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A Conversation on Gun Legislation Reform: 

Values and Recommendations 

By Rev. Dr. Joe LaGuardia 

A king is not saved by his great army; 

a warrior is not delivered by his great strength. 

The war horse is a vain hope for victory, 

and by its great might it cannot save. 

Psalm 33:16 (NRSV) 

New Deal Mayor of New York, Fiorello LaGuardia, once stated, “In free America, big, rich, 

powerful, there should not be a hungry woman or child . . . The greatness of a nation will not be 

measured by the size of its cannon--but by the cheerfulness and ring of its children's laughter.”  

His sentiment casts an important shadow over a great nation, people of faith, and citizens of 

concern that seek to value the betterment and safety in society.   

LaGuardia’s words still ring true especially in an increasing culture of violence plagued by fatal 

shootings, crimes, and the use of force.  Platitudes and divisive partisanship about gun control, 

however, drown out voices of reason and respectful dialogue across the political spectrum.   

Furthermore, because of the lack of substantive policies surrounding gun regulation, this 

treatise intends to initiate balanced conversation that moves toward holistic, healthy, and faith-

based approaches to gun legislation that works for and on behalf of the people of the United 

States. 

Statistics show that there is no better time for dialogue 

on gun legislation than now.  Over half of Americans 

(about 52%) are in favor of tighter gun control 

regulations, and over 90% of members in the National 

Rifle Association (NRA) favor the expansion of universal 

background checks, according to the Washington Post.   

Yet, myths prevail and drive divisive conversation about 

gun control: Although there is a growing concern over 

crime and, now, almost half of gun owners say that they 

own a gun for personal protection rather than 

recreation only, crime rates are at an all-time low.    

The notion that gun control does not curb the ability for 

criminals to get guns is also exposed as a straw-man 

According to Ed Pilkington, writing for 

The Guardian, 2017 was the deadliest 

year on record.  Nearly 40,000 gun-

related deaths occurred in the U. S., over 

half of which concern suicide.  Fourteen 

thousand were due to homicide, which 

included one of the largest mass 

shootings in modern history, when 58 

people died in Las Vegas, Nevada. Of all 

the civilized countries in the world, 

Americans own more guns and see the 

highest homicide rates per capita. 

Likewise, the highest suicide rates are 

from the states that have the highest 

number of gun ownership. 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/04/17/despite-lower-crime-rates-support-for-gun-rights-increases/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2013/04/03/90-percent-of-americans-want-expanded-background-checks-on-guns-why-isnt-this-a-political-slam-dunk/
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argument since eight of the last 14 perpetrators of mass shootings in the United States 

purchased guns legally and passed background checks despite overwhelming red flags 

regarding mental health and other warning signs, such as informing family members or friends 

of lethal intentions.   

It is time to move past bombast, vitriol, division, and platitudes that muddy the water for 

comprehensive gun reform.  It is also time to bring all people concerned about gun violence, 

including gun owners, to the table and talk about a clear, moral way forward on this issue. 

This issue is not to be taken lightly.  Statistics and polls, as usual, do not tell the whole story.  

Conversation and dialogue reveal the on-going complexities of gun legislation and gun 

ownership.  Yet, when respect and understanding and compromise prevail, the ability to govern 

and represent all concerned parties becomes possible.   

From a faith-based point of view, this type of dialogue and diversity, political or otherwise, 

represent a fuller picture of God’s intention for humanity.  In the Christian tradition, 

specifically, diversity represents the fullness of the Kingdom of God.  In a recent New York 

Times op-ed, David Brooks wrote, “Politics is the process of making decisions amid diverse 

opinions…and balance valid but competing ideas and interests.” 

Part of this conversation must insist that people will not have all of the answers to an issue.  In 

fact, limitations and assumptions about gun reform abound, and there should be no denying 

that each person comes to political issues without some bias and ideological worldview, no 

matter how pure the intentions.  It was St. Paul who wrote in sacred Scripture that all of us see 

through a glass darkly and that our understanding of our world, each other, and that which is 

holy is muddied by our own points of view. 

Several limitations and assumptions guide this treatise.   

The first assumption is that all of life is sacred.  Everyone—from the baby whom God knits 

together in a mother’s womb to the criminal in jail for murder—is equally made in God’s image 

and, therefore, has the right to due process of law and protection under the Constitution of the 

United States.  For the Christ-follower, every law in America must come under the scrutiny of 

the value of sanctity of life from a biblical worldview. 

Jesus upheld the sanctity of life as one of the deepest core values in his ministry.  He challenged 

his disciples to abandon their rights in exchange for loving neighbor and God (Luke 14:25-27 

states that  a person must deny family and life, two ancient “markers” of identity and individual 

rights as inherited through family, property, and ascribed or embedded honor).  He claimed, for 

instance, that self-defense is not a right of the Christian.   

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/10/03/us/how-mass-shooters-got-their-guns.html?_r=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/13/opinion/the-republicans-incompetence-caucus.html
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Paul affirmed this in Romans 12:14, 17: “Bless those who persecute you…Do not repay anyone 

evil for evil”; and again in Romans 14:7, “We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to 

ourselves; if we live, we live unto the Lord.”  The lives of enemies and others who posed 

potential threats were to be protected and valued, and the taking of any life was seen as 

breaking the sixth commandment (“You shall not murder,” Ex. 20:13).   

This ethic is an undercurrent throughout the Bible: It rings true throughout the book of 

Revelation, in which Jesus encouraged the persecuted Church to “overcome” by the testimony 

of the word, not the wielding of swords (this is why swords, depicted in Revelation, come forth 

from Christ himself, as a metaphor for God’s Word, from Christ’s mouth).  It resonates in Jesus’ 

rebuke of Peter, as he told the disciple that those who “live by the sword will die by the sword” 

(Matthew 26:52).  It is prevalent in the Old Testament, as God reminded Israel time and again 

that He will do their fighting for them. King David, the great warrior and poet who knew the 

horrors of war, wrote, “Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we will remember the 

Lord our God” (Ps. 20:7).   

When Jesus told his disciples to purchase a dagger for travel, the intention was to protect 

against animals, vermin, and other creatures that hindered first-century pilgrims along dusty, 

desert Palestinian roads.  He foresaw the expansion of his kingdom of peace, not one of war, in 

which swords would be made into plowshares.    

In the book of Acts, which recalls the disciples being imprisoned for preaching the Gospel, the 

disciples did not use lawyers to argue innocence; rather, they prayed, sang hymns, and relied 

on the Holy Spirit.  They saw every situation as an opportunity to spread the Gospel.  As a result 

of their faith, the Holy Spirit always provided a way out or, a century later, the blessings of 

martyrdom—which spread the Gospel like wildfire in the early Roman Empire. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus expanded the sixth commandment to include “hate.” He 

strictly forbade any violence carried out on another person, whether in self-defense or 

vengeance (Matthew 5:21-26, 38-48).   The reason is biblically coherent and consistent: 

violence against another person makes the person the object of one’s wrath.  But people are 

not a Christian’s target; rather, the spiritual powers and principalities that are at work in the 

world are the targets of Christian prayer.  That is why Jesus forgave his own oppressors, saying 

explicitly, “They know not what they do.”   

Jesus’ actions on the cross affirmed the biblical truth that our struggle is not against flesh and 

blood, but against spiritual forces (Eph. 6:4).  Putting a stop to violence is putting a stopgap on 

spiritual strongholds that perpetuates hate, fear, and dehumanization.  Forgiveness, 

repentance, reparations, justice, and mercy break spiritual strongholds and interrupt vortexes 
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of violence so prevalent in our nation.  It leads to vulnerability, even death; but, in the Christian 

worldview, “To die is gain; to live is Christ” (Phil. 1:21). 

The book of Revelation echoes this sentiment.  Jesus told Christians, who were being 

persecuted and martyred for their faith, that they were to overcome by the “word of their 

testimony,” not by way of war.  Never once in the book is there a divine mandate to pick up a 

sword to avenge others or one’s life.  It is for God and God alone because God’s people are 

prohibited from taking the lives of others (see Rev. 5-6). 

The biblical evidence is overwhelming and clear, so it is disheartening that while 30% of average 

Americans own guns, 41% of Evangelicals say they do.  A bumper stickers stating that “If Jesus 

had an AK-47, He’d still be alive,” is even more telling.  This is not self-protection; this is the 

undercurrent of idolatry.  Guns have become our modern golden calves. 

As a result of this ethic, the church had remained as a pacifist, peace-making institution for over 

three centuries. 

A second assumption is that the Bible grants government authorities with the responsibility 

to enact justice and defend the sovereignty of the state.  In Paul’s letter to the Romans—a 

counter-cultural letter that declares Christ, not Caesar, as Lord (10:9)—Paul mentioned that a 

government is put in place to “bear the sword” in “executing God’s wrath on the wrongdoer” 

(13:4).  The impetus for justice is placed on the back of the “worldly institutions,” not Christ’s 

Church.  The subversive nature of Paul’s letter reminds readers that a government does not 

have any authority outside of bounds of the authority that God permits in the world and to the 

One who presently wields power over the world, that is, Satan (see Ephesians 6:12).   

Although God grants authority to institutions and the “Ruler of the world,” neither one will 

escape judgment for the blood they shed—this is a great paradox and mystery that runs 

throughout the Bible.  (See the O. T. prophets, who affirmed God’s use of the nations to punish 

Israel with the sword, but then assured that God would judge those very nations for doing so; 

see also Revelation 18:1-10).    

A third assumption is that the Baptist value of soul competency allows for individual 

Christians to engage the public sector as he or she feels called by God to do so.  In Baptist 

history, the notion of soul competency affirms that each believer is accountable to God and 

that decisions are made under the direct guidance of the Holy Spirit.  Christians are not called 

to coerce others to believe or to see the world as they do.   If a Christian feels God’s call to join 

the military or become a first-responder, for instance, and is therefore called to defend a 

community or nation by wielding the weapons of war, that is a decision born out of his or her 

relationship with God.   

https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2017/november/god-gun-control-white-evangelicals-texas-church-shooting.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2017/november/god-gun-control-white-evangelicals-texas-church-shooting.html
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Likewise, if an individual Christian feels that gun ownership is acceptable and ethical, then that 

decision is also made under the Holy Spirit’s guidance.  We will not impose our values of non-

violence on other churches, Christians, or communities.  They must and will answer to God for 

all decisions in life and in death.  These decisions must be made with great patience, testing of 

Scripture, spiritual discernment, and responsibility.   

A fourth assumption is that the Constitution is a federal document assuring rights and 

liberties and protection for all citizens of the United States.  But just as the Constitution gives 

a federal right for the citizenry to bear arms, it also outlines that regulation of gun ownership 

as a federal mandate as well.  Citizens who bear arms cannot claim to have the federal 

protection of the Constitution on the one hand, only to turn around and refuse federal 

regulations pertaining to bearing arms on the other hand.  Just as the Second Amendment 

affords the right to bear arms, it does not stop there.  There must be regulation involved in the 

populace as dictated by the amendment itself or, in the words of the Constitution, a “well-

regulated militia”.   Specificity in regulations are up for debate; but to deny a debate in the first 

place or to deny federal funding to study the effects of gun violence, is entirely inappropriate 

for our nation’s democratic process.  The Second Amendment is the only amendment in the Bill 

of Rights that explicitly states the appropriateness and necessity of government regulation. 

The Constitution guarantees the federal government’s ability to “insure domestic tranquility, 

provide for the common defense, and promote the general welfare.” All tertiary rights 

granted in the Constitution must bow to these fundamental rights related to life and liberty.  

The right of free speech as afforded in the First Amendment, for instance, is regulated in some 

circumstances in order to protect the civil liberties and “general welfare” of the greater good.  

So too must the right to bear arms be regulated in order to protect civil liberties that “insure 

domestic tranquility.”   No single amendment is held above the rights of others as prescribed in 

the Constitution’s preamble.  

This aspect of the Constitution also includes insuring that the right to bear arms is evenly 

protected, equally enforced, and proactively upheld—a protection that is not restricted by 

ethnicity, race, creed, or sexual orientation.  (The government needs to guarantee, specifically, 

that the civil liberties of people of color who carry guns lawfully may do so without fear of 

reprisals, discrimination, or loss of life and property, such as in the case of the death of and lack 

of due process for Philando Castile.)   

Another assumption is that common sense gun legislation can better balance the use of 

weapons in crime deterrence and self-defense while promoting de-escalation and non-

violence.  There is no way to end gun ownership, and there is very little the government can do 

to take 400 million guns out of the marketplace.  Therefore, the notion that the federal 

government has the power to “take everyone’s guns away” is an invalid and nonsensical 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/cdc-gun-violence-research-gop_us_5b47a757e4b022fdcc577ad4
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/08/reader-center/gun-rights-black-people.html


6 
 

argument.  But there are legitimate and balanced approaches to curb gun violence by enacting 

programs that encourage and promote non-violence, de-escalation, gun safety and training, 

and the curtailing of a culture of gun violence that resists lethal force as a first resort rather 

than a last resort.  This includes more education for first-responders, gun owners, and 

concerned citizens and the need for more gun permit restrictions, not less restrictions, as those 

proposed by so-called “Constitutional Carry” policies in recent gun debates (2022). 

A seventh assumption is that people have just as much of a right to privacy as they have the 

right to bear arms.  Many gun advocates claim that the focus of the gun debate should not 

center on guns, but on mental health.  Some have also suggested that background checks 

include the weight of mental health issues in a citizen’s past or present situation.  This, 

however, conflicts with current HIPPA laws and the right to privacy.  No amount of gun 

legislation should sacrifice one tertiary right for the sake of another.  It is also, as Dr. Megan 

Ranney argues, an “illusory truth.” 

The recent (2018-2019) promotion of so-called “Red Flag” laws run the risk of compromising 

the privacy of citizens.  It also tends to scapegoat people with mental health issues in the gun 

debate and demonizes mental health.  Any legislation related to Red Flag laws ought to 

consider that the passage of any such laws may keep people who need mental health services 

from reaching out to get said services.  People with mental health may be pushed back into the 

shadows of society at great cost to themselves, their families, and communities in which they 

live.  We echo the words of Dr. Megan Ranney: “Gun violence is not a mental health issue”! 

A last assumption is that the time for common sense gun legislation is past due, and that 

people from a variety of fields of study and interest can make progress on public policy that 

benefits the common good.  Everyone needs to have a place at the table when it comes to 

crafting policies that shape gun ownership and regulation.  That includes lobbyists, individuals, 

policy makers, and others who have a vested interested in upholding the sanctity of life and the 

general welfare of this great nation that is the United States of America. 

 

******* 

 

The following recommendations are founded on the aforementioned limitations, assumptions, 

and values.  They do not intend to resolve every issue surrounding gun control, but they do 

promote conversation that moves beyond platitudes: 

https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/politics/2022/05/02/constitutional-carry-florida-desantis-making-open-and-concealed-carry-firearms-guns-legal/9614391002/
https://time.com/5645747/gun-violence-mental-illness/
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I recommend a broad discussion in the national and global church, with the intent to overhaul 

dated theologies that once promoted white supremacy and colonialization at the expense of 

indigenous people groups and economies.   For far too long, the western church has relied on 

outdated theological paradigms that have perpetuated imperialism, white supremacy, and 

nationalism.  This has garnered an economy that results in a “gun culture” that is anti-Christian 

but often pitched as somehow “biblical.”  We can see this in Christian culture, in which 

preachers have praised the righteous cause of “Guns, God, and Country.”  We can see this in 

our national economy, in which a thriving gun culture and hostility actually benefits the nation’s 

GDP.  In Sabbath, Wayne Muller writes: 

Actions performed with love are dismissed, while actions performed with money are 

honored and rewarded… Every time an infant dies, the GDP rises.  A drive-by shooting 

improves the economy by $20,750.  If a victim dies, and there is a murder trial, the 

benefit to the economy leaps to well over $100,000.  An oil tanker spill can contribute 

between five and twenty millions dollars of ‘growth’.1   

Evangelicals, which make up the Christian majority in the U.S. have made strides in the pro-life 

movement concerning abortion, but remain entrenched in dogmatism related to gun 

ownership, regulation, and causes of justice.  In every metric concerning justice and 

peacemaking, from ecological justice to gun control, Evangelicals remain largely silent.  A 

privatized religion, born of pop-culture spirituality masquerading as “Christianity” has 

sabotaged the great legacy of evangelicalism in its pursuit of a fundamentally biblical and 

holistic approach to what it means to be truly “pro-life.” 

Without reforming a flawed theology of American Christianity, there will not be a clear way 

forward in bringing reform to gun regulation, pro-life causes beyond abortion, and Kingdom, 

Christ-centered ethics that value life over commodities, and biblical-based justice over partisan 

legislation.  

I recommend federal uniformity in the regulation of gun ownership and gun markets.  I 

propose that there be a universal background check that grants lawful citizens a federal gun 

license.  This will allow federally-licensed citizens to purchase guns from federally regulated 

vendors—including local stores, manufacturers, or at gun shows.  Since the license will be 

granted upon a federal, universal background check, a gun may be purchased across state lines. 

This will require two firewalls of protection.  The first is the process by which one gets a license.  

A federal background check and waiting period will insure strict accountability.  The second 

deals with the regulation of gun distribution.  People who sell guns lawfully must have the 

                                                           
1 Wayne Muller, Sabbath (New York: Bantom Books, 1999). 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/on-religion/god-guns-and-country-the-evangelical-fight-over-firearms
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thorough and speedy means by which they can check the validity and accuracy of a gun license 

at the time of sale or after a multi-day waiting period.  This may happen through a federal 

database or by way of some other means of technology. 

The federal regulation and sale of guns DOES NOT include a federal registry that forces gun 

owners to register or turn in their weapons, but does restrict the sale of military-style 

weapons and high-volume gun clips.  I do not recommend that a gun license be abused to 

gather intelligence on the type of guns that a citizen owns.  Nor does it limit the amount of guns 

that a citizen owns.  It does, however, demand that a national conversation about gun 

regulation include the ability for the federal government to limit what kind of guns (including 

the size of gun clips and military-style weapons) that are sold on the general market.   

This recommendation forces gun owners and non-violent advocates to compromise in a way 

that grants safe and easy access to guns with the government’s ability to regulate or restrict 

guns and ammunition clips that are most lethal and, in many cases, unnecessary for personal 

self-defense or recreation. 

I recommend that background checks hold citizens accountable to crimes that they have 

committed.  Any person with a criminal, violent past or felony should be disqualified of a gun 

license and, in turn, to own a gun of any kind.  I recommend that there be no exceptions.  I also 

decry “Stand Your Ground” laws. 

I recommend a national “gun hotline” similar to the national suicide hotline that encourages 

families, friends, and others to warn local law enforcement of possible threats to the civil 

rights of others.  This also calls for legislation in which local law enforcement has the power 

to restrict gun ownership—even if only temporary—for anyone who makes threats against 

his or her wellbeing or the wellbeing of others.  For many people who committed a mass 

shooting, there were red flags that should have warned authorities.  This recommendation 

makes those red flags bolder and provides local authorities the means by which to enforce 

restrictions on people who have the warning signs and capability of committing a crime.  Of 

course, training on assessments will have to be a part of police and local authority training.  

There must also be due process for a person to get his or her guns returned if there is no legal 

cause for detaining said arms beyond a certain timeframe. 

I recommend the military take a proactive approach in the defense against and deterrence of 

crimes in the homeland.  In several countries around the world, including Israel—a country 

with one of the lowest crime rates in the world—active military members are required to 

openly carry firearms in the public square.  This aids in deterrence and the defense of the 

general population.  I recommend that the military put in place a similar body of regulations 

that allows active service members to carry guns.   
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I also recommend that any military serviceperson who has broken the law or received a 

citation, censorship, court marshal, conviction of a crime, or dishonorable discharge in the 

military be disqualified from owning a gun and or obtaining a gun license.   

I recommend that there be adequate and ongoing training in the military and local law 

enforcement pertaining to methods of de-escalation, sensitivity training, and public 

awareness.  Military, law enforcement agencies, and gun-owning individuals must be the first 

line of defense against a growing, unhealthy culture of gun violence.  These individuals and 

institutions must model peacemaking, negotiation, and de-escalation in situations involving the 

use of force and combat. 

I recommend that our media—both news and entertainment, such as film, music, and art—

place a value on the sanctity of life and the importance of de-escalation.  It is no secret that 

violence, whether fictitious or real, in the media is widespread.  These influential outlets—from 

broadcast news to Hollywood—have the power to demonstrate in scripts, storylines, and 

headlines, how de-escalation and peacemaking benefit the general welfare over and against 

the use of lethal force.   

We also encourage the film and music industries to provide artistic, alternative ways to 

incorporate self-defense and peacemaking in situations of peril.  We encourage filmmakers and 

producers to avoid making films that promote the use of weapons or lethal force in resolving 

conflicts. 

I must insist that a portion of the federal budget be devoted to public education and the 

curbing of gun violence.  This includes education on a national “gun hotline” through media of 

all types and in public schools similar to the federal government’s “Just Say No!” campaign in its 

war on drugs. 

I recommend that our representatives, policymakers, and legislators gather people from 

diverse ideologies, including active members of the National Rifle Association, the American 

Psychology Association, doctors, clergy, and local law enforcement, to craft policies that take 

the aforementioned recommendations into account.  Even when disagreement exists, we are 

confident that people will be able to compromise and forge solid legislation when they go 

deeper into the complexities and nuances of gun legislation reform together.   I also ask that 

these invested citizens move past debates in the national media, debates that all too often fuel 

division and hostility rather than compromise, progress, and public safety. 


