Violence: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

The topic of Interfaith Grand River’s September 11 meeting was “violence and our various faith traditions’ responses to violence” — very timely in light of the date.

A Buddhist member shared the point of view of the two main traditions. Theravada Buddhism regards violence as bad while Mahayana Buddhism is willing to question the adequacy of pacifism. We have, of late, seen this attitude in the situation in Burma.

From the Confucius perspective, we heard about the importance of being prepared, reflected in the training for combat that is evident in the martial arts.

A Mennonite member brought to the table the truth that “violence begets violence”. Violence can take a variety of forms: verbal abuse, bullying, economic injustice, to name a few. The traditional Mennonite response to violence has been non-resistance, to the point of martyrdom. However, in more recent situations of conflict, such as the Vietnam War, some Mennonites have come to believe that non-resistance may not be sufficient. Our member noted how different it is for a white middle class male to take a position of non-resistance in contrast to an impoverished brother of a minority group. There appears to be a shift occurring from non-resistance to non-violence — standing in opposition to violence and making a strong statement about what is right and ethical.

A Muslim member brought a first-hand account of the violence in Kashmi. The conflict originated with a land dispute. While the Muslim community held a silent protest, they were met with severe punitive measures from the government — in the form of roadblocks, which prevented the fruit harvest from going to export, and ultimately in the form of the outright massacre of at least 25 protesters. A strict curfew was enforced: no Internet, no television, no foreign journalists. Several local journalists were killed or beaten. Ambulances were shot at. Doctors were forbidden to enter the country.

The Muslim member commented that the present generation of Muslims have grown up with violence. There is one soldier for every five people living in Kashmir. The youth are angry and bitter and prepared to die. The suppression of the media has left the rest of the world woefully ignorant of the situation in Kashmir, ensuring that further violence can be perpetuated without a reaction from other nations.

The Sikh perspective is that one must first try to reason. If this fails, one is permitted to pick up arms to protect oneself or those who are weaker. The kirpan (holy dagger) should never be used to threaten and should be brought out only “when everything else fails.” The wise use of a weapon is reflected in the adage, “Arms are better in the hands of a saint.”

A Lutheran member pointed out that many peace traditions have emerged as responses to extreme forms of violence. If violence is directed towards you, you are to take it. If it is against a neighbour, you are to stand up against it. Unfortunately, teachings have also been used to justify violence. If we justify violence, we are justifying ourselves. But, in the Lutheran tradition, it is God that justifies us: grace, not righteousness, is the source of salvation.

The Unitarians have always been “on the right side of social justice.” But the question becomes, “What do we do about it?” What can be done beyond one-on-one encounters?

This same concern was echoed by a Catholic member: “How do you know your neighbour collectively?” It is one thing to engage in peaceful discussion one-on-one, but there is a big challenge when we are faced with a mob mentality.

The various faith traditions represented at the table all recognized the importance of naming violence, of naming injustice: “No religion says that we should support injustice.” Members also recognized that the question of violence and injustice must be addressed not only on a global level but also on a personal level. We are to question our motivations and assumptions. It is important to nurture a nuanced understanding of situations. The crucial quality to cultivate is awareness.

