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Fight the good fight? Not when it's on 

immoral grounds 

Published The Sydney Morning Herald April 21 2003 

 

By riding roughshod over Christian values, the war on Iraq was a failure for humanity, 

writes Andrew Murray.  

Gerard Henderson's attack on the churches and their almost uniform opposition to the war 

against Iraq ("How churches played into Iraq's hands", Herald, April 15) is long on 

assumptions and short on argument. In fact, the article is little more than a series of cheap 

shots at a collection of statements and actions by church people. 

The assumptions, though fuzzy, seem to be an easy acceptance of the claim that this war has 

been a good thing, perhaps because a wicked tyrant has been toppled, and beneath that the 

adoption of the American myth that the world is readily divided into an axis of evil and a 

coalition of the good. 

If the first is, indeed, a moral claim, even on purely utilitarian grounds, it is a long way from 

being proved, despite obvious military success. It is the second that has enabled US President 

George Bush, unlike the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, to avoid any real moral 

discussion.  

What Henderson misses is that there are extremely serious moral issues involved in the 

decision to wage war, and that if these are judged wrongly or if they are treated lightly, the 

protagonists have seriously diminished themselves and their societies and have brought a 

further significant evil into the world. 

The Christian tradition does have a complex understanding about the morality of war. It does 

not condemn all war as Henderson suggested, particularly those wars concerned with self-

defence. Further, this understanding has developed as conditions have changed. 

Contemporary discussions, for instance, must take into account the existence of the United 

Nations and the kinds of military technology available. 

What was remarkable about this conflict was that from the start it failed on almost every 

criterion to match the conditions generally proposed for war to be morally justified. This was 

largely because it was unilateral and pre-emptive and, as such, sprang more from the 

imbalance of US strength, the dent in the US psyche left by September 11, and a mixed set of 

US interests in the Middle East than from any careful and just strategy to improve the 

condition of the world. It was the Bush Administration's long-held intention to wage war that 

took the nations of the world from a consensus on the need to disarm Iraq, a consensus backed 

by a strategy, to a state of fracture and discord over the war. 

The war failed, therefore, to gain moral legitimacy most radically on the grounds that it was 

not ordered by a legitimate authority and that peaceful means, albeit backed by the threat of 

force, had not been exhausted. It also failed, however, from a confused mix of intentions in 

the US Administration, which ranged across self-interest, revenge, concern about weapons of 
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mass destruction and, belatedly, the liberation of Iraqis and the offer to introduce them to 

American values. Such a mix of intentions left any claim to a just cause hollow. 

Henderson belittled the January 13 words of Pope John Paul II: "I say no to war! War is not 

always inevitable. It is always a defeat for humanity." That war is a defeat for humanity does 

not mean that there will not be wars, or even that certain circumstances will not arise in which 

we are pulled into just war due to the aggression of other nations. 

Evil is not going to be excised from the world, even though we may find better ways to 

contain it. World War II, which Henderson cites, was necessarily engaged by the Allies, but it 

was also a defeat for humanity - for the German people, for the Versailles Treaty, for the 

League of Nations and for countless other factors involved in the affairs of Europe and the 

world. 

This war, however, is more obviously a failure for humanity because in going to war, the US, 

Britain and Australia took the route of violence apparently to remove weapons of mass 

destruction when more intelligent means were working, and when nations of the world were 

constructively relating with one another to resolve the problem. Had that failed, more forceful 

means may have been adopted, but they would have been adopted from necessity and with 

consensus. 

This is what a failure for humanity is. It is, indeed, a failure to act morally, but it is more 

deeply a failure to use our minds in ways that are not simply instrumental but which build 

relationships and resolve difficulties in constructive ways. 

If there is an argument to Henderson's article, it is that in publicly opposing the war in Iraq, 

Christian churches encouraged Saddam Hussein in the belief that the US would not attack it 

and so enabled him to thwart the inspection process, thus leading to war. There are gaps in 

this argument, but what is most offensive about it is that it implies that in the face of moral 

evil the churches should be silent because there are other evils in the world. 
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