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Many years after the massive terrorist attacks of September 9, 2001, terrorism remains front and center of the American consciousness. Islamic extremists carried out the 9/11 atrocities in New York, D.C. and Pennsylvania, and the many terrorist attacks since that infamous date have typically been blamed upon Islamic extremists in the public eye. The recent slaughter of 49 patrons at a gay nightclub in Orlando by a Muslim man is just the latest example. 

Reality, however, is more complex. Whether or not the Orlando terrorist was motivated by religious beliefs or not remains unclear. Furthermore, in recent decades more terrorist acts on American soil have been committed by home-grown Christian extremists than by Islamic extremists, a dynamic rooted in a long history of domestic terrorism. The 2015 murders by Christian white supremacist Dylan Roof in Charleston’s Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church are just one example. 

How can this be? A look at the past can help us understand the tangled relationship of religion and terrorism in today's world. 

As the Islamic theocratic Middle East is today, much of Christian theocratic colonial America once was. Colonial violence and persecution in the name of God was common, including punishment and execution of adulterers and the imprisonment, torture, banishment and death of religious heretics. As in today's Islamic Middle East, colonial religious authorities in alliance with government opposed human rights and equality and often demanded at the point of prison or death that citizens conform to Old Testament laws. (The Quran's laws essentially mirror Old Testament laws.)

More than any other group in America, Baptists were persecuted by colonial Christian officials. Christian hatred of Baptists was stoked by Baptist demands for equal religious liberty for all, including Muslims and pagans, and church state separation.

Terrorism continued even after America became a nation established on Baptist freedom principles of religious liberty and church state separation. Slave owners often beat, raped and killed their slaves, frequently citing the Bible as justification. (The Bible does not condemn human slavery.) Having moved from a terrorized minority to a privileged majority, white Baptists of the early-to-mid 19th century South often participated in the brutal violence against slaves, dismissing their actions as the will of God.

After the Civil War and through the 1960s white supremacist groups, including the KKK, an explicitly Christian organization, often resorted to systematic violence and murder in order to ensure privileges for and the superiority of God's chosen, white race. Their religious faith included hatred of black persons and other minorities. Shamefully, Baptists were well-represented in the tens of thousands of terrorist acts committed against African Americans. 

How did so many of our own faith forebears become terrorists? 

In short, they strayed from their early convictions of freedom and equality for all persons, convictions born out of the belief that all humans are God's special creation and thus deserving of equal freedom of conscience protected by religious liberty for all and church state separation. Upon obtaining a privileged, majority status, many white Baptists (and other Christians) resorted to even more gruesome terrorist acts against minorities than an earlier generation of Christians had bestowed upon them. In the name of God and for their own glorification, they denied human rights and equality. 

Today, alongside Islamic terrorism, Christian terrorism continues in the form of violence and mass shootings against African Americans, the LGBT community, government representatives, and other persons and institutions deemed as threats to white privilege and supremacy. While many terrorist acts on American soil are not religiously-motivated, those that are, whether Islamic or Christian or otherwise, broadly share the same motivation of hatred of human rights and equality. 

How should we respond to religiously-fueled terrorism of the 21st century?

Our early Baptist forebears as committed followers of Jesus understood that hatred and the gospel were incompatible. Over four centuries ago they openly shed their blood in advocating for the equal rights of even those with whom they disagreed, loving their enemies as Jesus commanded. Freedom of conscience, religious liberty for all and church state separation, convictions all rooted in the New Testament, they embraced as foundational to true faith and necessary for the destruction of religious theocracies, a primary root of terrorism historically. 

Fueled by opposition to human rights and equality, Islamic theocracies remain in today's Middle East. At the same time, some Christians in America are determined to replace our secular democracy with a Christian theocracy. From our own faith history as terrorized and terrorists, we can understand how hatred of others sometimes leads to religiously-fueled violence. We also know from our past that maintaining religious liberty for all and church state separation is absolutely necessary in the fight against terrorism.

Finally, we must never forget the central message of the gospel: love is more powerful than evil. Today, tomorrow and every day of our lives, let us thus faithfully live the gospel and the best of our faith heritage by opening our hearts and our arms to all of humanity in the name of Jesus. 
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