ek

Can you turn the other cheek?

One of my favourite verses in the entire Bible is Jesus’
advice that, when one is struck on one cheek, one
should turn and offer the other one, rather than
punch back. It is simple, but consistently radical, and
an absolute challenge to what one often wants to do.

The nerve agent attack in Salisbury stemmed from
Russian chemicals; exactly who ordered this particu-
lar ‘hit” is unclear, but they must have had close links
to the Russian government, if not been part of the
government itself. Everyone would agree that it war-

rants a ‘robust response’. But exactly what will a ro--

bust response mean?

Even among the most dogmatic hawks, no one would
suggest that Britain should use chemical weapons in
return. Even among the most peacenik doves, no one
would suggest that the attack gets ignored.

And just about all could agree that the desired end-
point is a place where these sort of attacks never
happen, and certainly not on British soil, which
should be
But how do you achieve this?

under our control,

For some, the answer to bullies is to fight back. In his
autobiography, John Peel talked about being bullied
at school, until he landed a tremendous punch on the
bully, who never troubled him again. This leads to the
school of thought that bullies only really respond to
their own language. In the words of Sean Connery's
great speech in “The Untouchables”, the way to stop

the mafia was to play their game but harder:

“You want to know how to get Capcne? What are you
prepared to do? If you open the ball on these people,
Mr Ness, you must be prepared to go all the way, be-
cause they won't give up the fight until one of you is
dead. You want to get Capone, this is how you do it.
He pulls a knife, you pull a gun. He sends one of
yours to the hospital, you send one of his to the

morgue: that's the Chicago way.”

For sure, it made a great movie, and | can’t deny that
in whatever Peel's boarding school was, landing the
punch worked for him,

But in the end, the greater side of history points to
more suffering from violent conflict. The Cold War
had its endless proxy wars, costing hundreds of thou-
sands of lives from Korea to Vietnam. And they didn’t
solve the conflicts: Korea remains split at the 38th
parallel sixty-five years on, and still holds the possibil-
ity of nuclear war.

| wonder if today the advantage is that there are so
many possible robust responses that do not depend
on military strength or violence, mast crucially the
battle to control revenue streams that flow across
international markets and feed the people who order
the violence. It will need immense intelligence to do
it, but it has to be the solution: to respond by trying
to out-machismo Putin will only lead to more destruc-
tion.

March 2018. for the Train is a short column by the Reverend Robert Stanier, the vicar of St Andrew and St Mark,
Surbiton, for people to read on the train. You can also read “Thought for the Train” at www.surbitonchurch.org.uk.





