Remembrance of war: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
The November 2010 meeting of Interfaith Grand River focused on how our different faiths view war, the remembrance of war and the vision of peace towards which each of our traditions aspires. The discussion that ensued was, understandably, complex and challenging.
The principle “Love your neighbour as yourself” was expressed a number of times in slightly varied forms; it is clearly a central teaching for many of the faiths represented at the meeting. A Hindu member said, “We have the key, we have to learn how to use it.”
Much is hindering us from using this key. A Unitarian member pointed out that the drive for control is visceral; we identify aspects of belligerence within our individual selves. A Sikh member noted that a prayer from his faith tradition asks God to give us wisdom so that we have peace within ourselves. Since both the seed of conflict and that of harmony and reconciliation lie within the individual, we see that we have a rich and promising place from which to begin our efforts towards peace on a global scale.

Peace is predicated on justice. In Islam, war is considered “detestable” but is accepted if it is necessary for justice or defence, to be ended as soon as possible with a peace treaty, the terms of which ought to be fair in order to avoid further conflict. The kind of “preemptive war” that is taking place in Islamic countries today is forbidden in Islam.
Similarly, a Roman Catholic member told the group that the concept of “just war” associated with the Christian tradition has been perverted. The just war doctrine was a way to limit war, and the possibility of a just war does not now exist.
From the Jewish tradition, we learned that there is “profound ambivalence about war at the heart of the Hebrew Bible” The book of 2 Samuel, for instance, is the court history of the military hero King David, yet the text also communicates an antimilitary undertone. We heard further ambivalence on the subject from Mormon teachings, which proclaim peace and renounce war yet urge followers to do their civic duty.
A Presbyterian member shared the struggle of allowing the voice that calls to defend what we have, our freedom, and the voice that calls for true peace: “Both voices are fair to hear.” Martin Luther maintained that obedience to the prince was a Christian duty — a teaching that provokes the same ambivalence for Lutherans.

The Mennonite perspective encourages us to explore what it means to be pacifist: practising conscientious objection to war, working to rebuild communities that have been devastated by war and working with refugees who have fled places of conflict.
Do we as faith communities challenge in a real way the powers that choose to participate in war? What kind of influence can we have on government, on the way war is viewed? One important consideration is the manner in which war is remembered. The commemorative activities are easily manipulated for political purposes. What are our children learning in their schools? What kind of language is being used to remember war? Such words as valour and sacrifice become devalued when they are appropriated as tools of propaganda.
A Neopagan member chose to address some of these concerns by imagining a Remembrance Day observance that would reflect her religious sensibility. The focus would be away from the state, centring instead on the suffering that is war. War would be recognized as the failure that it is. Politicians would humbly acknowledge their part in failing to prevent this suffering.
Clearly, how we choose to remember war has far-reaching consequences.
