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International politics has been preoccupied in the last decade with the task of 
managing conflict, specifically inter-ethnic conflict. We have recently 
witnessed violence and brutality in Kosovo and East Timor despite the fact 
that the international community in these places intervened at an earlier stage 
than in Rwanda and Bosnia. In 1999 there were 29 inter-ethnic conflicts in the 
world and there are a dozen places in the world where new ethnic violence 
could break out. According to the UNHCR between 1991 and 1995 the 
number of refugees in our world increased from 17 to 27 million. When you 
talk to refugees you discover what human dramas these people bring. How to 
manage international and inter-ethnic conflicts will continue to remain a major 
task of the international community. For the last nine years we in the Balkans 
have lived on a war-driven roller coaster after the communist ideology was 
replaced by conflicting nationalistic ideologies. As Leon Trotsky said in a 
different context: ‘If anyone longs for a quiet lifestyle, they have certainly 
chosen the wrong epoch to live in.’ As Christians we are asking the question: 
how is the believing community to respond?  
 
A Christian Perspective on Conflict 
 
The last century had more soldiers and civilians killed in wars than the 
previous 5,000 years of recorded history and four times as many as in the 
previous four centuries cumulatively. But why so many wars and victims in 
just one century? Theories abound yet many are deficient from a Christian 
perspective for they fail to address the deepest ambiguities of human nature 
and that fundamental alienation of human beings from their Creator that 
results in their alienation from each other. Over 112 million (some estimates 
go much higher) people were killed in what at its outset was expected to be 
the ‘century of elevated human reason’. As Reinhold Niebuhr said, the 
Christian doctrine of sin is the least popular doctrine and yet the one for which 
we have the most overwhelming empirical evidence everywhere. 
 
Samuel Huntington, in his book The Clash of Civilizations, highlights the role 
of religion in shaping new kinds of warfare driven primarily not by issues of 
economics or territory, but by clashes of different ideologies and civilizations.2 
But while the international diplomats are discovering the destructive role of 
religion, they also discover that religion has a great potential for social 
healing, for forgiveness, for reconciliation, for building bridges of 
understanding and confidence across the ethnic and other divides. Frequently 
modern conflicts are explained as ‘normal’ reactions to the processes of 
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globalization. Small ethnic communities and their cultures feel threatened by 
the aggressive forces of globalization as they invade their territories. 
 
Kenneth Waltz offers three explanations for the origins of wars in Western 
history.3 One is what he calls folly of the nations. Nation states are organized 
to pursue wars, whether the wars are due to the economic self-interest, 
national pride, national insecurity or the political pressure of the masses or 
sometimes the military on the political leaders. A second explanation is 
international anarchy or disorder. Waltz says that as long as there is no ruler 
to enforce order, autonomous units of the international system will resort to 
armed conflict to resolve their tensions. These tensions may be due to 
economic competition, exaggerated nationalism, border disputes, territorial 
claims or ideological clashes, but it is international anarchy that permits wars. 
But Waltz looks at yet a third explanation. Thirdly, Waltz speaks not only of 
the folly of the nations, but of flawed human nature. This of course is an 
euphemistic reference to what we Christians call sin, a recognition that 
humans are flawed. This ‘weakness of persons’ is due to the fundamental 
alienation from our Creator who is a ‘God of peace’. Whether the major cause 
be ignorance, pride, greed, or social estrangement, the problem lies in human 
nature. 
 
The problem with a Marxist approach is not only its problematic use of class 
struggle and violence but also its optimistic anthropology. Marxism has an 
optimistic view of human beings that is marked by theoretical absence of sin. 
This is why it is important for Christians to bring the perspective of the 
kingdom of God. Alexander Solzhenitsyn said that the twentieth century was 
ending as ‘the most cannibalistic centuries of all.’ I think that we have a 
unique opportunity as Christian theologians and missiologists to bring a 
perspective on the present reality that has been lacking. A Christian 
perspective illuminates this tragedy of human beings’ reliance on their pride 
and their selfish search for power. They do not submit to the Lord of the 
nations, but rather submit in their vanity to work out their own destiny and to 
decide the fate of their nations. Dethroning God inevitably leads to human 
tragedy. 
 
A Christian Response to Inter-ethnic Violence 
 
Let us briefly look at Bosnia as a case study of a Christian response to 
interethnic violence. The ancient boundary between east and west runs 
through former Yugoslavia whose modern complex make-up included six 
republics and two autonomous regions, five South Slavic nationalities along 
with several strong national minorities, two alphabets and three main religions 
(Orthodox, Roman Catholicism and Islam). Misha Glenny calls Bosnia-
Herzegovina ‘the paradise of the damned’.4 There were three myths about the 
war in Bosnia. One was that it was primarily an ethnic or tribal conflict due to 
an uncontrollable eruption of ancient ethnic hatreds. This explanation, 
however, fails when faced with the fact that every third marriage in Bosnian 
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cities was inter-ethnic and that there was a peaceful coexistence between 
ethno-religious communities for centuries. The second myth was that in 
Bosnia we had a classical civil war. In reality, it was an imported war, 
engineered and supported by Belgrade and shaped by their expansionist 
concept of ‘Greater Serbia’. The third myth speaks of ‘the defence of the 
Christian West against the onslaught of fundamentalist Islam’ in Europe. But 
for most Bosnians Islam is more of an issue of cultural identity than a religious 
designation. Many Bosnian Muslims are atheists or religious agnostics and it 
is certainly inaccurate to describe them as ‘militant fundamentalists’ 
threatening ‘Christian Europe.’ The genesis of the war was ideological and 
territorial, not ethnic or religious. Political leaders with ambitions to enlarge 
their territories regardless of the human cost manipulated ethnic and religious 
sentiments. It was in their interest to create the perception that it was an 
inevitable ethno-religious war and they were able to create it by the 
manipulation of media over which they had almost total control.  
 
When the war began, the international community imposed an arms embargo 
on the whole of Yugoslavia. Serbian generals controlling the old Yugoslav 
Army had monopoly on arms and thus a distinct military advantage over the 
republics. They staged an aggressive war in strategic alliance with the 
communist oligarchy still ruling in Belgrade. Pro-democratically oriented 
Slovenes, Croats and Bosnians became victims who initially had no arms to 
defend themselves while the Belgrade aggressors armed the Serbian 
minorities. This explains why one third of Croatia was occupied in a short 
time, as was seventy percent of Bosnia-Herzegovina, leaving 200,000 dead 
and about 3 million as refugees.  
 
How do you respond to a situation like that as a Christian? Allow me to share 
a personal story. I had evacuated my family from the city of Osijek although 
not in time to prevent my daughter being traumatized for years by what she 
experienced during the intensive bombing.  We had also evacuated the 
seminary of which I was the director. Now I was sitting in my office at Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary, Boston, working on a book in a safe and 
peaceful environment.  As I was writing one day the phone rang. It was Dr 
Kramaric, the major of Osijek. The city was under severe bombardment. 
Every third house had been hit. Out of a population of 125,000 only 19,000 
people were left. The nearby Vukovar was totally destroyed and some 
hospitals in the area were about to start operating without anaesthesia. He 
said: ‘You are a Christian and as a Christian, you cannot be indifferent.’ 
Suddenly I pushed my manuscript aside because I noticed tears coming down 
my cheek as I came under conviction that I was involved in a selfish academic 
exercise of promoting my own career while priority should be given to saving 
lives. 
 
I travelled back, entering Osijek on a small, dangerous road along with 
several of my formers students who were now themselves refugees. We 
discovered there was no food and no medical assistance. When my hands 
touched a limbless boy in the basement of that bombed out hospital 
something revolutionary started taking place in both my heart and my mind. I 
almost dare to say that my theology changed.  



 
Risking our lives for the second time, my friends and I went back to Zagreb in 
search of food and medical assistance. I went to visit an old friend, a Catholic 
priest who was a good friend of Protestant evangelicals and a man with a 
great heart. We both cried as Father Jurak told me that he had 7,000 people 
to feed with only one day’s food for 200. Despite three days without sleep, I 
spent the night calling people around the world. ‘If you believe in God,’ I 
pleaded with them, ‘please send us some food, do something about it.’  
 
With some of our evangelical ministers we founded a relief agency called 
Agape. It would be a two hands ministry: with one hand we would give daily 
bread because people were physically hungry, with the other hand we would 
offer the eternal bread because they were spiritually hungry. Just a few 
months later war would break out in Bosnia and we would have the 
opportunity to help thousands of lives there and many more during the 
Kosovo crisis. 
 
What have we learned about responding to pain and suffering in inter-ethnic 
violence in the Balkans? Let me briefly answer that question by three C’s of 
integral mission. 
 
1. Context 
 
Evangelicals emphasise the text of God’s word, the Bible, as authoritative for 
belief and practice. Ministers of the gospel must be competent interpreters of 
the Scriptures. The text is, however, neither proclaimed nor practised in a 
vacuum but always in a concrete situation or context. All of Christian life and 
mission is a two way street with constant traffic between the text and the 
context; between God’s holy word and God’s alienated world. If we ignore the 
world, we betray the word because the word sends us into the world. If we 
ignore the word, like some of our liberal friends, we will have nothing to bring 
to the world. People need a message of hope and life for situations of despair 
and death. We have learned that there is no authentic mission from a safe 
distance. Mission with integrity does not take place in antiseptic conditions. 
 
I have frequently struggled with the question of how to evangelize in painful 
situations without appearing to exploit human suffering. Entering the context is 
of crucial importance. Jesus did not pick up a heavenly megaphone to shout 
down to the inhabitants of the Planet Earth: ‘Repent!’ He entered human 
history and took on human flesh. He was hungry. He was thirsty. He became 
a refugee. Contextualization is not just knowledge about the other context, but 
being willing to identify yourself with the context and become vulnerable. 
 
One of our American missionary educators in the Osijek Seminary, Chris 
Marshall, had been involved in a small traffic accident and was left in hospital 
when we evacuated. After her release she decided to stay in the basement of 
our seminary taking care of the elderly and wounded, and caring for our 
Serbian neighbours whom we were sheltering from possible Croatian 
revenge. Despite being the only American left in Croatia, she refused to leave. 
When confronted with the order of her government she calmly responded: ‘I 



have higher orders to obey.’ She stayed throughout the war and became 
known in the city as the ‘Evangelical Mother Theresa of Osijek.’ Integral 
mission is always incarnationally contextual. 
 
2. Compassion 
 
We evangelicals know about the Great Commission (Mt. 28:19). But we must 
read it in the context of Christ’s claim to have been given all power and 
authority (Mt. 28:18). Jesus can legitimately make that claim because he is 
the only one who walked this earth whose hands never stole, whose lips 
never lied, whose heart was without any wrong motive and in whose mind 
there was no erroneous thought. Although fully human, he was the only one 
without sin, which uniquely qualified him to take the sins of humanity to the 
cross. And he is the only one who came back from the death. This Christ-
event and his supreme authority are the theological basis for the evangelizing 
task. ‘Therefore, as you go, you make disciples of all nations.’  
 
We, as ‘Great Commission Christians,’ discovered in the basements of 
Croatia and Bosnia Matthew 25. Jesus says the results of the final accounting 
day will depend on how we treated the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the 
refugees and the prisoners. Matthew 25 is the Great Compassion Chapter 
while Matthew 28 is the Great Commission Chapter. Both are the words of our 
Lord and we must keep them together if we are to be authentic witnesses for 
Christ in painful situations of our broken world. 
 
We have learned that proclamation alone in such situations can be counter-
productive because it smacks of religious propaganda and senseless 
proselytising. People do not only have souls that we register for heaven; they 
also have bodies that need to be taken care of. They have not only ears to 
hear what we say; they also have eyes to observe whether we truly live 
according to what we proclaim. There is no authentic mission without the 
motivation of love and the practice of compassion. Indifference to suffering 
and injustice is sin. George Bernard Shaw once stated: ‘The worst sin towards 
our fellow creatures is not to hate them, but to be indifferent of them. That is 
the essence of inhumanity.’ A letter in Time magazine made the same point: 
‘Death in Rwanda in harrowing proportions came not only from massacres 
and cholera, but also from apathy.’ Jesus, we are told, ‘saw the crowds and 
was moved with compassion’ (Mt. 9:36). He loved them to the point of pain. 
Having the eyes and heart of Jesus is a key to integral mission. Vision and 
love are basic pre-conditions for any missionary work. 
 
3. Credibility 
 
In one of our Lausanne congresses we met under the slogan: ‘How shall they 
hear?’  We had a serious polarization between Third World evangelicals and 
Western, especially North American, evangelicals. The latter emphasized the 
priority of evangelism in the sense of the verbalization of the message of 
salvation. Some of us living at that time under Marxism or in other 
antagonistic contexts of our broken world said ‘How shall they hear?’ is a 
biblical question because it is taken from Romans 10, but it is not fully biblical 



because in many places of the world the first question is not ‘How shall they 
hear?’ but ‘What shall they see?’ What they see will determine their response 
to what they hear. 
 
Money, management and methods are not sufficient for evangelism. A purely 
managerial approach to mission is a secular, consumerist, pragmatic and 
unbiblical view.  In many place of the world the Christian church must regain 
its credibility because it has been so compromised. When taking theological 
students on pioneering mission trips in former communist Yugoslavia I would 
often tell them that our first task may be simply to wash the face of Jesus 
because it has been distorted and dirtied by the compromises of institutional 
Christianity through the centuries and through Marxist atheistic propaganda in 
more recent times. We have a credible message of a credible Saviour, but the 
more difficult question is whether we have credible communities and credible 
messengers. 
 
At the end of the war in Bosnia I met with the Muslim mayor of the city of 
Bihac. Bihac was cut-off from the rest of the world for over three years. Over 
one thousand children lost at least one parent as a result of indiscriminate 
shelling. The hospital operated without anaesthesia for months. Some of 
Agape’s volunteers risked their lives to help and now Agape was to be 
honoured ‘for saving lives’. During our pleasant visit I asked the mayor, ‘You 
are a Muslim and I am a Christian. How is it that we get along this well?’ He 
smiled and said, ‘That’s because I am not the kind of Muslim your friends from 
the West think about when they hear the word Muslim, and you are not the 
kind of Christian that Muslims think about when we hear the word Christian. I 
have a Muslim name; I am culturally Muslim; but I am not really a devout 
follower of Islam. I don’t have a deep commitment to Allah but I am 
increasingly interested in Jesus because of who you people are and what you 
do. You are not the kind of Christians that fit our mental image and prejudice, 
because you have not come for territorial gains or with a political agenda or 
ethnic exclusivity. You did not come like the crusaders with the sword in one 
hand and the cross in the other. Instead, you have loved us without pushing 
your religion down our throats.’ Then he added that we were free to open a 
church in his city because they trusted us. When I asked why they trusted us 
he simply responded: ‘You are credible with us because you became 
vulnerable with us.’ 
 
Credibility depends on our availability, which includes our vulnerability. The 
mayor’s comment gave me a wonderful opportunity to share with him the 
story of the most credible person that ever walked the earth. Jesus is the most 
credible person because he became vulnerable by his incarnation and the 
cross. He is our model missionary whose gospel we are to live, proclaim and 
practise with contextual sensitivity, compassionate engagement and credible 
witness. That is what integral mission is all about. 


