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America and Its Guns: A Theological Exposé 
by James E. Atwood, Cascade Books, 2012 

Jim Atwood is a retired Presbyterian pastor, a husband, father, grandfather, hunter and outdoorsman. He has 
participated in the work for responsible and safe gun laws for almost four decades and serves on the board of the 
Coalition to Stop Gun Violence and on the National Committee of the Presbyterian Peace Fellowship. This book will 
appeal to church and community study groups because it applies wisdom and life experience to multiple aspects of 
the gun death crisis in America –the statistics, the laws, the players, the options, as well as the underlying spiritual 
imperatives of what is often considered to be a “hands-off” political issue. Available at amazon.com in print and 
Kindle or with the publisher’s group discounts from WipfandStock.com or 541-344-1528 

Suggestions: The group convener can be one person or can be rotated. The convener’s role is to start and end the 
meeting, to ask the suggested questions, to move discussion forward and to make sure that everyone in the group is 
heard fairly. Each session opens with a question for each person to answer. Thereafter, just take turns. Everyone may 
not wish to address every question. Ideal sessions will be about 90 minutes each. .Group size can be 4-12 persons. If 
larger, divide into two groups. Suggested group field trip: a gun show occurring in your community. 

1. Session One – A Call to Conversation Preface, Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4 (read beforehand) 

Convener welcomes everyone, opens with prayer and invites each person to introduce themselves by answering: 
1. How do you feel about entering into a discussion about gun violence? Have guns impacted your life, family, friends? 

2. On p. 14 Atwood writes that “Gun violence is no more a political issue than drunk driving, selling crack cocaine or 
arson." How do we Americans determine the issues we will discuss and those we will avoid? How does not talking 
about gun violence impact the “peace, unity and purity of the church?” 

3. On p.19 a National Rifle Association (NRA) executive said: “You would get a far better understanding of the NRA if 
you were approaching us as one of the great religions of the world.” Is there, or has there ever been, something in your 
life that has served as an idol? Why would an NRA leader make such a statement? 

4. On p. 20-21 Atwood lists indications of possible gun idolatry. Do you agree or disagree? Can a person of faith serve 
two masters—that is, can we claim another ultimate value in addition to loving God and neighbor? 

5. Share a passage in these chapters that especially spoke to you—and why? 

6. Chapter 4 covers efforts to find common ground to reduce gun violence over 4 decades and asks the question, “Can 
the church bring gun rights and public safety zealots together in the same space to start an honest conversation?” Is this 
study group such a conversation? Who needs to be in the same space to discuss this in your community/state? 

7. On p. 18 Atwood writes, “What our nation needs is balanced legislation that respects two fundamental constitutional 
rights: the right to keep and bear arms and the right to enjoy domestic tranquility as one pursues life, liberty and 
happiness.” Are there other examples in American life of “balanced legislation” or a balanced approach to difficult 
issues or competing rights? 
Convener asks a group member to close the meeting with prayer. Homework: Read chapters 5, 6, 7 

2. Session Two – Violence Chapters 5, 6, 7 
1. Convener opens with prayer and asks everyone: Do you agree with Atwood that violence as entertainment helps us 
to see gun violence as normal? Do you personally enjoy violence as entertainment? Do others in your family? Why? 

2. Chapter 5 discusses children and guns. Make a gun with your thumb and finger and shoot it to kill everyone in the 
group, saying, “You’re dead!” Did you do this as children? Did/do your children? How does it feel to do it as an adult? 

3. Look at the phrases on p. 45-47. Do you hear yourself or your loved ones in these expressions? 

4. Atwood states that the violent language of some politicians and talk show hosts has abetted both gun violence and the 
militia groups who target law enforcement as “foot soldiers of the federal government.” Do you agree or not? Why? 

5. See the Appendix on p. 227-228 and update it with: Iraq War Deaths 2003-2009: 4,400 and US gun deaths 
20032009: 202,500 (p.194). Does anything surprise you in these numbers? Were you aware that gun deaths have 
been above 30,000 per year for decades? Why is this high level of civilian gun death so peculiarly American? 

6. Describe in your own words what is meant by the phrase “redemptive violence,” p. 63-66. Give examples. 

7. Did you know that the PC(USA) is in a period of discernment about whether nonviolence should become the witness 
of the church to the world? Have you participated in the discernment? See more at pcusa.org/peace-discernment 

8. If violence is part of our American DNA, what does that suggest to you about gun violence prevention efforts? 
What does it suggest to you about the purpose of the church in the United States today? 
Convener asks a group member to close the meeting with prayer. Homework: Read Chapter 8, 9, 10 

http://amazon.com/
http://wipfandstock.com/
http://pcusa.org/peace-discernment


3. Session Three – The Principalities & Powers Chapters 8, 9, 10 
1. Convener opens by reading Ephesians 6:12 and asks everyone: Each person give one word that describes the 
“principalities and powers” (King James Version) that Paul addresses. 

2. Is the absence of sensible gun laws in America related to the Principalities and Powers? What is relation 
between these spiritual and earthly powers? Have you ever experienced these powers in relation to guns? 

3. With any smart phones, search for images of “Jesus with assault weapon” and share. What is at the root of a human 
desire to attribute the blessing of guns and violence to God? Does anything in these chapters make you angry? 

4. Do you agree that US racial-ethnic diversity is one reason some people feel a need to acquire a gun? (p. 92) 

5. Did the marksman and sporting era of the NRA (1871-1976) play a role in your family history? Were you aware of 
its change of focus since 1977 and the Cincinnati Revolt? Why is the NRA so successful at promoting gun sales? 

6. Atwood documents that the oft-repeated “20,000 gun control laws on the books” is untrue. Why does it persist? 

7. Have you faced up to a significant fear in your life? Why is fear so powerful? How did faith help you face up to fear? 
Convener asks someone to read Ephesians 6:10-20. Close with open prayer. Homework: Read Chapters 11, 12, 13 

4. Session Four – The Impact of Idolatry Chapters 11, 12, 13 
1. Convener opens with prayer and asks everyone: Do you have concerns about guns and the children and youth in 
your life? Have you done anything about this? Why or why not? 

2. Were you surprised at the high rate of gun violence and deaths among those with concealed carry permits? Were 
you surprised about the statistics on gun suicide? (p. 111) Does anything else surprise you in these chapters? 

3. Can you describe the sense of identity and power that guns appear to convey? Can you identify with or have you 
experienced the “prison” of violence in poor urban neighborhoods? What is the connection between guns and identity? 

4. How can we better help veterans who return home transformed by violence? Who else suffers from PTSD? 

5. How do you react to Atwood’s suggestion that the cost of unfettered gun access is a form of human sacrifice— 
“between 82 and 84 Americans, ten of whom are children and youth under 18, are killed every day by guns?” (p. 128) 
This book was published months before the Newtown, CT killings. Has Newtown, CT changed you in any way? 

6. Any other items you wish to discuss from the book so far? 
Convener reads Exodus 20:2-3 and asks a member to close with prayer. 
Homework: Read Chapters 14, 15, 16 and the gun sellers’ voluntary “Code of Conduct” at www.heedinggodscall.org 

5. Session 5 – Our Gun Laws Today & Our Impact Abroad Chapters 14, 15, 16 
1. Convener opens with prayer and asks everyone: How do you interpret the Second Amendment and its role today? 

2. If left unencumbered, what is the NRA’s vision for America? Where are they trying to take us? Are we there yet? 

3. In the 50 laws and policies in Chapter 15, do any seem justifiable? Which do you see as most dangerous? Why? 

4. Should states continue to have the option to withhold information on mental illness in background checks? 

5. Define a “straw purchase.” What steps could change the gun show and gun dealer culture to reduce gun violence? 

6. How can the US church best respond to the appeal for help from the Presbyterian Church of Mexico? (p. 181) 

7. Do you share Atwood’s vision for moving the mountain of gun violence, listed at the end of p. 168? Why or why not? 

Convener asks everyone for a word to describe where they are now with the issue of gun violence, closing with prayer. 
Homework: Read chapters 17, 18, 19. Find out how many gun shows and licensed gun dealers operate in your state. 

6. Session 6 – The Spiritual Alarm Clock--Will We Wake Up? Chapters 17, 18, 19 
1. Convener opens with prayer and asks everyone: What did you learn about gun shows and dealers in our state? 

2. How have you or others in your community responded to local gun violence or national mass shootings? 

3. Why are so many NRA members silent on their support for responsible gun laws and adequate law enforcement? 

4. In stopping the Senate compromise on expanding background checks (April 2013), did the gun empire overreach? 

5. What in Bob Ricker’s story impresses you? Can you see yourself or anyone you know in his story? (p. 200-202) 

6. Share anything in this group study experience that has changed your views on gun violence. 

7. What are the risks if your church moved from words to action to support responsible gun laws? Of not doing so? 

8. Where, if at all, do you see God in the crisis of gun violence in America? Are there any other issues to discuss? 

9. Is this going to be our last meeting or should we do something? Discuss possible next steps and make a 
plan. Convener thanks all for participating, closes with open prayer and a benediction. 

http://www.heedinggodscall.org/

