'Hiroshima'

Not too long ago a man in our church lamented to me that his granddaughter had been taught something in public school that he did not appreciate.  Her teacher had suggested to her High School class that America dropping the atomic bomb during World War II on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki was morally wrong.

Of course, to this individual who had lived through the war and loved his country, it had been commonly understood that the bomb was necessary to ending the war and lessening the overall number of casualties on both sides of the conflict.  In a sense, the belief was that the bomb actually saved lives from an overall perspective in bringing a speedy end to the war.

A little while after that conversation I read a book by Os Guinness, titled, Unspeakable.  In the book he devotes a fair amount of space to Hiroshima and seems to imply that the event should be considered in the context of the world’s other great displays of evil such as the holocaust, etc [Unspeakable, pp. 81-85].  In reading, I was challenged as to how I ought to view the event as a Christian.  

Being an American who grew up in the Midwest, I had never really encountered anyone who questioned the historical decision of America to end WWII in that way.  Upon further reflection, I tried to take a hard look at the opposing viewpoint.  I asked myself if perhaps I along with many others have just assumed the ‘rightness’ of the decision because after all, that is what we learned in history and who wants to believe that their country made an immoral decision?

For a period of a couple of months I found myself querying different individuals, some old, some young, probing them for their personal opinion to the question: ‘Was dropping the bomb on Hiroshima moral or immoral?’  

What does God think of Hiroshima?

The captain of the Enola Gay seemed to wonder as he wrote in his log book after releasing the bomb, ‘My God – what have we done?’

A further consideration: can one fairly and accurately evaluate Hiroshima apart from Pearl Harbor?

The decision to use the bomb was not without its critics even in the early period after the war.  Such criticism provoked George Elsey to reply, ‘It’s all well and good to come along later and say the bomb was a horrible thing.  The whole . . . war was a horrible thing.’ [Quoted in Truman by David McCullough, p. 442]   Elsey served as aide to the President for both President’s Roosevelt and Truman.

Of course, at root there is an issue here that Christians have debated for centuries:  Are there occasions when acts of warfare are morally justified given the actions of other nations?

Historically certain groups within Christendom have leaned towards pacifism or the idea that Christians should not participate in war. [Quakers, Mennonites, etc.].  At the very least it seems that the biblical position – the Christian position is the pursuit of peace and avoidance of war if possible.  Yet for many, myself included, there seems to be a time when there is a ‘just war’.  Needless to say, this is no small issue in our post 9/ 11 world in which the threat of terror attacks and Islamic militancy have become a regular part of our news headlines.

For many Christians, state sponsored war becomes just when a nation has been attacked and its freedoms are threatened.  In such a situation a nation has a right and perhaps even a duty to defend itself and to defeat the enemy aggressor.  War is undertaken when the cost of not going to war [in terms of human lives and freedoms surrendered] is greater than the cost of going to war.  

An interesting example from Scripture comes to mind:

In Genesis 14 we encounter the first record of war in the Bible and the oldest record of battle in world history.

Sodom and Gomorrah along with several other cities are sacked by an oppressive ruler who wishes to keep them paying tribute.  In the process, Lot, the nephew of Abraham has been taken captive.  The interesting thing we ought to note is the quick response of Abraham who seemed to have a standing army ready for such incidents. 

Gen. 14:14, 15 – ‘And when Abram heard that his relative had been taken captive, he led out his trained men, born in his house, three hundred and eighteen, and went in pursuit . . . and defeated them.’

Here we see Abraham, a man of faith, in response to an act of aggression by a foreign power.  He assembles his men and goes to battle, returning home only after accomplishing his mission and thwarting the purposes of the enemy.  Further, we see that his actions were recognized as having the blessing of God upon them [Gen. 14:19, 20], and resulted in praise being given to God.

It was Edmund Burke who once said that in a sinful world, ‘all that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.’  Abraham did something in Genesis 14 and far from placing him in a morally suspect position; his actions appear to be consistent with his faith in God.

Of course, the passage in Genesis does not answer the specific question for us of what God thinks of Hiroshima, but I do think it gives us some biblical principles to bring into the equation.  Historically the morality of the decision has often been justified by considering what it would have taken for the Japanese to surrender, what kind of psyche was present in the nation which had already resorted to Kamikaze missions, what amount of allied casualties would have resulted from invasion, etc.  The issue is not a simple one by any stretch.  However, the battle of Abraham reminds us that acts of warfare may be carried out responsibly by men of faith and for morally qualified reasons.  This is a position that is often overlooked by social and theological liberals and revisionist historians.

Would we all prefer a world where war does not occur?  Absolutely.  Just as we would prefer a world where sin doesn’t exist.  Jesus responds to that yearning and tells us that that day is coming!  Wars will cease when God Himself breaks into the cycle of human history and positions His Son over all and the kingdom comes in its fullness. 

Revelation 11:15 – ‘The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His Christ and He will reign forever and ever.’

Let us look forward to that kingdom and the glorious day when sin will be vanquished from the land and Jesus Christ reigns in righteousness.  Until then, there will most certainly be wars and rumors of wars [Matt. 24:6].  May the godly act responsibly in our fallen world.  May we as Christians pray for our nation and its political leaders that we would be led by men who fear God.

Rev. 22:20 – ‘He who testifies to these things says, “Yes, I am coming quickly.”  Amen.  Come Lord Jesus.’

