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Face to faith

Once the Chilcot inquiry establishes the truth about Iraq, we should be quick not to judge, but to forgive
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The Chilcot inquiry was never expected to have spiritual consequences. Yet some optimists hoped that it might take on a confessional dimension, with ​apologetic forms of ​testimony emerging from those ​witnesses who had regrets about their mistakes and misjudgments.

Dream on! Confession is good for the soul but bad for the reputation. These consequences of contrition create acute tensions for those who are still prominent in public life. As a result "mea culpa" was never a phrase likely to be uttered in any form during the Chilcot proceedings. Hence the squirmings of Jack Straw, the evasiveness of Geoff Hoon and the certitudes of Tony Blair.

Now that Blair does do God, was it too much to hope that he might have been troubled by the still small voice of divine conscience on the matter of upping the ante on the ambiguous intelligence about WMD? Not unless one challenges his sincerity, which is a deeper and more confessional issue than criticising his judgment.

With the wisdom of hindsight it is easy for his critics to attack the former prime minister for being an over-believer. In the weeks before the conflict Blair immersed himself in the just war theology of Thomas Aquinas, convinced himself that it applied to Iraq, and became a moralistic, almost messianic, advocate of invasion. The problem was not a shortage of sincerity but an excess of zeal in which self-belief overrode objective judgment.

If the cabinet had been functioning properly a group of senior ​ministers should have cross-examined and checked the prime minister's fervour. But the No 10 insiders were politically weak rather than morally wicked. They and Blair might now be penitents if they lived by the words of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer's general confession, which asks for forgiveness if "we have left undone those things which we ought to have done and done those things which we ought not to have done".

But in secular 2010 the quest for scalps and scapegoats is fruitless. Yet that does not mean that Chilcot is failing either practically or spiritually. Thanks to the forensic questioning of Sir Roderic Lyne and other members of the inquiry team, Chilcot seems to be teasing out the truth. The next step will be reconciliation.

A reminder of how powerful the combination of truth and reconciliation can be will appear on Britain's cinema screens in a few days' time with the release of the acclaimed movie Invictus. It is set in the South Africa of the 1990s. Nelson Mandela (superbly played by Morgan Freeman) urges mutual forgiveness to heal the wounds of apartheid. "Forgiveness liberates the soul," says Mandela in one fine scene as he averts a standoff between his white and black protection officers.

Invictus subtly demonstrates that a willingness to forgive often produces a willingness to admit or even confess. This can be a gradual and painful pro​cess. I know a little about it, even though libel wars are a long way from Iraq wars. But the journey starts in the same place – with the acceptance of the truth.

Chilcot looks as though it may establish the truth about how and why we went to war in Iraq. If it accomplishes this without personalised judgmentalism or recrimination it may liberate the soul of our nation and allow many of us – including Tony Blair – to move on.

