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Mayor Rudy Guiliani implores TV viewers to pray God that the spirit of terrorism not prevail over the spirit of democracy. Members of Congress gathered on the steps of the Capital Building break into a fervent chorus of “God Bless America” and the next evening sit for a televised prayer vigil. The Senate Chaplain announces that we “come together to affirm our faith in God as the sovereign of our lives.” 

Rep. Lewis of Georgia rises to pray, “There is no one else for us to turn to… We are your people, your children; we just want to do your will.” Senator Kyl of Arizona preaches, “Only if we turn to God will we find wisdom for this trial and maintain our humanity in the face of such inhumanity.” Senator Mikluski of Maryland pleads, “We really need God,” and invokes the innocent suffering of Job as a model for us, lest we sacrifice our ideals in response to the atrocity and descend to the same level of bestiality shown by the terrorists on September 11. 

In the same vein, churches, synagogues and mosques across the country opened their doors on Friday, proclaimed a National Day of Prayer by President Bush, for services of remembrance and hope.

It’s striking how religious officially ‘secular’ America becomes in moments of national crisis. To hear these noble and profound prayers voiced in public by national leaders reassures that beneath the partisan fracas and confusion of American life there lies a bedrock conviction about that transcendent Power to whom we must all someday render an account and in whom we find true solace when worldly security fails.

Is the prayer for wisdom from above serious? Or are we cynically invoking God to bless our side in a religious war against Islam?  If we are serious, we will use this occasion penitently to examine our own behavior. This is not out of place. The President himself during last year’s election campaign called for greater ‘humility’ in American foreign policy. Now is precisely the time to recall that promise. Such self-examination in the face of public catastrophe is what the biblical prophets called ‘repentance.’ That’s serious religion.

Certainly the atrocities committed on September 11 against innocent civilians– and by means of the innocent civilians who had been hijacked —cry to heaven for justice. This fanatical and unscrupulous act of war cannot go unanswered. The world must be set right again morally, lest the evil left unpunished grow more powerful still, not only in further acts of terrorism, but as a legitimate tactic in the conscience of humankind. A precise, measured and politic response is called for.

To think in this humble and patient way about our military response to the terrorist act is truly religious. Such thinking derives from the Just War Tradition of Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and most Protestants. These principles include the stipulation that a just war is to be fought in a just way. Certainly our cause in going to war against terrorism is just. But that does not mean that we can do anything whatsoever to achieve our goals. Our tactics must not subvert or contradict our moral goals. 

Specifically one owes enemies, who are fellow human beings and creatures of God, an open declaration of hostilities. One owes our common humanity a principled commitment to non-combatant immunity in the prosecution of the war. We ourselves must be willing to endure the sacrifices requisite to fighting justly, for we cannot use terrorist tactics to defeat terrorism. That would be the sin of hypocrisy.

It is also imprudent. Resort to massive and indiscriminate retaliation, purely to satisfy a desire for revenge, plays right into the hands of the fanatics, whose purpose is to galvanize world Islam into holy war against the West. We must instead be prepared to endure wave after wave of terrorist attack on our shores aimed at igniting a religious war between Islam and the West. Steeled for this, we must be resolved not to fall into this trap. We must resolve to fight a just war against terrorism, not a holy war against Islam.
Fighting a just war is not about revenge. It is about justice, not only for ourselves, but for all. It is about stopping the terrorist aggression in order to resume peace-keeping, peace-making and peace-building. It is about winning the hearts of the world’s poor to the promise of democracy, peace and prosperity. 

This is the difficult road before us now which indeed requires wisdom which comes from above. For divine wisdom bestows on us the humility to see ourselves as others, even enemies, see us. We must see that too many of the world’s poor think that on September 11 we Americans got a taste of our medicine. In their eyes America has become the bully of the world. It is a fact. That is how enemies see us. 

Let us then highly resolve not to give the world’s poor any cause to see us this way. Let us pursue our just cause justly, patiently and deliberately, as moral leaders of the free and civilized world who bear an extra measure of responsibility not to betray the very cause for which we stand.  

I suggest that the most powerful opening salvo President Bush could fire is to declare selective cancellation of Third World debt, rallying the world’s poor to this just cause in a down payment on a better future. President Clinton, justifying his war against Milosevic, once promised a Marshall Plan to rebuild the Balkans. Was that a cyncial promise, cheaply made, quickly forgotten? As part and parcel of winning this war against terrorism, let us turn to the world’s poor as friends and partners in building a new order of justice, prosperity, equity and peace for all. 

That is true religion which lives as it prays, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven!”

