‘The Security Provided by Nuclear Weapons is MAD’

Exodus 16:2-4, 9-15

John 6:24-35

Nearly a month ago American President Barack Obama and Russian President Dmitry Medvedev signed a pledge to finalise a treaty by year-end to reduce the number of nuclear warheads held by each country.

You may not have heard about this presidential meeting, because it was overshadowed by… the death of Michael Jackson.

The present global situation, of trying to achieve security through holding nuclear weapons, is increasingly recognised as human foolishness on a grand scale. And yet many of us give it little thought – especially in this part of the world. NZ has made its moral stand and the rest of the decision-making seems out of our hands. 

Yet the situation is far from resolved.

It is true that the total number of nuclear weapons in the world has decreased in the last twenty years, but there are still enough to destroy the world many times over, and now there is increasing concern about smaller, more politically unstable countries developing a nuclear arsenal (countries like North Korea and Iran that are regularly in the news).

Hear these words of Obama in his Czech speech made in April this year addressing the question of security and peace:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E6Ua6VMdl9c
“Today, the Cold War has disappeared but thousands of those weapons have not. In a strange turn of history, the threat of global nuclear war has gone down, but the risk of a nuclear attack has gone up. More nations have acquired these weapons. Testing has continued. Black market trade in nuclear secrets and nuclear materials abound. The technology to build a bomb has spread.”

Terrorism seems to be a greater concern for many – the local threat of individual extremists more than the global threat of the governments of large countries.

The attacks of Sept 11 ushered in a whole new era, where the threat can come from relatively small-scale extremists, whose fingers are as far away from a nuclear missile launch button as anyone’s. 

Yet has the basic threat of a nuclear age decreased much at all?

It’s been a long time since the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the USA and USSR are no longer locked in the Cold War they once were.

Whilst the political situation has eased somewhat, the physical possibility of nuclear destruction is still very much with us. 

The political situation could become very tense very quickly again. Part of President Obama’s visit to Russia is to improve the somewhat wobbly relationship between the two countries - particularly around Russia's opposition to Washington's plans for a missile defence shield in central Europe; and US insistence on Georgia's territorial integrity.

The security of the world is still predicated on the same human foolishness that is has been since nuclear weapons were invented.

It would seem the security is about the deterrent that is the sheer horror of the results of using them. And the potential horrors of Hiroshima have expanded as the technology has become ever more potent. 

This is the irony that many see as foolish: that our ‘security’ lies in the very horror of the destructive capability of nuclear weapons. 

What sort of security is this?

In his inaugural address in 1962 Kennedy said: “For only when our arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be deployed.”

This concept of deterrent is MAD – literally M-A-D, which stands for ‘Mutually Assured Destruction’.

This is what is regarded by the military strategists as the ‘deterrent’ in using nuclear weapons in war. Using nuclear weapons against another holder of nuclear weapons is a good way of ensuring your own country will, in turn, be bombed.

An image to help us understand this logic is two cowboys standing in the main street facing each other with their hands quivering close to their pistols.

The fabric of international tension that came about with the Cold War revolved around a stalemate that both sides knew the capacity of the other and that to use nuclear weapons against the other would result in a response of similar or greater nuclear devastation for themselves.

The total nuclear stockpiles peaked in 1986 at over 65,000 warheads. Such massive destructive capability is ridiculous – there would be nothing more to destroy after only a fraction of that number of bombs were used.

So a reduction in the number of nuclear weapons has occurred.

If the basic (MAD) deterrent could be maintained, at equal levels, then both sides saw the benefit of reducing the risk of accident or rogue action with such a huge arsenal.

The global arsenal now stands at approx 23,000, with USA and Russia estimated as each having just over 2,000 operational strategic nuclear warheads.

The mutual reduction between US and USSR was a famous moment in history that engendered positive feelings of goodwill across the globe, but actually did nothing to reduce the potential for both sides to inflict nuclear holocaust on each other and the world. Sure, there are less warheads on the planet, but still enough to destroy the world more than once!  The logic of the so-called mutual deterrent is retained (it’s MAD!). 

Now the billions of dollars are spent, not on manufacturing new nuclear weapons but ‘servicing’ the existing ones. In Los Alamos most of their work involves taking the weapons completely apart, testing each component, and putting it back together. (How would that be for job-satisfaction?)

So, are we resigned to the status quo?

Have we learned to live with nuclear weapons and the implications of power they bring? The mutual threat that discourages either side to provoke a nuclear response has been in place since the early 1960’s. 

After such a length of time has it become normal? 

Have we learned to get on with life despite the fear that Hiroshima could be repeated at any time – even accidentally, as a result of mis-communication (some of you will remember the Cuban missile crisis).

Now that nuclear weapons are with us, the technology has been acquired, it’s hard to imagine a world where power is not determined by them. And the power can shift as technology changes. The deterrent paradigm that has been in place for decades could shift:

If one country had the ability to shoot down incoming nuclear weapons before they reach the targets, this would radically upset the apparent equilibrium of mutual deterrent.

And in China they are apparently developing deep underground survival bunkers. The current deterrent depends on the assumption that heavy loss of life can be inflicted in return – if this is not so the equilibrium changes.

I’m not trying to scare anyone this morning, but I am wanting us to grasp the realities of living in a post-Hiroshima world.

I’m certainly not wanting to suggest we should despair (quite the opposite). As Christians, we expand our ‘reality-check’. For we have as our primary reference, the Word of God. This is our first witness to the promises of God for us and the world.

So what are today’s Bible passages saying to us? What could these old writings about bread possibly offer us in the nuclear age?

It’s not so much the detailed specifics of these passages. A thorough exegesis of the texts does reveal important truths for us, but both these writings tell us about the enduring story of God. 

The story of God’s Exodus people are linked all the way through to those listening to Jesus by the lake. This is a common tradition, but also so much more – it is the enduring story of a God who cares for his people and journeys with them always. 

That journey continues still.

There is an important context difference between these passages. 

The gospel tells us about the Incarnation: God as a human being. 

This is the crescendo in the story of God. 

This is the ultimate revelation of God (Jesus says:“If you have seen me you have seen the Father” – John 14:9). And it’s also revelation about what sort of God God is. 

The incarnation of God into our world demonstrates God is committed to it – to us. God is not a divine observer, standing and watching as we destroy each other and this planet.

This should give us both hope and restlessness:

Hope - that God is with us and protecting us,

and restlessness in our determination not to let systems of evil get their way.

God has a plan and provides for his people, and he invites us to join in on his plan; to be part of the story.

The story of Moses tells of a people who lived in fear of their oppressors, slaves to a powerful regime, who were delivered by the hand of God into freedom. The Exodus is the story which Jesus identified with, as he celebrated the Passover feast with his friends. Jesus’ incarnation radicalises the Exodus freedom brought by the hand of God. We are drawn into the enduring story of God.

Jesus talks to the crowd about focusing on what endures. The manna received in the Exodus story was given by God to those people then. Jesus tells them they are to seek the bread which comes from heaven which gives life to the world.

The crowd is so keen… “Give us this bread always!”

Jesus says: “I am the bread of life.”

Jesus is what sustains us in our need, in our hunger for not only food, but in our hunger for security, peace, justice, and hope.

How do we live in a nuclear age?

As Christians we say that we live by faith in God through Jesus Christ.

That’s our basic creed, whatever happens, whatever the circumstances.

Our hope is not in the nuclear weapons as a deterrent, or in anything else, except in the one who says “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”  (v35)

Jesus Christ is the one longed for by the prophet Isaiah, the one known (quite rightly) as the ‘Prince of Peace’. (Isaiah 9:6)
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