
Peace And 
Peacemakers: A Christian 

Perspective 

Delegates attending an International Forum for a Non-nuclear World and 
the Survival of Humanity in Moscow February 10, 1987, heard General 
Conference President Neal C. Wilson introduce a Christian dimension. Here, 
his comments are excerpted in part from MINISTRY Magazine. 

Neal C. Wilson 

scores of Soviet cities great monuments speak eloquently, and yet so 
inadequately, of the patriots who died by the millions resisting Fas-
cism. Nonbeliever, believer—they died side by side so that our 

world might live in peace. And so we come, this time not to lay wreaths at 
memorials to the fallen, but to give voice to our hope for peace and its requisites: 
justice, moral integrity, the dignity and freedom of the individual —for all those 
humanitarian and spiritual values for which mankind hungers. 

We come to add our voices not to the "window dressing" of tired 
propaganda, nor to that "peculiar psychology" of which General Secretary 
Mikhail Gorbachev has spoken—"how to improve things without changing 
anything"—but rather to constructive proposals and programs within the 
purview of our Christian commitment and theology. 

We represent the Seventh-day Adventist Church, a worldwide body of 
believers who witness in 190 nations and more than 600 languages and dialects. 
Some live among you—believers who uphold the right of their neighbors not 
to believe and who love their country, treasure its history, its culture, and its hu-
manitarian aspirations. Believers who pray for their officials, work produc-
tively for their nation, and seek to fulfill the commission given to them by Jesus 
Christ—to "preach the gospel." 

The gospel is "good news." And preaching it means above all else to reflect 
the character and teachings ofJesus Christ. Today, we call to memory messages 
of peace—He inspired not alone to peace among nations, but peace between 
neighbors, peace of mind, and serenity of spirit. 

"On earth peace, good will toward men" (Luke 2:14). 
"So then, we must always aim at those things that bring peace" (Rom. 

14:19, TEV). 
"So Christ came and preached the Good News of peace to all" (Eph. 2:17, 

TEV). 
"Blessed are the peacemakers" (Matt. 5:9). 
But the Bible speaks not only of peace but judgment, and that too we shall 

remember at this peace conference, for the Apocalypse, the "Revelation of 
Jesus Christ," says that in a time when man has at last gained the capacity to 
destroy his world, God will judge mankind and "destroy them which destroy the 
earth" (Revelation 11:18). 

Has mankind now this potential? As General Secretary Mikhail S 
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"We cannot serve 
God without 

also serving our 
fellowman." 

Gorbachev reported on behalf of the CPSU Central Committee to the 27th 
Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union: 

"There is...a qualitative leap in means of destruction, in the military sphere, 
`endowing' man for the first time in history with the physical capacity for 
destroying all life on earth" (CPSU Report, p. 11). 

Thus, said the general secretary, "the changes in current world develop-
ment are so deep-going and significant that they require a reassessment and a 
comprehensive analysis of all factors. The situation created by the nuclear 
confrontation calls for new approaches, methods, and forms of relations 
between the different social systems, states and regions" (ibid., P. 5). 

Our Christian commitment compels us to reappraise the contribution we 
may make to peace and the social justice intrinsic to peace. In the person of the 
God-man who walked among us as one of us, we see divinity and humanity 
combined. Thus we cannot serve God without also serving our fellowman. Not 
only in His incarnation but in His ministry to us we see an example of how we 
should relate to a choice between conflict and peace. On one occasion in a 
Samaritan village, Jesus and His disciples were not well received. Two 
disciples, James and John, said, "Lord, do you want us to call fire down from 
heaven to destroy them?" And Jesus answered: "You don't know what kind of 
a Spirit you belong to; for the Son of man did not come to destroy men's lives, 
but to save them" (Luke 9:51-55, TEV). 

I have visited the Kazan Museum in Leningrad and the Museum of 
Religion in Lvov. I have seen the tableaux of Christians torturing fellow 
Christians to bring them into God's "tender" embrace. I have seen the evidence 
of rich and corrupt governments to oppress the poor. I have seen the 
unscrupulous preying on the credulous—all this in the name of Christ! And 
history witnesses to the truth of the exhibits. 

But such exhibits show the perversion of Christianity, not its seminal 
purity and idealism; but other systems, too, have suffered at the hands of those 
who reduced lofty idealism to selfish ends. I ask only that you recall the crimes 
that have been done in the name of Lenin—and testified to by Soviet leaders 
from Khrushchev on. I note the anguished admissions of "contradictions" in 
General Secretary Gorbachev's report to the 27th Party Congress. But as Lenin 
said: "Our strength lies in stating the truth." 

In fact, it is General Secretary Gorbachev's frank call for "radical reform" 
and "democratization" of Soviet society, as well as his program for peace that 
encourages me to speak of a perception that must be faced if the Soviet Union 
is to achieve these objectives. 

I refer to the widespread belief that religious freedom in the Soviet Union 
means something different from its meaning in many other countries, particu-
larly those in the West. 

Will our gracious hosts misunderstand me if I speak frankly of this 
perception? And of why, in the interests of peace, it must be addressed? 

As a Christian, I find it painful to admit, further, that the great pogroms of 
history have come most often not from bad people trying to make other people 
bad, but from good people trying to make other people good. Well our prayer 
might be "Lord, save us from the saints." 

Philosopher Jacques Ellul has astutely observed: 
"Whatever the position adopted by the church, every time she becomes 
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involved in politics, on every occasion the result has been unfaithfulness to 
herself and the abandonment of the truths of the gospel. Every time...she has 
been misled to act treasonably, either toward revealed truth or incarnate love...It 
would seem that politics...is the occasion of her greatest falls, her constant 
temptation, the pitfall the prince of this world incessantly prepares for her: 
(Jacques Ellul, Fausse Presence Au Monde Modern, pp. 105-111). 

I say, then, that while the Christian world cannot condone the persecutions 
of the Stalinist era and, to a lessening degree, afterward, it should understand 
them. In addition, I am compelled to admit that, unlike their status under the 
czar, all religions have equal standing before the law. 

And certainly, as leader of a world church, I would not wish to leave the 
erroneous impression that restrictions on religion are a monopoly of the Soviet 
state or of Eastern Europe. The most severe restrictions today, as historically, 
are imposed by countries dominated by fundamentalist religions. 

Why, then, must I speak of Soviet policy toward believers, particularly at 
a conference that seeks unity on issues of peace? 

Simply stated, because Christians of the Western World, and especially the 
United States, who are disturbed by the circumstances of their colleagues in the 
Soviet Union, translate their concerns into influence and support for defense 
alliances and strategic defense initiatives. 

It is really not necessary that our gracious hosts and we agree on whether 
the Christians I refer to reflect reality or perception. For perception is enough, 
in and of itself, to frustrate mankind's hope for peace and, as General Secretary 
Gorbachev more specifically defines it, the building of "an all-embracing 
system of international security" (CPSU Report, p. 92). 

That concern embraces not only the right to worship within a church or 
synagogue or mosque, but the right freely to witness to one's faith in society—
a right that, many believers hold, is given to His children by God Himself, and 
that therefore is not rightly man's to withhold. 

Will I be misunderstood if I make a constructive proposal? Perhaps one 
that no churchman, given the history of ecclesiastical intolerance, has the right 
to ask? I ask it, I believe, on behalf of many who respect not only this great 
nations ' s sacrifice for peace in the Great Patriotic War, but also the idealism that 
motivated the Leninist experiment in equality. And I dare to ask it because I 
believe that coupled with General Secretary Gorbachev ' s initiatives for democ-
ratization and for a nuclear-free world must be a meaningful change in Soviet 
policy toward its religious minorities. 

I believe that delegates to this conference should do General Secretary 
Mikhail Gorbachev and Chairman Konstantin Kharchev the honor of believing 
that the democratization they promote is something more than "window 
dressing." That the paper on religious tolerance and peace that Chairman 
Kharchev presented in Minneapolis, Minnesota, U.S.A., October 1986, fore- 
shadowed further advance toward religious freedom; that the report presented 
by General Secretary Gorbachev to the 27th Party Congress does reflect a new 
idealism as well as a new reality in confronting "contradictions" in Soviet 
society. (If I understand that word "contradiction," it's what we Christians refer 
to as "sin," which comes from a Greek word meaning to fall short of the mark.) 

The changes in policy toward religious minorities in the Soviet Union that 
I have personally observed may be made progressively, little noticed by the 

"Perception is 
enough 

to frustrate 
mankind's hope 

for peace." 
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"I suggest the 
Soviet govern-

ment witness to its 
greatness by declar- 

ing an amnesty 
for all 'prisoners of 

conscience." 

world, and consequently, with maximum impact on detente and nuclear 
disarmament and world peace. 

I suggest, then, that on or before May 1, 1988,—the 1000th year of 
Christianity in Russia—the Soviet government witness to its greatness and 
generosity of spirit by declaring an amnesty for all "prisoners of conscience," 
a gesture that would arrest and grip the attention of the world. 

I have faith to believe that this dramatic gesture of goodwill shall be 
followed by further democratization of relationships between the Soviet state 
and Soviet believers. 

I suggest further, and do so with problems in my own country on my 
conscience, that this democratization include new commitment to the United 
Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of 
Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 

I would think it particularly helpful should this commitment include the 
following: 

1.Respect for religious holy days. This means, in part, that Orthodox 
and other believers observing such a holy day as Easter may do so without 
discrimination. This means also that believers observing the seventh-day 
Sabbath may do so without penalty at their place of employment. Respect for 
religious holy days means also that the children of Sabbathkeepers will not be 
required to be in school on Sabbath, an accommodation made in most nations. 

2. Not only freedom of worship (within the confines of a church 
building) but freedom to practice one's religion, to "witness." 

I ask consideration for these proposals not contentiously, but respectfully, 
in the spirit of peace. In these proposals, our delegation shares with you what 
General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev has called a "Leninist answer"—that is, 
that "Communists want the truth always and under all circumstances." And the 
truth is that believer concerns must be addressed if democratization and nuclear 
disarmament are to receive credibility. Our proposals, then, are milestones on 
the way to peace; milestones that must be traversed on the way to what 
Secretary Gorbachev has called "an all-embracing system of international 
security." 

This system includes, as he said in his speech to the 27th Party Congress, 
not only the military sphere, but the political, economic and humanitarian as 
well. In the latter, he called for "cooperation in the dissemination of the idea 
of peace, disarmament, and international security; greater flow of general 
objective information and broader contact between peoples for the purpose of 
learning about one another, reinforcement of the spirit of mutual understand-
ing and concord in relations between them" (CPSU Report). 

Our proposals serve these objectives and thus, we believe, the national 
interests of the Soviet state, as well as the interests of all humanity. 

Though not sharing the Communist vision of present reality and the future 
hope of mankind, we do not participate in that "unreality" that dismisses 
mankind's woes and needs as objectives to be met only in some future paradise. 
Rather, as a world church, we seek to fulfill, as best we can, Christ's selfless 
service to the poor and the oppressed. 
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