
THE CHRISTIAN AND WAR
By W. Blair Neatby

“We utterly deny all outward wars and strifes, and fightings with outward weapons, for any 
end, or under any pretence whatever; this is our testimony to the whole world. The Spirit of 
Christ, by which we are guided, is not changeable, so as once to command us from a thing as 
evil, and again to move unto it; and we certainly know, and testify to the world, that the Spirit 
of Christ, which leads us into all truth, will never move us to fight and war against any man 
with outward weapons, neither for the Kingdom of Christ, nor for the Kingdoms of this 
world.”

This statement, which is at least interesting for its uncompromising avowal of a 
paradoxical position, is extracted from A Declaration, presented to King Charles II in the 
year of his accession (1660), by “the Harmless and Innocent People of God, called Quakers”; 
and it remains to this day in that people’s Book of Discipline under the title Our Testimony to 
the World.

The principle it defines has been “practical politics” for Quakerism for two centuries 
and a half. Most people who are not Quakers, and some who are, deem that the logic of 
events has emptied it now of every element of practical guidance. Indeed, public opinion sets 
so strongly in the opposite direction—and the current is felt almost as powerfully within 
theChristian Church as it is without—that any one who ventures to say that that venerable 
“testimony” is true can scarcely help feeling that he is put seriously upon the defensive.

I prefer to say at the outset that my object in this paper to give reasons for my 
adherence to that testimony to the very last letter.

THE GERMAN MENACE.
I do not say it without a very grave sense of responsibility. I am no slighter of the 

German menace. There are not many who slight it now. In August there were plenty. The 
logic of events has been at work here, and its work has been done pretty thoroughly. It is 
simply impossible to speak too severely of the horrible barbarism with which Germany 
makes war, or of her total disregard of her plighted faith in the developments of her strategy. 
She systematically refuses all regard whether to the feelings or to the rights of peoples that lie 
beyond the pale of German nationality. The methods of her warfare exhibit a cold and cynical 
reversion to a pre-Christian standard of military morals.

The last thought in my mind in saying this is to inflame the resentment of any man. 
But it is worse than useless to blink the facts; and our testimony to Peace lies under just 
suspicion as long as it is reasonably believed that we have refused to face, or perhaps failed to 
realise, the wickedness and the peril against which our fellow-countrymen are in arms. On 
these points the present writer, deliberately and, he believes, without animosity, has reached 
substantially the same conclusion as most Englishmen.

But most Englishmen have inferred—often in spite of strong pacific bias—that an evil 
and a peril so great can only be met by counter-violence, and that a terrible necessity has put 
a stop for the time to any attempt to conform to the moral ideal of Peace. The assumption is 
so natural, and it is made with such sincerity, and in countless instances is supported with 
such generous heroism, that no pacifist who refuses to make it can withhold his sympathy 
from a great many of its adherents.
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THE CHRISTIAN ATTITUDE.
Why then do we not all make it?
With the Christian who still stands by the testimony of non-resistance, the 

fundamental matter is that the law, example and spirit of our Lord Jesus Christ absolutely 
forbid him to make such an assumption.

I do not propose to discuss texts, and all the principles of. interpretation of texts that 
would at once be dragged into the discussion. I hold that Christ’s recorded words are quite 
conclusive as to His will; but I do not press the point. I am content to say that I cannot
imagine Christ (as I think Dr. Salter put it) ambushing a party of German conscripts and 
turning a machine gun upon them. Neither can I imagine Christ rushing upon a German lad, 
who runs shrieking for his life (as we read some of them have done), and plunging His 
bayonet into the lad’s back until the point comes out at his breast. I have conducted several 
public meetings of late in which I have put this case. Many answers and objections have been 
made to my point of view. But I have not yet found anyone who thinks that Christ would in 
any circumstances have done such things. I have not even gathered that anyone would like to 
see Him doing them.

But if it is wrong for Him it is wrong for me. For we who are His disciples live in His 
life alone. He is the vine-stock, we His branches; He is Head, we His members and organs. 
To be joined to Him is to become one spirit with Him. By His own express words, no 
compromise with the moral ideal is to be tolerated: “Be ye perfect, even as your Father in 
Heaven is perfect.”

OBJECTIONS CONSIDERED.
I am seldom met with a direct counter to this plea; though how it can be disregarded 

unless it can be countered I do not understand. But in general it is set aside on the score of the 
perils that would attend its observance; not necessarily, indeed, perils to ourselves; let us say 
frankly that it is often perils to others that our objectors have in view.

Our answer must be threefold.
(1) Our discipleship is unconditional.
(2) Our objectors themselves must know, if they will reflect for a moment, that there 

are some moral ideals that they will agree must be followed without regard to consequences. 
Or, to put it more simply: There are some means that no end can justify.

In the reign of Queen Elizabeth, England was in dire peril from the combined efforts 
of the Pope and the King of Spain. The best minds and wills in England were devoted in 
ceaseless vigilance to the work of warding off the peril. The peril was fearfully aggravated in 
the early “ ’eighties” (of the sixteenth century) by the secret mission of the seminary priests, 
Jesuits and others, who made their way into England, and wandered in disguise from place to 
place in the service of a foreign and hostile power.

In the belief that the presence of these men had constituted a terrible menace,
Elizabeth’s ministers took ruthless measures against the priests that fell into their hands. The 
rack was freely used. It was not used willingly. The Government felt the measure to be 
odious; but it was deemed necessary, and that silenced all objections. Would Christians of our 
own day, in face of no matter what peril of German invasion, urge the use of judicial torture 
upon spies? Would they not say that the worst that could befall us was preferable to our resort 
to the abomination of compelling a man by bodily agony to incriminate himself or to betray 
his friends?

If those great Englishmen, Sir William Cecil and Sir Francis Walsingham, had been 
challenged on the ground that it was morally wrong to put an accused person to the torture to 
wring convenient information from him, they might naturally have replied: “It is odious, no 



doubt, but we should be guilty of a despicable pedantry or moral cowardice if we refused to 
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take even that measure when the national existence of England, and the whole future 
of reformed religion in Europe, are at stake.” And yet we know that in an attitude that seemed 
so obviously right to them they were in fact profoundly, tragically wrong. We do not deny 
that their action may have saved England and Protestantism; but no matter, say we: the act is 
intolerable. Is it certain that in coming years the moral judgment of mankind may not be more 
severe against resort to war than it now is against resort to judicial torture? War, at all events, 
inflicts incalculably more suffering than judicial torture inflicts, and lets loose incalculably 
more crime.

Why cannot we imagine Christ performing the actual operations of warfare? Simply 
because they are too bad for Him to have done them; and we all know that, as far as He is 
concerned, we are more than content that He should say, “These things are not for Me to do; 
and My safety, and the entire consequences of My refusal, are in My Father’s hands.” But 
why, then, should not we say the same? Is God less able to bear the burden when we cast it 
upon Him?

(3) The course Christ adopted does not lead to the disaster of good, but to its 
preservation and triumph.

It is a very remarkable thing that, in a world where violence held unchallenged sway, 
Christ taught the duty of going unarmed.

It is a very remarkable thing that in His personal circumstances of feebleness and 
reproach, and in the degraded condition of His nation, He should unwaveringly have claimed 
and anticipated universal dominion and the judgeship over all nations.

It is a far more remarkable thing that He should have combined these two positions; in 
other words, that He should have adopted and enjoined non-resistance, not at the risk of 
failure, but as the indispensable condition of success.

Christ said in effect: “Go everywhere and on every errand unarmed; deem slaughter-
weapons unworthy of your touch; and you will subdue the world. Take the sword and you 
will perish by the sword; for in the long run the sword has no victories.” This programme of 
conquest was very hard to believe then; by now it would be impossible to deny that it was 
based on a vision of forces that seemed not to count in the day when it was promulgated, but 
which are now hard to ignore even by those who fear to trust them.

THE APPEAL TO GOD’S INWARD WITNESS.
The Society of Friends, which has taught the unlawfulness of war in any 

circumstances, has equally taught that there is a light shed in all hearts by the grace of God—
a beam of Christ, the Light of every man. This light is often referred to as “that of God in 
every man,” which may, by the right appeal, be “raised up” into effective strength within him. 

That gives the clue to the difficulty, “What about Belgium?” We say that it is only by 
creating in the face of the world’s greed and cruelty a force of love strong enough to raise up 
“that of God”—God’s inward witness—in the breasts of the cruel and rapacious, that we can 
erect a permanent rampart between the weak nations and the ferocious neighbours that would 
prey upon them. We are indeed trustees for countless Belgiums in the long future, and we can 
discharge our debt to them in no other way than by standing always as witnesses to forces 
that may be trusted, but that never will be generally trusted until men who profess to have had 
the vision of them are ready to act on the belief of their irresistible might.

Christ acted so; and we cannot even imagine Him acting otherwise. The early 
Christians, with virtual unanimity, did likewise. “I am a Christian, and therefore I cannot



Christians, with virtual unanimity, did likewise. I am a Christian, and therefore I cannot 
fight,” was their steady formula. If all Christians, from then till now, had maintained that 
attitude, how long since would wars have ceased?

INDIVIDUAL FIDELITY.
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I acknowledge that the apostasy from that attitude has been all but universal. Where is 
the hope of recovery? Simply in the fidelity of every lonely individual man or woman that 
has seen, in measure, Christ’s vision. Every great battle in the spiritual history of mankind has 
been won through the few who have said, “However vain it may seem for two or three to 
attempt an enterprise that has been committed to the hands of a great multitude, we refuse to 
refrain because the rest stand aloof ; nor will the rest come in until the two or three have 
begun.” No one can find a more fruitful service than to make a unit in such a nucleus.

ALTERNATIVE POLICIES.
It may seem a paradox to imply that it is really supremely in the interests of the small 

nations that we should refuse to participate in a war that aims in part at the deliverance of 
Belgium; but it is a simple fact, nevertheless.

There are two ways in which we may conceivably protect weakness against strength, 
right against wrong, at the present time.

(1) We may crush Germany, in so far as that thoughtless expression really denotes 
some practicable operation, and then take measures to prevent her ever recovering the power 
for mischief. In that case Europe would very nearly consist of two disarmed nations 
surrounded by a vast confederacy of nations armed to the teeth. It would, in fact, be little else 
than a military camp mounting guard over an immense population inspired by murderous 
resentment.

(2) Obviously, the only alternative to this is to win Germany to a better mind; to 
induce her to keep the peace from a peaceable spirit. And how is that to be done unless we 
can raise up a new force of love—unless we can bring up Love’s unguessed reserves—to cast 
down within the heart of the oppressor the whole lust of selfish aggression?

I am aware that some sanguine people hope to combine the two methods. They 
believe that the war will pave the way to general disarmament and the establishment by 
consent of the machinery for compulsory arbitration. Since men will fight, the extremest 
pacifist will be the first to hope for such an issue of war; but probably his hopes will not be 
very high. It is a big assumption that Germany, passionately devoted as she is to military 
glory, will quietly allow her own overwhelming defeat to remain the last fact in the history of 
war; will renounce from her heart all the hope of revenge that for forty-four years has 
sustained the heart of France; and will, through all the years of fresh prosperity and renewed 
strength, voluntarily remain faithful to the compact of Peace.

So far, I have nowhere seen any account of the forces by which it is hoped such a 
result will come about; and I do not think that our warring brethren will find out the riddle 
until they plough with the pacifists’ heifer. At all events, it can scarcely be unpractical 
politics to discuss the situation as it will be if the German leopard should happen not to 
change his spots at the moment when he can fight no more for the present.

FAR-REACHING CONSEQUENCES OF THE MILITARIST ALTERNATIVE.
At that time, before anyone decides to give a trial to the former of the two alternatives 

specified above, he should carefully face its consequences. If we adopt it, we must, as I have 
id b d t th t th If th l f P i ilit i d th l t g i t



said, be armed to the teeth. If the real cure of Prussian militarism, and the real rampart against 
its menace, is the present immense array of force on the other side, then the “Little Navy”
party, of which we heard so much before the war, was monstrously wrong: their error was not 
exaggerated in the strongest words of their fiercest opponents. This war is sifting all our pet 
doctrines, and whichever of them may survive the process, the doctrine of the Little Navy is 
gone for ever. The facts stare us in the face that our navy is not too big by a single little ship, 
and that our army is not a quarter big enough. The advocates of disarmament may still be 
right; but the advocates of retrenchment are hopelessly wrong.
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So then, if we say that war is sometimes a necessity, and that it is above all necessary 
in the circumstances of the moment, we shall have, in the event of Germany being 
unconverted by war to the sincere love of peace, little choice but either to redouble our 
former expenditure on our armaments, or to throw upon our present allies a proportionately 
greater increase of expenditure upon theirs. That is to say, we must double all the impotence 
for social reform, all the actual social wrong, for which in the past the old expenditure has 
been responsible. The poor of Europe, bled white before, are to be bled dead, for aught we 
can see, in order that brutal oppression may always be confronted with superior force to crush 
it at need.

In another point of view, the freest and most advanced nations are to retrograde to the 
absorption in the one ignoble interest of war, with which we charge a large section of 
Prussian society. They must systematically divert the finest faculties in the various peoples 
from the pursuit of knowledge, of social reform, of religious progress, to the development 
and elaboration of the art of destruction. For, obviously, other things being equal, the nation 
that gives its best to the preparation for war will be the best prepared. Ought we not to think 
long before we decide that so hideous a sacrifice is really called for in a world where God 
rules?

THE FOUNDATION OF THE PACIFIST ALTERNATIVE.
If we all suddenly acquired an effective belief that God rules, should we not in that 

moment see that militarism and armaments cannot be in His plans? Should we not for the first 
time understand that the religious renunciation of violence will always liberate spiritual 
forces of which even Christians seldom dream; and that those are forces that never take the 
field but conquering and to conquer?

We read, in a footnote to the bicentenary edition of George Fox’s Journal (II. 261), 
the following incident:—

“Leonard Fell, when travelling alone, was attacked by a highwayman, who demanded 
his money, which he gave him; then be desired to have his horse: Leonard dismounted and let 
him take it. Then feeling the power of truth rise in his mind, he turned to the robber, and 
under its authority solemnly warned him of the evil of his ways; but he, flying into a passion, 
asked the Friend why he preached to him, and threatened to blow out his brains. But Leonard 
replying to this effect, ‘Though I would not give my life for my money or my horse, I would 
give it to save thy soul,’ so struck the astonished robber, that he declared, if he was such a 
man as that he would take neither his money nor his horse from him; and, returning both to 
the faithful Friend, went his way, leaving Leonard to the enjoyment of that peace attending
the honest discharge of his conscience, to obtain which he had not counted his life dear.”

Is it impossible for nation to make to nation a similar appeal with like effect?
Those who should know tell us that sheer dread of Russia was a principal influence in 

bringing the peaceable elements in German life into line with the martial and aggressive



bringing the peaceable elements in German life into line with the martial and aggressive 
elements at the outbreak of the present war. Doubtless that was so, and the fact is some slight 
relief to a most distressing problem. But it has also been suggested that if all the Socialists in 
the German army (I think the proportion has been put at two-thirds of the whole army) had 
been faithful enough to the ideal of Socialism to refuse to fight their fellow working-men of 
other lands, then the war would have sunk extinct before the first clash of anus could come. 
Surely that is true. Can we believe that any armed nation—even Russia at the worst estimate 
of it—would have fallen ruthlessly upon millions who had just thrown down their arms 
saying, “We will not fight, because we will not stain our hands with the blood of our French 
and Russian comrades?” It is unthinkable.

A SIMPLE WAY TO PEACE.
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Here then is a short and simple way to universal peace, and to universal peace based 
on universal goodwill. The national problem of non-resistance is really simpler than the 
problem as it affects the individual pacifist. Individual pacifism has produced many martyrs 
(it is none the worse for that); but international pacifism runs little risk of anything of the 
kind.

I know we often hear of a possible “national martyrdom.” It is suggested that the first 
nation to disarm might fall a prey to its predatory neighbours; and it is very properly said that 
such a martyrdom would redeem the world for ever from the cult of violence—the ancient 
worship of the Beast. Probably it would, and in any case martyrs are always to be 
congratulated; but the martyrdom will not happen. Not even Germany in her present fell 
mood would strike down a nation that could point to its empty armoury as a pledge that it 
would endure any wrong rather than slaughter a foe. In that day, the yoke of Nietzsche will be 
broken from off Germany’s neck for ever.

A PRACTICAL POLICY.
It is possible that some honest enquirer will say, “But granting that that might be the 

ideal course, and that the ideal would even be the successful, may it not still be a pacifist’s 
duty, as long as no nation will follow that course, to work in the only practicable way for the 
deliverance of the weak, and therefore to join in this war?”

Well, if we did join in it, then (leaving aside for the moment the paramount claim of 
Christ upon a Christian) we should destroy the hope of peace which the other line of conduct 
would at least have kept alive. How are men ever to be drawn into the right course if those 
who see the right will not stand forth in practical witness for it? If we fought, we should let 
the world forget the right; nay, more, we should abet the world in ignoring it. That is a serious 
matter.

Even in the midst of a war waged so nearly by common consent, the air is now thick 
with apologies for the war. These are the best tributes to the new influence of the peace ideal. 
When in any previous war, did the peace ideal find such tributes paid it? And does any sane 
man think that the peace ideal would occupy that position to-day, if the numerically 
insignificant sect of the Quakers had not stood forth in the public eye for two centuries and a 
half as a witness that in no circumstances may a follower of Christ take part in war, and that 
that is a practical policy by which men dare stand and be judged?

THE KINGDOM OF CHRIST.
When Christ stood before Pilate, He stood a self-confessed King—King of the whole 



g g
realm of the Truth; but a King who had no use for violence, because violence is barren; 
whereas unresisting gentleness is pregnant with the Kingdom of God. This programme 
moved Pilate’s scorn: “What is truth?” he said. And no wonder. Pilate represented the 
greatest organized force that ever imposed the will of a people upon its neighbours; and for 
“Truth” to pit itself against such a matchless Force was fit subject for the mirth of every 
practical man. But within three centuries Rome had clutched at the hand of the Church to 
save the Empire from ruin; and within four centuries the whole military might of Rome had 
actually crumbled into ruins, and the spiritual forces of the Church were needed to save 
society at large from the fate of Rome.

Yes, Christ knew. He was as conscious of the heavenly forces as we are of the force of 
a Dreadnought or a 42-centimetre gun. And if we had trusted His strangest word, it would 
have “seen us through” ere this. As it is, the victory is delayed— I suppose until we do trust. 
And He is the real Friend of all the oppressed Belgiums of all the ages; and in following 
implicitly His voice, though it call us away from the obvious line of succour, we shall the best 
serve their cause. It is the Lamb that is King of Kings and Lord of Lords, and as Lamb He 
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will overcome His enemies; but it is also as the Lamb who has with Him them that are 
called and chosen and faithful.

I am not concerned to put forth “practical suggestions” just now; perhaps we are not 
ripe for the “practical” until we have absorbed the prophetic. But I do suggest one most 
practical and always seasonable action: prayer,— “the hard but happy work of praying.” In 
the past, as any serious student of the history of the spiritual life may easily see, prayer has 
done more to change the world than war; and when it has been trusted instead of armies, it 
has been a better defence than armies. “After this manner pray ye, Thy Kingdom come.”

March, 1915.
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