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Coming to terms with threats from violent extremist groups requires the involvement of multiple 
agencies both inside and outside government. A broad approach to these threats would be enabled by 
a common understanding of how different groups justify the use of violence to advance their ideas.

Phil Gurski’s recent book, When Religion Kills: How Extremists Justify Violence Through Faith, 
addresses one aspect of this understanding. Gurski, a former senior analyst in Canada’s Security 
Intelligence Service, approaches his topic systematically, using skills developed over a lengthy 
career. Importantly, the book addresses six major religious traditions, rather than focusing on a 
single example. Gurski presents his analysis of each of the six using a common framework: first, 
he outlines the history of the religious tradition and its main concepts, which he identifies as the 
normative or mainstream tradition. Next, he provides an overview of the tradition as it relates to 
surrounding communities, both positively and negatively. Having identified these relationships, he 
explores the rhetoric of the tradition’s extremist leaders who advocate violence, quoting from their 
speeches and writings. Finally, he draws conclusions from his case-study as to what the data implies. 
His analytical process of gathering data, assessing its accuracy, determining what it may indicate, 
and packaging the data in a useable form to enable readers to understand the issues involved is a 
well-established professional approach. This framework allows Gurski to present a massive amount 
of often conflicting information in a dispassionate and coherent manner.

This is not to imply that Mr. Gurski has no personal involvement in the topics he covers. He 
acknowledges that, as an intelligence professional, he has worked on several high-profile cases 
where violent religious extremists were responsible for massive loss of life; he cites the July 1985 
Sikh extremists bombing of an Air India flight from Canada in which 329 passengers and crew 
aboard were killed. In another place, he refers to his own Catholic upbringing, his attending a 
Catholic school, and his school community in which sports teams from the neighboring non-religious 
school were considered to be the enemy. This, he writes, “might strike the reader as silly,”1 but 
illustrates that religious-identity conflicts among Christians is neither a new nor a silly thing, and 
that religiously based violence affects all religious traditions.

In the book’s introductory chapter, Mr. Gurski acknowledges the debt he owes to David Raoport, 
whose essay on “The Four Waves of Modern Terrorism”2 first postulated the idea that modern 
terrorism, which Mr. Rapoport dated as originating in the latter years of the 19th century, has 
exhibited cycles of growth and decline, beginning with a core of “true believers,” rising to a peak 
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of effectiveness, then subsiding as the first recruits to terrorism died off, to be replaced by less 
committed individuals. Rapoport identified four sequences of terrorism, hence the “four waves,” 
which Gurski summarized as the anarchist wave, the anticolonial wave, the New Left wave, and 
the religious wave of terrorism. Gurski credits Rapoport with identifying the religious wave, but 
argues that Rapoport’s projection that this wave, like its predecessors, would recede over time may 
be premature. He points out that the religious wave has already exceeded Rapoport’s suggested 
longevity and shows no signs of diminishing.

One of the strengths of Gurski’s book is its broad approach to the question of how some 
religious leaders use tenets of their faith to justify violence against others. Rather than focus, as 
other authors have, on one specific faith tradition, Gurski addresses six: each tradition in its own 
chapter, arranged alphabetically: Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Islamic, Jewish, and Sikh. Gurski 
addresses each using the same framework detailed earlier, then, in his final chapter draws some 
broad conclusions regarding the use of religion as justification. Among his conclusions: extremist 
leaders from each tradition justify violence as a defensive reaction to those who would undermine 
that faith in its community, regardless of relative social power—the Rohingya Muslims are not 
about to replace or subvert Buddhists in Myanmar/Burma, regardless of the strident charges of some 
notable Buddhist monks. Muslim immigrants are not about to institute shariah law in the United 
States, regardless of the claims of some fundamentalist preachers. Gurski argues that, generally 
speaking, charismatic extremist leaders of many religious traditions preach that “the other” faith’s 
adherents are actively seeking to supplant “our” religion or dilute “our” pure bloodline.

Another of his conclusions: violent religious extremists invariably argue that God allows, 
approves, or even commands violence against others in defense of the faith. Equally, these leaders 
use authoritative verses from scripture to “prove” that God supports their position. As an example, 
Christian religious extremists might use scriptural references to Jesus’ driving the money-changers 
from the Temple, or the Psalmist’s “Praise be to the Lord, my Rock, who trains my hands for war, 
my fingers for battle”3 as proof of God’s support for violence against those who differ from their 
interpretation. Interestingly enough, Gurski’s chapter on Christian extremist violence is the longest 
in the book, in contrast to what he asserts is the government’s downplaying of this type of threat.

Phil Gurski’s book, When Religion Kills, is a valuable reference for anyone who struggles to 
understand how religions, whose formal doctrines emphasize peace and understanding, can be 
used to justify horrific violence against people of other faiths, even unto death. His bottom line: a 
recognized religious authority, using elements of the group’s mainstream understanding of its faith, 
arguing that the faith is under attack from outsiders, provides a potent combination, potentially 
leading to religiously justified killing. A reader might disagree with some of his conclusions, but 
would find it difficult to dispute his evidence or his analysis. IAJ
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