In the Name of God:
How Christianity Was Used to Justify Mass Killing

Religious violence is often described as a betrayal of faith, an aberration carried out by
extremists who “misused” belief. This framing is comforting. It preserves the idea that religion

itself remains untouched by the blood spilled in its name.
History is less generous.

Across centuries, Christianity has repeatedly been used not only to inspire devotion, but to
authorize conquest, sanction war, and legitimize mass killing. These acts were not always fringe
behavior. Many were state-backed, publicly defended, and culturally normalized within their
time. The issue is not whether Christianity teaches compassion. It does. The issue is how power
reshapes belief, and how sacred language becomes a moral license when institutions decide

that God is on their side.

The earliest large-scale example lies in the Christianization of the Roman Empire. Once
Christianity moved from persecuted sect to state religion under Constantine in the fourth
century, faith became fused with political authority. Dissent was no longer just theological

disagreement.

It became rebellion. Pagan temples were destroyed. Heretical groups were suppressed.
Violence was not framed as cruelty, but as purification. Unity of belief was equated with social

order.
That logic hardened during the Crusades. Beginning in 1095, European armies were mobilized

under the promise of divine mandate to reclaim the Holy Land. The rhetoric was unambiguous.

This was God’s war. Killing was not merely permitted. It was sanctified. Chroniclers recorded
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entire cities slaughtered, civilians included, with the assurance that the violence served a holy
purpose. Whether the campaigns were driven by faith, land, wealth, or political power mattered
less than how they were justified. Once framed as sacred duty, mass killing required no further

moral defense.

The same theological authorization followed Christianity into the age of empire. European
colonization was rarely presented as naked conquest. It was presented as mission. Conversion
became both moral rationale and strategic tool. Indigenous religions were labeled pagan,
savage, or demonic. Resistance was framed not as self-defense but as opposition to God’s will.
From the Americas to Africa to parts of Asia, land seizure, forced labor, cultural erasure, and

mass death were justified as the price of “civilizing” souls.

In the Spanish conquest of the Americas, entire populations were devastated. Disease played a
catastrophic role, but violence, enslavement, and forced conversion were institutional. The
Requerimiento, a legal declaration read to Indigenous peoples who could not understand it,
demanded submission to Christian rule. Refusal was taken as grounds for war, enslavement, or

death. The process was not rogue brutality. It was policy, wrapped in theology.

Even within Europe, Christian doctrine was used to rationalize killing those deemed spiritually
dangerous. During the Inquisition, torture and execution were defended as necessary to protect
souls and preserve divine order. Heresy was not a difference of belief. It was a threat to cosmic

structure. Killing became, in the logic of the time, an act of moral hygiene.

None of this required personal hatred. That is part of what makes it enduring. Violence

committed for ideological reasons often feels cleaner to its perpetrators than violence driven by
emotion. When God, destiny, or divine law is invoked, responsibility shifts from the individual to
the system. The act becomes obedience. The killer becomes an instrument. Moral discomfort is

reframed as weakness.
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Itis tempting to argue that these events represent a distortion of Christianity rather than its
essence. Theologically, that may be true. Historically, it is insufficient. Institutions shape belief
as much as belief shapes institutions. When religious authority merges with political power,
sacred texts are interpreted through the needs of governance, expansion, and control. The result

is not faith corrupted at the margins. It is faith operationalized at the center.

This pattern did not end in the medieval world. In modern times, Christian rhetoric has been
used to justify slavery, racial hierarchy, forced assimilation, and cultural erasure. Biblical
passages were selectively deployed to defend human bondage in the United States. Mission
schools stripped Indigenous children of language, identity, and family under the banner of

salvation.

Harm was not hidden. It was moralized.

To acknowledge this history is not to indict every believer. It is to recognize a structural reality.
Any belief system, when fused with absolute authority, becomes capable of extraordinary harm.

Christianity’s global reach and institutional longevity simply make its record especially visible.

The most dangerous idea in religious violence is not hatred. It is certainty. When one group
becomes convinced that it alone speaks for the divine, opposition is no longer human
disagreement. It becomes spiritual defiance. At that point, killing is no longer seen as murder. It

is framed as obedience.
History does not ask whether Christianity contains messages of compassion. It does. History
asks how often those messages were subordinated to power, and how many lives were lost while

invoking the name of God.

Faith can inspire mercy. It can also authorize destruction. Both are part of the record. Pretending

otherwise does not protect belief. It only protects myth.
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