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Tuesday, March 19, 2013 
 
As people of faith and citizens of the United States, it is essential that American Baptist 
Churches of Metropolitan New York be among those religious communions calling for social 
policies and raising a collective consciousness that interrupts and brings to an end the 
senseless episodes of gun violence.   
 
Toward this end, the members of the Public Mission Committee met and identified the high 
incidence of firearm-related injuries and death as a social justice issue of increasing concern 
and a priority worldwide public health issue. After some research and conversation, the 
committee identified the following: 
 
The Situation 
 
Throughout the world, gun violence is killing masses of people. In the United States alone, 
there is an estimated 223 million firearms. 1Approximately one out of every three 
households owns a handgun. 2 The risk of handgun violence to children and youth is more 
prevalent in the United States today than in any previous generation. 3 Neighborhoods, 
schools, and homes are overexposed to the threat of increasing numbers of privately owned 
guns pose including suicide, homicide and accidents. The development of an armed society 
does not enhance public security; it only increases the possibility that further tragedies will 
continue. 4Shootings in Aurora, Oak Creek, Tucson, Fort Hood, Virginia Tech, Columbine and 
Sandy Hook are just the latest incidents of gun violence.  
 
Every day, in the United States, approximately 300 people, including 65 children and teens, 
are injured or killed with guns.  This number includes murders, assaults, suicides, and 
accidents. An estimated 40 percent of these guns are sold without a criminal background 
check.  Many are purchased at gun shows and in other venues which do not require these 
checks. 5 
 
Recent research by “Mayors Against Illegal Guns” reveals that a full twenty percent of mass 
shootings, (defined by the FBI as any single incident in which four or more people are killed 
with a gun) committed since 2009, involved the use of either a high-capacity magazine or an 
assault weapon. According to FBI data and media reports, 43 mass shootings- nearly one 
per month - took place between January 2009 and January 2013 in 25 different states. Nine 

                                                 
1http://www.umc.org/site/apps/nlnet/content2.aspx?c=lwL4KnN1LtH&b=4951419&ct=6869501United Methodist 
2  http://www.umc.org/site/apps/nlnet/content2.aspx?c=lwL4KnN1LtH&b=4951419&ct=6869501 
3http://www.umc.org/site/apps/nlnet/content2.aspx?c=lwL4KnN1LtH&b=4951419&ct=6869501United Methodist 
4http://www.umc.org/site/apps/nlnet/content2.aspx?c=lwL4KnN1LtH&b=4951419&ct=6869501United Methodist  
5 www.faithsagainstgunviolence.org 
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percent of these mass shootings occurred in schools. Assault weapons or high-capacity 
magazines were used in 12 of these shootings, resulting in an average of 15.6 people shot 
per shooting. That is   123 percent more than in other incidents. In addition, shootings 
involving assault weapons or high-capacity magazines resulted in 54 percent more deaths 
than in other shootings.6 Clearly the prevalence of the private ownership of such weapons is 
part of the problem as well.  
 
Since Robert Kennedy died in the Ambassador Hotel in June 4, 1968, more Americans have 
died from gunfire than all the wars of this country’s history, from the revolutionary war to 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 7 
 
The Issues 
 
1. Second Amendment Rights  
 
Perhaps more than any other nation, firearms are a part of the history, identity and culture 
of the United States. Many people see it as an important symbol critical for survival. It is 
critical that we are sensitive to the way in which our understanding of the right to keep and 
bear arms has developed over time as an integral part of our nation’s emergence.  The 
Second Amendment to the Constitution guarantees an individual right to “keep and bear 
arms.” The Supreme Court has upheld this right. However, they have also made it clear that 
this right is “not unlimited.”8  This is not unusual.  It is inherent in our social contract that 
the individual liberties we enjoy must always be balanced against the common good. No 
personal freedom can be so broadly construed that it is allowed to interfere with the right 
and mandate of our society to preserve human life.  Gun ownership is no exception. 
Therefore, while we must respect the personal rights of hunters and other private gun 
owners to legally own firearms, we must also insist that the laws that govern this gun 
ownership make sense and serve to protect human life wherever possible.  

 
2. The Need for Safe Communities 
 
A critical concern for people of faith in America is the safety of our communities. Gun 
violence is a major threat to that safety. Therefore, we must consider anything that has 
been demonstrated to be effective in reducing that violence. Reducing the trafficking of 
illegal weapons is one way to do that. Recent research conducted by  “Faiths United to 
Prevent Gun Violence” has revealed that background checks for private gun sales have 
reduced illegal gun trafficking within states that employ them by 48 percent while strong, 
enforced gun dealer licensing laws have reduced illegal gun trafficking within states that 
employ them by 64 percent.9   

                                                 
6 http://libcloud.s3.amazonaws.com/9/f8/9/1098/1/mass_shootings_2009-13_-_jan_29_12pm.pdf  
7 http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/politics/july-dec12/shieldsgerson_12-21.html 
8 http://www.law.uchicago.edu/news/geof-stones-statement-second-amendment-signed-50-con-law-professors 
9 www.faithsagainstgunviolence.org  

http://libcloud.s3.amazonaws.com/9/f8/9/1098/1/mass_shootings_2009-13_-_jan_29_12pm.pdf
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 3 

 
3. The Connection Between Gun Violence and Domestic Violence 
 
As is the case with most forms of violence, gun violence is not only something that happens 
between strangers.  It is also deeply connected with the intimate violence that plagues far 
too many of our families. The “Mayors Against Gun Violence” research10 revealed a 
noteworthy connection between mass shooting incidents and domestic violence. In at least 
17 of the cases (40%), the shooter killed a current or 
former spouse or intimate partner. At least 6 of those shooters had a prior domestic 
violence charge. Therefore, if we are going to take action to reduce gun violence, we will 
need to consider the larger social problem of intimate violence as well.  
  

 

4.  The Connection Between Gun Violence and Mental Health Problems 
 
Something else to consider is the relationship between gun violence and mental health 
problems.  It seems self evident that emotionally disturbed people should not have access 
to firearms. However, our laws appear to be ineffective in preventing them from doing so. 
In the previously mentioned report from “Mayors Against Gun Violence,” 11 4 of the 43 
incidents (9%) they researched included evidence that concerns about the mental health of 
the shooter had been brought to the attention of a medical practitioner, school official or 
legal authority prior to the shooting. Nonetheless, these shooters were not prohibited from 
owning or accessing firearms. 
 
5. Our Culture of Violence 
 
We need to consider the social, political and economical realities that create an 
environment where youth in our inner cities see guns as a necessary tool of survival.  Guns 
that were designed for military use overseas have found their way into the hands of youth 
seeking to protect themselves at all costs.  
 
Not only in inner cities, but throughout the country, violence is widely accepted and 
normalized in our culture. Video games, movies, television shows, advertising media and 
more are chock full of violent imagery.  The American Psychological Association tells us that 
exposure to media violence does increase aggression. 12 Therefore, any comprehensive 
approach to the problem of gun violence will need to take this into account.  

6. Economical Profit and Costs of Guns 
 

2012 was a banner year for the country’s 5,400 firearms manufacturers and its 129,817 
federally licensed firearms dealers, not to mention its unquantifiable number of assorted 

                                                 
10 http://libcloud.s3.amazonaws.com/9/f8/9/1098/1/mass_shootings_2009-13_-_jan_29_12pm.pdf 
11 Ibid.  
12 http://www.apa.org/research/action/protect.aspx  

http://libcloud.s3.amazonaws.com/9/f8/9/1098/1/mass_shootings_2009-13_-_jan_29_12pm.pdf
http://www.apa.org/research/action/protect.aspx
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salesmen, importers, brokers, pawn shop owners, traders and collectors. 13In 2012, the 
U.S. gun industry racked up $11.7 billion in sales and $992 million in profits on some 5.5 
million manufactured and 3.5 million imported weapons. 14The FBI recorded more than 
16.8 million background checks for gun purchases this year, a record high. 15 

In fact, the firearms industry has been one of the U.S. economy’s brightest spots through 
the recent years of general downturn. 16Coinciding with the Great Recession, the 2008 
election of Barack Obama began a national surge in gun sales that had a $27.8 billion 
impact on the country’s economy in 2009 because of job creation, gun sales and tax 
levies. In 2011, that impact was $31.8 billion. 17Gun industry-related jobs grew by more 
than 30 percent between 2008 and 2011, and since 2008, profits have risen 140 percent 
for Smith and Wesson, alone. 18 

The gun industry employs over 200,000 people. 19It pays out about $9.8 billion in annual 
wages. And it contributes more than $5 billion in federal and state taxes every year. 20 

Are there any unhealthy numbers lurking in the shadows? Well, perhaps these: 

 There are about 310 million privately owned guns in America, a country with a 
population of 315 million. 

 Between 2003 and 2010, 247,131 Americans died of gunshot wounds 

 In 2011 there were 11,101 gun-related murders, nationwide. 

 Since 1982, the country has witnessed 61 mass shootings. 

 On Dec. 14, a semi-automatic gun and rifle-toting madman murdered 20 children in 
Newtown. They were all between 6 and 7 years old. 

 

Theological Rationale 

Gun ownership is a discipleship and stewardship issue. Baptist believes in soul freedom, 
which asserts that God has created every person with a free will and conscience and that no 
ecclesiastical authority or government agency can impose upon our right and responsibility 
to choose. We recognize that every person is a steward called to be faithful in how we 
manage all that has been entrusted into our care (Luke 16:10; I Cor. 4:2). Each person of 

                                                 
13 http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
14 http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
15 http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
16 http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
17 http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
18  http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
19 http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
20 http://www.debt.org/blog/firearms-industry-2012-profits/ 
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faith has the responsibility to wrestle with God as to what role and function a gun has in the 
life of a disciple of Jesus Christ and how this can help or hinder our witness of a God of 
justice and mercy. 
 
We understand that humanity has been created in the image and likeness of God.  Genesis 
1:26 (NRSV) reads “God said, "Let us make humankind in our image, according to our 
likeness.” Each human being carries that divine imprint with her or him.  Believing that all 
human life is part of the sacred image of God, we are invited by God to do all that we can to 
prevent anything that threatens that life, including needless gun violence.  
 
Furthermore, our scripture and tradition tells us that God holds all accountable for 
perpetrating violence and injustices (II Cor. 5:10). For instance, the prevalence of violence is 
cited in Genesis 6:11-13 (NRSV) as a primary reason for the flood. (“Now the earth was 
corrupt in God's sight, and the earth was filled with violence. And God saw that the earth 
was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted its ways upon the earth.  And God said to Noah, "I 
have determined to make an end of all flesh, for the earth is filled with violence because of 
them; now I am going to destroy them along with the earth.” This is but one example 
among many where divine judgment is made upon those complicit to sustaining violent 
cultures.  As people of faith, we need to push back against our culture of violence.  
 
Finally, as disciples of Jesus Christ, we are taught that the way we treat the most vulnerable 
members of our society is the way we treat God. We read, for example, in Matthew 25:40 
that God will tell us one day “just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members 
of my family, you did it to me.” Surely victims, and potential victims, of gun violence 
whether it happens on our streets or other public places, in our schools, or in our homes, 
are among the vulnerable persons who we are called to treat the same way we would treat 
God.  
 
By taking action to reduce gun violence in our country we are intervening and seeking to 
preserve the sanctity of life. In the end, God’s last word to us is a word of life and death. Let 
us choose the pathway that celebrates life.   
 
The Recommendation 
 
Therefore, we recommend that our local churches pursue the following courses of action: 
 

 Convene Bible Studies and forums that provide an opportunity for people to converse 
about gun possession and gun violence and wrestle with some poignant questions such 
as: 
 
Am I ready to pull the trigger and take a person’s life? 
What conditions and circumstances, if any at all, are acceptable for killing another 
human being? 
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Does possession of a gun protect my family or make us more exposed to accidents, 
suicide or homicide? 
What are the social, political and economical realities that may influence inner city 
youth perception of a gun as a necessary tool for survival? 
How have assault guns created for military usage become accessible and prevalent for 
people in our communities? 
What is feeding the increasing demand for guns? 

 

 Teach young people peace keeping alternatives for addressing conflict including 
mediation and negotiation. 

 

 Develop and/or participate in faith action groups pursuing initiatives to address gun 
violence. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

 Call persons to support and advocate for the following measures:  
 

 Ban assault weapons and prohibit the sale of large capacity ammunition magazines 

  Close the gaps in the background check system, including a requirement for criminal 
background checks for all sales at gun shows 

 Strengthen the regulation of gun dealers and purchasers, including universal 
background checks, better record keeping of gun transfers, and better reporting of 
lost or stolen guns 

 Repeal statutory restrictions that hamper the ability of the Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (ATF) to combat illegal gun trafficking 

  Develop new technologies to help law enforcement more effectively trace crime 
guns and develop safety features to childproof guns 

  Encourage local efforts to prevent and reduce gun violence  

 Urge firearms retailers to implement protocols aimed at preventing the sale of 
firearms to prohibited purchasers via “straw purchases” to third parties 

 Improve the National Violent Death Reporting System 

 Restore firearms research funding for the Center of Disease Control and Prevention 

  Strengthen record keeping of gun transfers 

 Make gun trafficking a federal crime 

 Improve mental health services 

 Encourage greater social attention to the problems of mental illness 

 Address cultural issues regarding the pervasiveness of violence in entertainment and the 
media.  

Please call your Senators and Representatives today at 1-888-897-0174, identifying your name, 
city, and church affiliation. Then register this action at http://faithscalling.org so that there will 
be a record that we, in the Metropolitan New York Region, took a stand on this important issue.  

http://faithscalling.org/

