesson in biology nor a primitive superstition: It is a theological statement. The taking of a human life—the spilling of blood—is displeasing to God, breaks Shalom, is contrary to a life of holiness, and is harmful to one’s soul. So much so that God demands recompense for the act either in this life or the next. 
For Christians, biological markers such as a beating heart are not a terminus post quem for life. Life is a mystery. Human life involves something other than blood and biology. A person is a soul and a body. While for some the presence of blood and a beating heart may be a morally adequate biological marker for the presence of life, when we venture into the days preceding that we move into a cloud of mystery. It is not likely that science will ever develop the means to detect the presence of the soul. God has chosen to keep to Godself the mystery of the union of body and soul.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]While we may engage the secularist in the discussion of life in terms of biology, the Christian must never lose sight that we are guided by the truth that human life is more than biology. We recognize that each person is a body and soul, and each body and soul is a person. The parents reproduce the body, but God creates the soul. Without correcting the various heresies of folk religion (preexistent souls, soul sleep, immortality of the soul….) let us recommit to discerning the truth of the matter from this starting point: A living human body cannot exist without a soul. Whatever discussions we may have with secular pseudo-biologists, the Christian must never lose sight that the indicator of human life is the presence of a soul. 
When is a soul present?  Given God’s predisposition for procreation and disfavor for that which interferes with procreation the Christian is well advised to enter that mystery with an assumption in favor of life. The earliest indicator of the presence of a human body is the earliest indicator of a soul. The first manifestation of the human body is its embryo. The soul, even in an embryonic body, is capable of communion with God and God’s creation. The most that can be offered in opposition to that assumption is that we are in an area that is uncertain. Uncertainty as to the presence of life is reason to act with greater caution not less.
I once spoke to a person who was in the business of demolishing buildings. He described the precautions they take to prevent the unintentional loss of life when the demolition charges are detonated. Immediately before its destruction a search crew is sent through the building from top to bottom. They check every room and look in every closet or stairway. They check any place where a person could be even though there is no reason to believe anyone is there. Demolition will not begin until each search member has reported back and been accounted for. If during their search they find a wino consumed by tuberculosis gasping for his last breath; then they stop the demolition, call paramedics, and repeat the process the next day. So great is their concern for human life that they will not proceed on the principle of uncertainty or on the premise that there is no reason believe a human life should be there. They maintain a moral obligation in cases of uncertainty to take extraordinary steps to affirm the negative—that there is no human life present. If we are uncertain of the presence of life, then we act with caution in presumption of life. To act otherwise is reckless disregard for life.
Few people today are truly uncertain as to whether a child in the womb is a human life. The argument that abortion is not the taking of a human life has been largely abandoned. Those who do so are mostly the academically dishonest and morally disinterested. Even among Christians, it is often a self-deception in which we find refuge from the reality of our actions. For many, so much is emotionally and financially invested in the belief that abortion is not killing that arguing the point is as effective as trying to convince someone with a delusional disorder that they are not really Julius Caesar. The more common arguments for abortion are variations on theme of, “My case is a moral exception to ‘thou shalt not kill.’”
To all these exceptions let us first consider this: Can you imagine that Christ, while he was with the Apostles, would approach an expectant mother and ease whatever afflictions she may have by laying hands on her and taking the life within her? Now, some people can imagine that Jesus would do just that. They teach in our seminaries and preside in our pulpits. We worship two different gods. We happen to call them by the same name. We have heard his question, “Who do say that I am?” and we provided two wildly contradictory answers. 
As to the specific exceptions that people assert for the right to kill through abortion, the following summarizes the Biblical narrative and the historic Christian teaching: 
Christians do not take a human life to increase our happiness or minimize our misery.
Christians do not take the life of another to reduce our suffering. 
Christians do not take a life because the person cannot function at a specific standard for a particular stage in human development.
Christians do not take the life of those who are a burden to us or society in general.
Christians do not take the life of another to improve or maintain our health. (If health of the mother is an argument for abortion, then morally we are to the point where we would allow an individual to kill a weaker person to obtain an organ transplant. Each involves taking the life of another to improve or maintain one’s health.)
Christians do have a responsibility (and in some sense a right) to make our own reproductive choices, but we exercise those choices before we reproduce—not after. Abortion is not a moral method of birth control.

Each of the above exceptions, if acted upon, constitute a sin. The sin has a name. Its name is murder. Among the reasons for killing, abortion is unique in that it claims its justification on one of two premises; either 1) it denies the existence of a person’s soul, or 2) it claims ownership of a person’s soul. Whatever assertions can be made about a person owning their own body (an obscene proposition given that the Christian proclaims, “I am not my own. I have been bought with a price.”) no one can make the moral claim to the ownership of and right to dispose of another person’s soul. This unique aspect of abortion makes it more deadly to the participants than to the victim.
This was known from the time of the ancients until recent history. It has only been seventy-five years since any predominantly Christian nation accepted the individual’s arbitrary right to take a human life in the womb. It is only in the fifty years since the inception of the United Methodist Church in 1968 that any significant organization identifying itself as a Christian church has condoned the slaughter of innocents. We are now cut off from the historic Christian faith for two generations, and there remain but a few who know the way back. 
The only argument remaining for abortion is the “life of the mother” exception. Because this is a self-defense argument, we will revisit this exception when we consider the morality of taking of a human life for reasons of self-defense. 

[bookmark: Suicide]Suicide: There is a reason we have a word called “theodicy.”
Theodicy is an attempt to show that the suffering and evil in this world does not conflict with the goodness of God. The Book of Job is, in a large sense, a work in theodicy. Job’s wife invites him to end his life with all its undeserved suffering. Job refuses because it would be an affront to God. Before anyone is too judgmental of Job’s wife, remember she suffered everything that Job did and more. If Job lost his wealth and was reduced to poverty, then so did Job’s wife.  If all his children died, then she lost all her children as well. The only thing she did not directly suffer is the painful, incurable, untreatable disease continually tormenting his body without any foreseeable end through death. But if you think that by being spared the disease she was spared from the suffering, then you have never seen a faithful life-long wife and caregiver of the grievously afflicted begging God on her knees to transfer the curse from her lover to herself. 
If Job’s wife has been considering suicide as a moral means to end suffering, then she has rejected it for herself. At least, until after she has finished her mission of caring for Job. She will continue to endure for as long as God has need for her to endure. We are more likely, though, to search for loopholes to help those whom we love than we are for ourselves. Job cannot find a loophole either. He remains devoted to the Lord, the Giver of Life. “Shall we accept only what is good from the true God and not accept also what is bad?” Job and his wife have a testimony which has already endured for two millennia longer than their affliction.
Some who are devoted to the sanctity of human life will defend the same exceptions for suicide which they rejected for abortion. We allow for suicide on the premise that God does not want anyone to suffer. Our testimony to the Gospel of Life is diminished because everybody wants to reserve the right to kill somebody…even if it’s only our self. 
Not every action which results in a person ending their life is suicide. There are a few notable exceptions in Scripture. When Samson ended his life by bringing down about him the Temple of Dagon, that was not suicide. Samson did not have the liberty or physical means of ending his life. He asked God for permission. God granted the request and provided Samson with what was needed to accomplish the goal. Samson’s death was accomplished with the express permission of God. 
Suicide is when one acts without God’s consent or command to end one’s life either positively (doing something that will more likely than not result in death such as a drug overdose) or negatively (by refusing to do something that is necessary to maintain one’s life such as refraining from food and drink). When we refer to suicide it is usually direct (the person intends to end their life), but it can be in some cases indirect (the person realizes their death is a likely but not desired consequence). 
To briefly summarize four words that will recur in this section: 
Positive means an overt act
Negative means an omitted acting
Direct indicates an intended or desired outcome
Indirect indicates an unintended or undesired outcome
Instances of indirect suicide, either positive or negative, are not usually considered in the moral category of suicide. They most often are named by the virtues of heroism or martyrdom. These virtues carry with them the express permission or command of God. 
 “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” 
“Fear not them which kill the body but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both body and soul in hell.”
Such is the case with the lifeguard who dies while rescuing a drowning swimmer, or the missionary who travels to hostile lands, or the mother who risks her life to bring her child into the world. They each act or omit an act that will likely result in death, but that is not their desired outcome. 
Instances of God’s express permission or command to act in a manner that is likely to take one’s own life are as limited as they are clear. We expand them or restrict them at the peril of the soul.  Where God grants permission to place our life in imminent peril then God attaches two conditions: The act must be voluntary and with submission to the will of God. The person must not be compelled or motivated by worldly powers or personal desires. A permissible act, if compelled, can become murder. If motivated by personal desire, it can become suicide. 
Consider these examples of how actions that are appear almost identical can be transformed from heroism to murder: from martyrdom to suicide.
A1  An expectant mother has a chronic medical condition that will more likely than not result in her death if she brings the child to term. She does not desire death for herself but voluntarily places her life in jeopardy to welcome a new soul to the world. This may be heroism or martyrdom.
[bookmark: _Hlk12093557]A2  Should the same person choose to undergo treatment that would save her life but likely result in the death of the child, and the state should compel her against her will to do otherwise, then the state actors have committed murder. 
A3  Should the same person choose to undergo treatment that would save her life but likely result in the death of the child and the state should allow it, then she and the state actors have committed murder unless there is a self-defense exception (we shall visit this again in the section on self-defense).  
There is only one scenario of the three in which a Christian may participate (unless we can find a self-defense exception). This does not preclude the availability of the other two options because there is no shortage of worldly people. Everybody, even Christians, want the right to kill somebody.
[bookmark: _Hlk12094776]B1  Following the shooting by police of an unarmed black youth a riot breaks out in town. A white pastor drives to the area with hopes of bringing a message of comfort, repentance, and reconciliation. As he arrives a group from the crowd drag him from the car and beat him to death. This is martyrdom on his part. 
B2  Following the shooting by police of an unarmed black youth a riot breaks out in town. A white man marches into the crowd carrying a Confederate flag and shouting racial insults. A group from the crowd seizes him and beats him to death. This is indirect positive suicide on his part. 
Neither person desired death (indirect) but acted in a way that made their death a likely outcome (positive). One act is voluntarily and in submission to the expressed will of God, carrying both Divine consent and Divine command. The other act is contrary to the will of God and born from a personal and sinful passion. 
Conversely, direct negative suicide is when one intends to take one’s life (or at least is aware that it is the only possible outcome of a choice) by omitting a necessary act of preservation. A person who dies from a hunger strike has committed direct negative suicide. The Christian is called to employ ordinary means of preservation that are reasonably reliable. The Christian is not expected, however, to employ extraordinary means of preservation that cannot reasonably be argued will change the outcome. We are not expected to cling tooth and nail to every possible moment in this world.  The Christian knows that another world is coming where there will be no more death and dying. The Christian may reject extraordinary efforts when it is voluntary and in submission to the consent and command of God. Such an act is not an affront to God’s sovereignty but a trust in God’s promise:
“Behold I died, and I am alive forever more; 
and I hold the keys of Hell and Death. 
Because I live, you shall live also.”

While indirect negative, indirect positive, and even direct negative suicide may at times fall outside the category of proper suicide and into an area of virtue where they are called by another name; that is never the case for direct positive suicide. It always a mortal sin.[footnoteRef:5] Whatever course the heathen may take, the Christian is bound by the words, “Thou shalt not kill.” To whatever extent some small claim might be made to a right to my own body, my life is body and soul. I do not own any soul, not even my own. I am a creation of God.  [5:  I add this qualifier: I am not aware of nor could I conceive of a case where God has granted either consent or command for one to willfully act for the express purpose of ending  their life. However, my mind cannot contain the entirety of human history nor the infinite ways in which the people of God have encountered the person of God. I hold out the possibility that God, as it seems good to him,  may have acted or will act in a way which I cannot anticipate. Christians almost never say never. Instead we say, “it is inconsistent with the revelation of God,” or “I cannot conceive of such a situation.” Because of the extreme rarity with which God has acted in such an extraordinary and un-anticipatory manner throughout all of salvation history, we are forbidden to use such standards for the formation of doctrine or to depend upon them as a guide to daily life. We do not rely on miraculous healing in lieu of physicians. In the same sense, it is appropriate to say that positive direct suicide is always a mortal sin. ] 

Because civil government has increasingly placed life and death decisions in the hands of the individual, every Christian will be asked eventually if they will choose to end their life or participate in taking the life of one who chooses to die. One exception to “Thou shalt not kill” has crept into our folk religion which is alarming. It is frequently preached from pulpits that we are to end a life to end suffering. Though we addressed this in the previous section, the idea is so pervasive that it must be addressed repeatedly. The Christian does not take the life of another to reduce suffering. We may not take our own life to reduce suffering.
To this, the usual reply is that a loving God would never ask us to suffer when it is avoidable. Well, there a lot of things that I wish Jesus did not say. There are many times in my life when I could say, “A loving God would never ask me to do X.” Yet, God is loving, and God did ask me to do X. All he has ever given me in explanation is that you will be better off—in this life and the next—if you do than if you don’t. God is always loving. God is always right. There is a reason we have a word called theodicy. 
The truth is we worship a crucified God. When we want to know what “death with dignity” looks like we look to the cross. There we find Jesus, stripped, beaten, mocked, and suffering. This same Jesus calls us toward the Kingdom of Heaven with the words, “Take up your cross and follow me.” That ought to give the Christian a clue that there will be some otherwise avoidable suffering involved in this journey. 
When a Christian community can advocate for the killing of a person to reduce suffering that is an indication that we have lost something fundamental to the faith and have strayed into a whole other religion which was unknown to the Apostles. There is a value in something called redemptive suffering. Redemptive suffering deserves more space than what this work allows. If you have a United Methodist pastor, then it is unlikely they are familiar with it beyond some distorted Wikipedia definition. If you search for a text then I urge you to be distrustful of anything less than 100 years old, and I encourage resources over a thousand years old. 
I was called to the deathbed of a man seventy miles away. He had lived such a life that he knew someone who knew someone who knew a pastor, and the only pastor that person knew was me. The encounter was rich and worth retelling in full at some time, but I will cut to the part most applicable here. Toward the end of our visit, he was concerned that he had nothing to give to God. He had waited too late in life and now he could not leave his bed to do anything for Jesus. He would gladly give away everything he owned but what little he had was more than consumed by debt. I assured him, “None of us really have anything worthwhile to offer Jesus. You are just more aware of that than most of us. In the days ahead you are likely to be left with even less—nothing but suffering. If you will, you can offer your suffering to Jesus to use as he will. Jesus knows a lot about suffering and how to use it for redemption—both yours and others.” “That,” he says, “I can gladly do.”
Such is a glimpse of a forgotten fundamental of the Christian faith: redemptive suffering. From the agony of Job and his wife, through Christ on the cross, to the crying martyrs of the Revelation; there is a continuous witness that God’s people do not kill people to end suffering. 
This is the time to address an another overlooked consequence of those times when a Christian participates in the taking of a life even if it is a cause which is virtuous, heroic, just, and with God’s clear consent or command. The taking of a human life is still tainted by sin. The practitioners of the ancient purity rites knew that anyone who had contact with death was unclean. Even if the death was just. Even if the death was natural. Even if it was the death of an animal. There is need for a ritual cleansing that grieves the breach of shalom and reaffirms the sovereignty of God and the sacredness of life. 
When the Christian participates in or benefits from the taking of a human life, even if it is called a martyr’s death or a heroic death, we nonetheless have experienced harm to our soul. Death came into the world through sin. Christ came to conquer sin and death. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. When a human life is taken (even the heroic lifeguard, the martyred missionary, or the mother brining life into the world) sin is manifest in the world. We must ask if this was the necessary and only option and if so, then why.  The proper response must include grieving. We need a cleansing and healing of the soul. We need a reaffirmation of life. We still have use for a ritual that proclaims:
…We acknowledge and bewail our manifold sins and wickedness which we from time to time have committed against thine Divine majesty….the remembrance of them is grievous unto us. Have mercy upon us, have mercy upon us, most merciful Father.

[bookmark: Euthanasia]Euthanasia: A murder by any other name…
Euthanasia, or assisted suicide, is a term borrowed from the secular world to give a softer name to murder. It deserves no further treatment than that.

[bookmark: CapitalPunishment]Capital Punishment: Does God desire the death of a sinner?
We have already mentioned that in the case of abortion and suicide (as well as martyrdom and heroic death) that any taking of a human life is displeasing to God, breaks Shalom, is contrary to a life of holiness, and is harmful to one’s soul. Yet, the same God who has commanded, “Thou shalt not kill,” has also given his clear consent to the taking of human life for certain grievous crimes. Proponents for the death penalty do us no good service when they deny the first. Advocates for the sanctity of human life do us no good service when they deny the second.  Too often we try to resolve the issue in our  favor by playing with the overly nuanced definition of terms thereby, using many words, we complicate and confuse the issue rather than clarify it. Another tactic, which the Christian ought to shun, is to reach for an obscure and difficult to understand passage and then, rather than admit that we don’t understand it, impose a meaning upon it which the Holy Spirit never intended. 
The Christian must approach the moral conundrum of capital punishment with an acceptance that God has warned us that the taking of a human life is displeasing to God and does harm to our soul while simultaneously giving Divine consent to do just that. God gives consent and command for many things, but the reason that motivates us and the means by which we participate are important. It is, then, most advisable for the Christian to answer a hard question.  Is it necessary (has God set before us in the instance any other remedy)? To answer the question, “Is this necessary?” we must first answer the question, “Necessary for what purpose?” 
Is it necessary to satisfy the need of the community and surviving victims for a sense of retributive justice? Even if so, that is one reason for capital punishment which we are specifically denied. “Vengeance is mine. I will repay, says the Lord.” “Do not say, “’I’ll pay you back for this wrong!’ Wait for the Lord, and He will avenge you.” The one reason for which we are most passionately desirous for employing the death penalty is also one which God is most emphatic about denying us. We may not kill for retribution.
Is it necessary to deter others from following their example? Laying aside the argument as to how effective that would be[footnoteRef:6] this is also a purpose from which we are explicitly restrained. We may not impose a penalty on one person for the sins (real or potential) of another, “instead each will die for his own iniquity.” If such a reason for employing the death penalty is ever affirmed, then the church will find itself in a strange new world. If it is necessary to take a person’s life to deter others from killing the body, then how much greater is the need to deter those who kill not the body but set traps that deliver souls to eternal death? The heretic, the blasphemer, the false prophet, the prosperity Gospel preachers, they need to be first in line before the guillotine. The church has visited this issue and long since determined that God has not consented to the taking of one human life for the purpose of deterring another from following their example.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Our perception of how effective a course may be is not cause for laying aside an instruction from God. It may be that it serves a purpose beyond our ability to comprehend. If God ordains, then we are committed. ]  [7:  Contrary to popular belief, the Church has never imposed a death penalty. The Church would conduct the trial as to the validity of the charge of heresy, but civil authorities would determine and execute the sentence. Clergy have always been prohibited from shedding blood. There were in the past as there are now certain clerics and bishops of dubious morals who colluded with civil authorities to pervert justice for their own ungodly purposes. ] 

The only discernable reason which God has left us for the implementation of capital punishment is to protect the community from a (nearly) irredeemable person. We should take note that neither the Levitical Code nor the Deuteronomic Law make any provision for a sentence of five to ten years in a maximum security prison for any offense. A nomadic people have not the means of establishing a prison system. Their laws can provide for a period of servitude as restitution for an offense, but they have no means by which they can isolate a dangerous person in their midst, and banishment can only be enforced after the offender has returned and committed another crime.  There are undoubtedly times and places where capital punishment is/was the only option available. The word of God is as valid on this point today as it was in the beginning.
If Scripture can be a reliable guide, then when capital punishment is necessary it is to be executed swiftly and publicly. It is done publicly not for the purpose of spectacle or grotesque entertainment (as the secularist and pagans will no doubt make of it) but so that the community understands that we are participants in and beneficiaries of the taking of  a human life. A person’s soul is being returned to God for judgment, and it is happening at our behest. It is appropriate that this moves us to shock, grief, and repentance. 
The Christian approaches the death penalty not as one demanding a right but as one who, having failed to find any alternative that is faithful to the word of God and our responsibility to our neighbor, is obligated to avail ourselves of an option to which God has consented in this most grievous and extraordinary of circumstances. 
It is fair at this point for the reader to put to this author a personal question: “Imagine a report of the most heinous sadistic murder of a mother and her children. Imagine also that it is your wife and your children. What would you want to see done with the perpetrator then?” It is a fair question which I am will answer honestly.
I would want to do things to that Son of Beelzebub that are even more horrific than that which he did to my family, and if given the opportunity I probably would. That is why I agree—in advance of such a crime, while I still have my sanity—that you (society) are not to let me near that person. I expect that you will apprehend them before I can, that you will then place them somewhere where I cannot get to them, and that you will not permit me to be either judge or juror. I agree to this not out of concern for the well-being of the perpetrator but for the well-being of my own soul. I do not want to become the person that I likely would become if I were allowed to accomplish that which I would undoubtedly desire. 
I conclude as in the previous sections:  Any killing, even a just[footnoteRef:8] one, is a manifestation of sin which does us harm. We are left unclean and in need of redemption.  [8:  I am reluctant to us the term justified in relation to killing. Justification has a special significance for the Christian people. It denotes being without guilt and implies holiness. I have found no act of killing that can be described as an act of holiness or leaves us completely free of guilt. ] 

[bookmark: War]
War: Stuff Happens! 
In a sense war is the continual state of unregenerate humanity. Scripture uses the language of war to describe our fallen relationship with God. We are at enmity with God. We are in rebellion against our Creator. We are in a constant state of war.
In each of the preceding sections we have used reason and faithfulness as a guide to prepare the Christian in advance of encountering a life and death decision. In the case of war, reason falls apart. War is madness. Reasonable people do not start wars. If we could assemble a group of rational world leaders to establish the criteria by which a war could commence and the proper rules under which it may be fought, they would decide not to have a war. 
The American Civil War cost over 620 billion dollars in today’s currency and took more than 750,000 lives in four years. All of this to solve a problem that both sides agreed had to be solved.  One would think that rational people given $620,000,000,000 and four years’ time could find a way to settle a problem that did not involve burning down our cities and killing close to a million people.
At least in modern times, wars are not started by rational people. They just happen. On the morning of September 11, 2001 Americans awoke to discover they were at war. Nobody ever debated the idea of going to war. There is no identifiable moment at which the decision was made to go to war, but buildings were falling, people were dying, and smoke filled the skies. The United States was at war and likely had been for some time before anyone noticed. Wars happen. 
I am loathed to use the phrase “just war’ (see again footnote 7) but I must yield that there is the occasional necessary war. History has confirmed what Scripture has always taught: There are people out there who want to turn what’s left of this garden into a desert, and really bad  people do not go away all by themselves. Someone must go stop them. The peace of which the angels sing over Bethlehem is not a general notice to retire the police force, open all the prisons, and send the generals home. 
We will not debate whether war can be avoidable or just or necessary. Theologians can argue these points behind ivy covered walls, but theologians don’t start wars and the people who do are not listening. We begin and end this section with the reality that war is. It is the continual state of unregenerate humanity. Scripture suggests that when Christ returns, he will find us at war. 
Our question is not “Should we have a war?” but “How does the Christian respond amongst a people at war?” War is begotten of sin and begets sin. It is the Devil’s playground. The only moral response to any war is to bring it to an end as quickly as possible and to be prepared to do the same with the next war.
It is precisely at this point, determining how to bring the war to an end, that the madness of war causes our reason to fall apart. Our knowledge is limited in the best of times. We are not perfect in knowledge therefore we make mistakes. We believe people to be better than they are or worse than they are because our knowledge is imperfect. In times of war, the first ground the warring parties seize is the ground of information. Each side uses censorship and propaganda to attract loyalists to their cause. Our already limited knowledge is now further diminished. There is much we cannot know, and some of what we know is not true.
Because our knowledge is faulty, the ideal of bringing war to a speedy end will take different forms with different people. Christians will agree on the goal, but we will not agree on the best means of accomplishing the goal. Therefore, we ought to be supportive of each other in our individual efforts while remaining open to the persuasion of the other that their means has more merit. 
Some will be convinced that the best way to bring the war to an end is by taking up arms and joining those already in the field (the volunteers of 9/11). Others will be sure that the best way to end the war is by refusing to take up arms at all (the draft resistors of Vietnam). Still others will be persuaded that the best way to end the war is by taking up arms against one’s own country (the Resistance of 1940’s Europe). Each of these choices is a moral choice if it is a sincere attempt to bring the madness to an end, motivated by our love of God and neighbor more than love of country, and if the path is chosen after our best efforts to discern truth from what little knowledge is available to us. A choice must be made. Too often it is the indecisive, the uncertain, the unwilling to act that cause war to be prolonged.
While no state can survive if it tolerates much of the conscientious objector or anything of the Resistance, it is the responsibility of the church to offer support and affirmation for each of the three moral choices. If the bishops have some claim to knowledge amidst this madness that is superior to that of the rest of humanity, then the church may assert that only one of these options is the moral one. Lacking that, the role of the church for a people at war is at best that of chaplain to all of those who have chosen a path. Many Christian soldiers are about to learn that any taking of human life does something to our soul. Even the conscientious objector will discover that objecting has consequences for self and for others that will hurt their conscience. Before it is over, everyone will need a sanctuary where we can learn to love again and be loved gain. 
[bookmark: Self_defense]
Killing in Self-defense: It’s a given—except when it isn’t 
My wife and I raised eight girls through their teenage years. I impressed upon more than one young man that Christianity is not an altogether non-violent religion. There are occasions where we are  permitted—even expected—to use reasonable and proportionate force when necessary to protect ourselves, our loved ones, and anyone else in our vicinity who is threatened by a strong and unjust power.
Self-preservation is an instinct in the animal kingdom, and it is an instinct common to the human. Taking the life of one who is attempting to take my life seems so reasonable that we ought to be able to turn to Scripture and find numerous passages that clearly affirm this natural right. Except that we can’t. When I first searched the Scriptures looking for affirmation of this principle which I always assumed was there I was surprised to find that it isn’t. At least, not in a form as clear and unambiguous as we like. 
There is little help in turning to contemporary authors on this subject. They seem to have the same difficulty I do in finding relevant passages. The overwhelming majority of what passes as scholarly work among protestants in this area (whether the pacifist, the just war theorist, or the outright militant) constitutes some of the best examples of confirmation bias in academia. The arguments are frequently drawn from extrabiblical and even non-Christian sources. Where Scripture is cited, it can only be deemed relevant after being disassembled, redefined, and reordered, so that it fashions a new revelation of God. Similarly, they tend to argue from silence. Finding a silence in Scripture, they then fill it with many words of their own. 
I would refer the reader to relevant sections of the medieval Summa Theologica or the more recent encyclical of John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae. It is a worthwhile undertaking for the younger person who may be able to fully appreciate these works by the time they retire. That is exactly the kind of work I am trying to avoid. 
With a lot of help and a lot of study I have been able to locate only two passages of Scripture  that relate directly to the taking of  human life as an act of self-defense. Exodus 22 addresses the issue of a person killing an intruder who has broken into their home after dark. The community is not to impose any penalty on the homeowner. The same is not the case if the break-in occurs in daylight. Then, in Luke 22 Jesus, just before he is betrayed, reminds the disciples how before he sent them out without purse or bag. Now, he says to them, take purse and bag, and get a sword even if you must sell your cloak to buy one. The sword referred to is a self-defense weapon. Those who insist otherwise are not being deceitful (because no one would believe that foolishness unless they wanted to, and you cannot accuse someone of deceiving  person who wants to be deceived) they are just being silly. 
We have one instance in the Hebrew Scripture where the community is told not to punish a person for taking a life in a specific circumstance of self-defense. We have Jesus instructing his disciples to arm themselves with defensive weapons. There is no record that they ever used them. That is about all the clarity we will get from Scripture. There are several guiding principles drawn from other passages on other subjects that can help us as we use Scripture to interpret Scripture. One must place  a lot of trust in any commentator today that does that because the protestant church in North America has tolerated far too much abuse and malpractice in that area  from our pulpits and seminaries. 
The conclusion I have reached, and which I offer for your consideration, is drawn from these two passages only and such insight as I have gained from sources such as the Summa Theologica and Evangelium Vitae. 
God chose not to provide us with either explicit consent or unambiguous prohibition for taking another’s life in self-defense. I believe that is a good thing for us. God is serious about, “Thou shalt not kill.” The taking of any human life is always a grave matter. People are always looking for loopholes because everyone wants the right to kill somebody. Look at how far we have come from , “Thou shalt not kill” through nuanced definitions of terms. We say, “But that is only talking about murder,” then we give softer names to our murders, so they do not apply as murder: Euthanasia, dilation and extraction, just war. How much faster and further might we have fallen if we were given a blank check for self-defense. How many more murders would we nuance into that category? We kill 600,000 people a year under the nuanced definition of life-and-health-of-the-mother. If God has consented to killing in self-defense then it is in a way that he wants us to think through carefully in advance of such situations. 
In the case of the Old Testament home invader cited above if the intruder killed the homeowner then the intruder could not claim fear for life and health as a self-defense argument. The intruder is the one who acted in disregard for the sanctity of life and created the situation where life was in jeopardy. There would have been no danger if the aggressor had behaved himself. One cannot, through design or recklessness, create a situation where life is in peril and then kill a person to avoid the danger. We are not free to commit a new sin to avoid the consequences of an earlier one. 
Sometimes a self-defense killing occurs where neither party is to blame. Suppose a police officer encounters a young man with a gun. This young man is of diminished mental capacity and incapable of understanding future consequences or the reality of death. He sees movie stars shot and killed in film and then reappear in another movie. He has found a prop to act in  movie. Let us allow that the officer is aware of this person’s diminished capacity. If, after the officer has made his best attempt to de-escalate  the situation, the young man raises and points the gun, the officer may protect his own life. To describe the moral implications for the young man’s action we would say that he died accidentally, because he had no intent to create a danger and was not even aware that he had done so. To describe the moral implications of the officer’s action we would say that he killed in self-defense. That is one of the legitimate responses to which God has consented, yet it is still a tragedy.
I promised to speak to the life-of-the-mother exception to abortion in this section. The illustration above where a person of diminished capacity unintentionally endangers the life of another person closely parallels that scenario, but with one caveat. If the parents acted in a way that would invite God to deliver a new soul to the world with full knowledge that this would put the mother’s life at risk, then they cannot claim self-defense as an option. One cannot, willfully or recklessly, create a situation that puts life in jeopardy and then kill the innocent party to avoid the danger.
The texts and examples cited here are enough to affirm that God has consented to self-defense killing. God’s consent, however, is not in the form of an explicit command. As the event presents itself, the Christian may choose from self-defense, a heroic death, or a martyr’s death. Two are virtues: One is an act for which the community should not punish the person. 

[bookmark: Conclusion]Conclusion: Thou shalt not kill
I find it curious the way God sometimes assembles people into a congregation. I once served a remote church which for no reason that anyone could discern had a high percentage of dance teachers and former professional dancers. Another church had an unusual number of diabetics who were not related. 
One Sunday when I took my seat in the chancel and as the choir sang a call to worship, something occurred to me for the first time about the rural parish I had served for years. There in the choir was a man who was in the first wave at Omaha Beach. In front of him was a mid-life woman who served a prison term for manslaughter. To her left was another woman who recently had to make the decision to end life support for her husband. The choir director had an abortion in her teen years that, until a few weeks ago, no one else in the church new about  except her husband and me. The organist lost a daughter in a horrible crime thirty years ago when a burglar broke into her home. In the congregation was a man whose son was executed by the state. He was sitting not far from a couple whose son committed suicide. They were seated behind a couple who lost their grandson in Iraqi Freedom. Across the aisle was a man with his wife and young children who was back from his latest tour in Afghanistan.  At the back of the church was a sheriff’s deputy who was first in the door at a house where a mother and her children were murdered. This was a church with an average attendance of about one-hundred.
There are things these people will tell you—if they will tell you anything at all. I once listened to a soldier who spoke for over an hour about what must have been seven seconds of battle. The woman who terminated life support for her husband talked about how surreal it was to be in grocery store with people behaving normally: “Don’t they know the whole world has changed?” Every one of them will tell you that the taking of a human life…even when it is necessary…even when it is permitted…even if it is unintentional…is not something that happens privately in a corner of someone’s life. It is a cosmic event.
These are the ones being healed. They know what redemption means even if they cannot define the term. These are the ones who were most appreciative when I used the old order for Holy Communion with its Prayer of Humble access and lengthy confession.
There are occasions when killing may be necessary or recognized as deserving no further punishment by the community, but it is never justified in the sense that Christians use that word. Taking a human life cannot be described as an act of holiness, nor does it leave us completely guiltless before God. Something significant happened. When we are involved in the taking of a human life something has gone terribly wrong. It damages both the individual and the community. It ought to cause us to feel something. It ought to cause us to ask questions. It ought to cause us to turn to God. Turning to God is the definition of repentance. Our soul is harmed. We need healing.
We butter the toast as the TV news anchor reports that the state (that’s us) executed a serial killer by lethal injection last night, and we ask our children, “Do you have your homework ready?” A reporter notes the number of casualties in Afghanistan as we pour another cup of coffee. Across town a homeowner shot and killed an intruder, and we think, “I’m glad they got that one,” as we reach for the keys to the car. We drive past a clinic where some of the 600,000 people will die this year to “protect the life and health of the mother,” and we drop our children off at school and say, “I hope you do well on the test today.” It is 8:00 A.M. and we have already failed our test for today. This is not the way things are supposed to be. 
The taking of a human life is always displeasing to God, breaks Shalom, is contrary to a life of holiness, and is harmful to one’s soul. So much so that God demands propitiation for the act, and we stand in need of Christ’s propitiation. Even if the act was necessary or permissible, we ought to ask why this was necessary. We ought to take note that somewhere someone is grieving, even if it is only God. We ought to notice that a soul has been returned to God for judgment and ask, “Am I prepared to stand before God just as swiftly?” We ought to notice that sin is loose in the world and it has crept into our house under the doorway and through the windowsills: We are unclean.  We ought not to continue our life as though nothing of significance has happened. Our soul was never meant to be comfortable with killing. 
Is it really asking too much of us that we just not kill each other?
Something is lacking in what presents itself as the Christian faith in North America when Christians—especially those who are committed to the sanctity of human life—insist on retaining the right to kill some group of people. Something is missing from our faith when everybody wants to kill somebody. There is something missing that was known from the time of the ancients until just the last two generations. 
It is enough of a starting point to recognize that something is missing. Others are more capable than I to propose effective remedies, and it requires more space than what is appropriate for this epistle. I doubt the remedy will come through catechism alone, or better Sunday School curriculum, or even epistles such as this—though each of these are helpful. What we are missing likely falls more into the category of Christian formation than Christian information. It seems more a symptom of an uncared for soul than an unoccupied mind. I suspect that when we find what is missing it will be somewhere in our worship. I believe that right worship begets right belief which begets right living. Ad hoc unfocused worship severed from its roots does not equip us for life in this world and leaves us totally unprepared for life in the next.
Contrary to popular preaching, who we worship and how we worship is essential to life. The church must first agree as to the God we worship and God’s nature. On this the church must be of one mind. If we have different answers to the question, “Who do you say that I am?” then we must gather at different altars. Otherwise, we start our worship with confusion and chaos and neither of these are of God.
The language of the people of God is not the same as worldly language. I hope I have communicated in these pages the problem of letting the worldly use of the word “justified” to corrupt the Godly meaning of the word. The language of worship is a foreign language to the world, and it is one that Christians must learn if we are to learn the way of life. Too often Scripture is translated into words that make it sound like it was written yesterday. It is good to hear the word in a way that reminds us that this was not written yesterday. We are not making this up as we go along. Often words are avoided because they sound strange and are difficult to understand. We are entering the word of God: It is likely that we will encounter things that sound strange and are difficult to understand. We cannot take that away without missing something important in our faith. 
The people in the pews have endured far too long the message after the Scripture reading which is either 1) twenty minutes on how what we just read does not say what it just said 2) five minutes on how it said what it said followed by a fifteen minute apology, or 3) a twenty minute dissertation on an unrelated topic. 
Our clergy make perfectly clear that which God has left a mystery. We fill God’s silence with many words, and we use many words to complicate what God had left plain. This is so common that your pastors likely don’t even know they are doing it. Help them. If they refuse the correction, then seek care for your soul from some other source. 
In many parishes the Eucharist has been replaced with newly invented rites and a fraud is perpetrated on the souls the charge. Where the benefits of Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection are not mentioned, asked for, or offered they cannot be received. I have said much on this elsewhere and will not go further now. 
In many cases it is not altogether the clergy’s fault because there is no one there to teach them. Those who have found the way have done so on their own apart from the seminary and institutional overseers. Much of what is lacking in our North American worship is simple honesty, integrity, and faithfulness on the part of those leading our worship. Corrupt worship begets corrupt belief which begets a corrupt life. That kind of worship will not form a Christian people. That forms a people who can participate in killing and imagine that nothing significant has happened. That kind of worship produces a people where everybody wants to kill somebody. 
We need to put back what is missing in worship. Our souls need forming more than our minds need informing. This is not an “insufficient data” problem. Christians need worship with honesty, integrity, and faithfulness. Our soul needs to feed on the ancient words of God that were not written yesterday. Our soul needs worship that lets mystery be mystery and leaves plain what is plain. 
[bookmark: _Hlk12480167]O Lamb of God that takest away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us,
O Lamb of God that takest away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us.
O Lamb of God that takest away the sins of the world, grant us, thy peace.

