
We can’t ignore this reality in our western 
comfort zone. War comes close thanks to 
instant news, relatives and friends serving 
in the military, and relationships with oth-
ers around the world.

War is a reality in our world.
And it’s not cool—unless you’re in 

youth ministry, it seems. 
For some reason our trade continues  

to think that “battle zones,” “battle cries,” 
“culture wars,” “crusades,” and “taking 
places for Jesus” are acceptable descrip-
tions useful to inspire teenagers to follow 
Christ.

I disagree.
It’s time we reconsidered our use of  

war language. It’s too common in youth 
ministry, and I would like offer a plea to 
any youth worker who uses war language 
or metaphors when guiding and motivat-
ing students to stop.

Here’s why:

“Antithetical”
Look through most youth ministry 
magazines, and you’ll see full-page ads of  
students wearing fatigues while holding 
Bibles, or youth ministries using words 
such as battle, war, fight, taking a stand, etc., 
in their promotions. Do we ever consider 
how those we’re trying to reach are react-
ing to such language and imagery? What 
if  you witnessed a rally by a non-Chris-
tian group that included messages stating 
that they were in a “culture war,” and that 
they hoped to “win the battle”? It feels 
different when you’re on the other end of  
a “battle cry.”
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If  the way of  Jesus is about going the extra mile with our oppressors, 
serving the least of  these, praying for our enemies, turning the other 
cheek, and believing that the peacemakers will be blessed, then war 
metaphors and war language is inappropriate. The Christian “battle,” it 
seems, isn’t about militancy—it’s about the struggle we all face daily as 
we stumble toward personal and worldwide shalom. It’s about living like 
Jesus. It’s about the cross. War language is antithetical to Christianity.

Winners and Losers
Battles end with winners and losers, which is contrary to a gospel that 
welcomes all. Jesus followers should reject actions that promote “battle 
lines” and undisciplined language that positions “us” against “them.” If  
God loves the world and wants all to be saved, let’s teach our teenagers 
to love and welcome all. Youth workers who use generalizations such as 
“all of  them are…” or “they’re all like this…” draw unnecessary lines 
and build artificial walls that separate us from our world that God loves.

Instead of  starting where Christians disagree with “the world,” let’s 
teach our teenagers to start with what we have in common. Don’t we 
as humans all desire love, struggle with fears, experience joys, and have 
hopes and dreams? Are Christians really that different from “non-Chris-
tians”? (Again, the us-them label.) Apart from God’s grace, what DNA 
do Christians have that others lack?

Let’s stop demonizing our neighbors who hold different opinions. 
Let’s stop treating them as enemies we need to confront in “battle.” In-
stead let’s find ways to connect with our neighbors, our families, and our 
classmates. It’s easy to protest “them;” the more difficult path is pursu-
ing and understanding people. Coming close transcends artificial lines 
and reflects the essence of  Jesus’ incarnation.

Dehumanizing
As long as we believe there’s a war going on, we train our teenagers to 
use language as a weapon and people as a commodity. War language 
dehumanizes people. “Things” don’t have life or context or feelings. 
Therefore it’s easy to rally against, protest, and battle “them.” But put 
a face on “those people,” and everything changes. When, for example, 
homosexuals become “my friend Tom” or “my sister Sarah,” we’re 
compelled to come near rather than protest from afar. The gospel at a 
distance is no gospel at all.

Sacrifice, not Dominion
Some youth leaders argue that Chris-
tians are called to the public square 
because we’ve let “them” dominate it for 
far too long. But I believe it’s time to ad-
mit that the church has lost its positional 
status with earthly powers (i.e., govern-
ments and political parties) and confess 
that we’ve craved endorsements from 
the wrong authorities.

Some seem to want to “get the power 
back” or “fight the power with power.” 
But teenagers must see—through our 
example—that embracing the way of  
Jesus comes through serving our world, 
living by sacrifice, and demonstrating 
unconditional love. The Sermon on the 
Mount takes priority over ideological 
debate.

If  we believe we’ll win the battle in 
the public square, we’ve already lost. 
The public square is too small and has 
too narrow a vision. God desires to 
bring healing to the whole world. I’m 
convinced that the more Christians en-
gage with God and Jesus’ heartbeat, the 
more our world will feel closer to God.

Questions and Confessions
Regardless of  others’ tactics, let’s be 
teachable enough to admit that there’s 
an element of  truth in everyone’s 
opinion. Maybe those who protest 
our Christian groups really have been 
treated in hateful ways by Christians or 
the church. Let’s grieve with the protest-
ers, confess our sins, and ask them  
for forgiveness.

 “It feels different when you’re on 
 the other end of a “battle cry.”

“The gospel at a distance 
 is no gospel at all.”
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