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    Preface


    

      About forty years ago, InterVarsity Press published Robert G. Clouse’s edited book War: Four Christian Views (1981). The evangelical Protestant contributors included Herman Hoyt, Myron Augsburger, Arthur Holmes, and Harold Brown. They represented, respectively, the positions of nonresistance, pacifistic, just war, and preventive war. I picked up this book in seminary. I found the multiple-views format a useful, thought-provoking exchange on the complexities and challenges Christians must contemplate concerning war.


      The book was published during the Cold War, and the book’s content seemed all the more relevant to me. My mother was born in Latvia and my father in “the Ukraine,” as we called it back then. Along with relatives on both sides of my family, my parents endured the travails, ravages, and losses of World War II Europe and the scourge of Soviet communism. My paternal grandfather died in February 1932 as a result of starvation in a Soviet labor camp during the Ukrainian Holodomor. Because of the war, my father would be torn away from his remaining family—his mother and brother—whom he would not see again. To avoid the advancing Soviet army, he would eventually make his way to Germany on foot—a harrowing journey. My mother survived the bombing of Berlin, and my maternal grandmother (“Oma”) narrowly escaped death in Bitterfeld, Germany: during a trip to the outhouse, an Allied plane dropped a bomb on the vacated house in which my grandmother was temporarily staying. Two of my great-aunts and one of my great-uncles endured the Allied bombing of Dresden.


      My parents were ever grateful for the United States not only as a land of opportunity but also as a haven of political freedom and general tranquility. My parents would express their gratitude to the United States for its military involvement in the war that helped free Western Europe from Nazi tyranny, and they rejoiced to see day the Soviet Union collapsed along with its Eastern Bloc satellite states, symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall.


      Though the Cold War ended, new threats have emerged. We all have been horrified by the emerging phenomenon of terrorist attacks and the dangers they posed, given their asymmetrical, indiscriminate, and destabilizing nature—that is, unauthorized individuals or groups engaging in “unconventional” actions against nation-states; making no combatant-civilian distinctions; and creating a sense of terror that leaves citizens feeling vulnerable and helpless while disrupting civic order, commerce, and even leisure activities.1


      Some of these attacks include the first World Trade Center attack (1993), the Khobar Towers (1996), September 11 (2001), and the Paris attacks (2015). Also, in addition to Russia’s takeover of eastern Ukraine (2014) and China’s military buildup and its ongoing threat against Taiwan and in the South China Sea, war has come to Kuwait, the Balkans, Rwanda, Iraq, and Afghanistan—and this is just a sampling. Terrorist groups like al-Qaeda, Boko Haram, ISIS, Hezbollah, and Iran’s Quds Force continue as pernicious threats and regularly make news headlines. And more recently (August 2021), with the United States’ precipitous withdrawal from Afghanistan, the Taliban have reasserted their brutal reign of terror there. Half a year later, Russia invaded Ukraine, and—like my father—some of my Ukrainian relatives have had to flee to the West for safety.


      We could add further developments such as surveillance capacities, competition over satellites in space, drone warfare, “enhanced interrogation techniques” (e.g., waterboarding), and more.


      In light of the four decades since InterVarsity Press published Clouse’s four-views book, it seemed good to IVP Academic and to me that an updated multiple-views book on war and peace be published.


      I am grateful to my longtime friend and previous publisher at IVP, Jeff Crosby, for his enthusiasm about this project, and to IVP editor Jon Boyd and his wise guidance and encouragement as this book proceeded from proposal to publication. Thanks to Rebecca Carhart for her editorial involvement in this process as well. I am grateful for Jonathan Cooper, who worked on the indexes.


      I dedicate this book to my beloved brother, both by birth and rebirth, Vic Copan—a lifelong friend and, for eighteen years, a dedicated and faithful colleague at Palm Beach Atlantic University. Though I am a just war proponent and he is a pacifist, “behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brothers to live together in unity!” (Ps 133:1).
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Introduction

Dirty Hands?

Paul Copan


In keeping with other movies in the Bourne series, The Bourne Legacy (2012) is not only fast-paced and intense but also features a collection of various corrupt government-agency officials in the CIA and the US Senate desperate to shut down various “black ops”—covert operations. They do so in response to information leaks that threaten to expose both these officials and their dubious methods, including their claims to “plausible deniability.” The cut-throat Colonel Eric Byer (played by Edward Norton) heads this clean-up operation and demands not only shutting down ops like Treadstone or Blackbriar but also eliminating any agents involved, including this particular movie’s hero, Aaron Cross.

Partway through the film, a subordinate questions Byer’s ruthless methods. Byer defends his methods by issuing this stern lecture in response:

Do you know what a sin-eater is? That’s what we are. We are the sin-eaters. It means that we take the moral excrement that we find in this equation, and we bury it down deep inside of us so that the rest of our cause can stay pure. That is the job. We are morally indefensible and absolutely necessary.1


This brings us to important questions for Christians. Without endorsing Byer’s brutal order to assassinate agents on the field as part of the shutdown operation, we can acknowledge inevitable tensions and perhaps no-win situations in warfare and policing situations. No matter how just sounding the reasons for killing might be, some Christians will insist it is merely doing evil that good may come (Rom 3:8). The killing of any person—even in self-defense—does not leave one guiltless.

This brings us to the notion of “dirty hands”—a tradition that can be traced back to the sixteenth century, with the publication of Niccolò Machiavelli’s book The Prince (Il Principe). Most people interpret Machiavelli as advocating the politician’s compromise of moral standards—that doing evil is justifiable in order to achieve “the greater good” for society. Contrary to popular belief, however, Machiavelli was not denying objective moral standards or the reality of evil. However, in cases of supreme emergency, those in power may need to dirty their hands because there simply is no way out of their tragic dilemma. Guilt is simply unavoidable.2

So what about killing a home intruder in self-defense to prevent him from raping or kidnapping or murdering household members? Wouldn’t a Christian who kills the intruder be exonerated in God’s sight? After all, many human judges would rule in favor of the homeowner in such an attack. And doesn’t the Old Testament law permit it (Ex 22:2-3)?

Noted New Testament scholar (and my former professor) Scot McKnight rightly insists that “Jesus is the one to whom we listen.”3 The point of Jesus’ countercultural teaching in the Sermon on the Mount is “to avoid violence, absorb injustice, and live in light of what the kingdom is like in spite of what the world is like now.”4 What does he think about “just” killing? He says this: “I’ve been asked time and time again these two questions: Do you think the entire country should demilitarize? (What the country does is the country’s business. As a citizen I advocate following Jesus.) What about a person who invades your home? (I’d use force to the point of not murdering him.)”5 McKnight rejects the distinction of the just war theorist that, while all murder is killing, not all killing is murder. The British philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe argued that a pacifist is unable to distinguish between the shedding of innocent blood and the shedding of any blood.6 But for McKnight, all killing is murder, even if one might allow for degrees of culpability in cases of self-defense or killing to protect innocent victims.

The famed theologian of the cross Jürgen Moltmann takes a slightly different view. He gives the example of a bus driver who suddenly goes mad and drives toward the precipice. What to do? Moltmann claims that it may be “unavoidable” to not only disable but perhaps to kill the bus driver. After all, “doing nothing would have meant being responsible for the deaths of many people.” However, in itself, “such an act of violence cannot be approved [guilt is still incurred], but it can be answered for. Responsible action in such cases demands a love that is ready to incur guilt in order to save.”7

He goes beyond this. He states that in the case of violent people who have exhausted all options and steadfastly refused attempts at mutual respect, shared power, and so on, then “counterviolence is often the only remedy.”8 Yet Moltmann insists that the “spilling of innocent blood should never be tolerated if it can be avoided.”9 Even in such extreme circumstances, however, those engaging in this virtuous “counterviolence” nevertheless incur guilt.10


FOUR VIEWS

As Christ’s appointed peacemakers and messengers of reconciliation, what does the Lord require of us? How should we respond to violence—including terrorism—that threatens communities, countries, and large regions of the world? What does it mean for Christians to live as citizens of heaven, citizens within our own respective earthly countries, and members of an international community? When it comes to war or policing, can one truly love one’s enemies when resorting to (potentially) lethal force to take their lives, even if the intent is to protect innocents? Should enhanced interrogation techniques such as waterboarding be utilized to extract information from those threatening large-scale violence? Does the use of lethal force actually reflect the spirit of our self-sacrificing, life-surrendering Savior? And what were the disciples doing with swords in their possession if Jesus was so clear about nonviolence (Lk 22:35-38)? These are important questions worthy of a discussion in a book such as this.

N. T. Wright observes that the desire that the state protect innocent citizens and punish criminals is a “basic, and correct, human instinct.”11 But what view should Christians take on these issues? This book presents four positions, which do have some overlapping concerns and approaches.

Just war. Just war thinking in the Christian tradition began to take shape in the fourth century—namely, with Ambrose of Milan and his pupil Augustine. Though many Christians throughout the century have believed that just war is compatible with the Christian faith, its principles are more basic, being rooted in “natural law” or the world’s basic moral framework. Christians have typically maintained that these principles are rooted in the character and commands of God, who has made human beings in his image. Thus, the Roman statesman Cicero (106–43 BC) articulated key themes of just war in his De officiis (On Moral Duties), in which he said that the rights of war should be strictly observed—including noncombatant immunity, using proportional means, and so forth.

Just war scholar Eric Patterson defends the Christian articulation of the classic just war principles, leading off with reflections and illustrations from C. S. Lewis, who had himself fought in World War I. Patterson distinguishes between just and unjust coercive force—similar to the difference between shedding any blood and shedding innocent blood.

Just war criteria divide into three categories: jus ad bellum (the justice of war), jus in bello (justice during war), and jus post bellum (justice after war). Patterson categorizes these criteria as follows:12


Jus ad bellum


	Legitimate authority: Supreme political authorities are morally responsible for the security of their constituents and therefore are obligated to make decisions about war and peace.


	Just cause: Self-defense of citizens’ lives, livelihoods, and way of life are typically just causes; more generally speaking, the cause is likely just if it rights a past wrong, punishes wrongdoers, or prevents further wrong.


	Right intent: Political motivations are subject to ethical scrutiny; violence intended for the purpose of order, justice, and ultimate conciliation is just, whereas violence for the sake of hatred, revenge, and destruction is not just.


	Likelihood of success: Political leaders should consider whether their action will make a difference in real-world outcomes. This principle is subject to context and judgment, because it may be appropriate to act despite a low likelihood of success (e.g., against local genocide). Conversely, it may be inappropriate to act due to low efficacy despite the compelling nature of the case.


	Proportionality of ends: Does the preferred outcome justify, in terms of the cost in lives and material resources, this course of action?


	Last resort: Have traditional diplomatic and other peaceable efforts been reasonably employed in order to avoid outright bloodshed?







Jus in bello


	Proportionality: Are the battlefield tools and tactics employed proportionate to battlefield objectives?


	Discrimination: Has care been taken to reasonably protect the lives and property of legitimate noncombatants?







Jus post bellum


	Order: After war, establishing and ensuring domestic and international security as well as proper governance is critical.


	Justice: What just punishments and restitution are called for?


	Conciliation: How can both parties imagine and move together toward a shared future?




Again, the aim of a just war is cessation of hostilities, pursuing a fair peace, and helping establish a stable government. This postwar state involves conciliation and healing. Patterson argues that Christians can have a role not only in this final stage but throughout the entire process of contemplating war and engaging in it.

Nonviolence. The Christian nonviolence view (which has also been called “pacifism”) is actually a cluster of variegated positions, but they all assume that the killing of humans conflicts with the gospel of Jesus Christ. The particular position defended by theologian Myles Werntz further argues that a properly Christian response to international conflict depends on the prior groundwork of Christian nonviolence.

Werntz lays out four central principles that set forth a robust vision for his position:


	1. The taking of life in war is incompatible with the Christian life. Although certain Old Testament passages may be a challenge for Christian pacifists to navigate, they focus on the peacemaking message and example of Jesus. Pacifism is intrinsic to the Christian faith, they argue, and we are to read those challenging biblical texts according to Christ, in whose new economy killing is a contradiction.


	2. The refusal to take life in war does not mean abandoning the good of the world. Some Anabaptists have emphasized how preserving societal order and some uses of force need not conflict with the refusal to take life. Pursuit of peacemaking through nonviolent means has a track record of resolving conflict without larger-scale military action. The call to suffering, praying for enemies, and trusting in God are included in seeking the good of the world.


	3. The commitment to pacifism is not solely about fulfilling a command but also about entering into a life of discipleship and virtue. A person may refuse to fight another person in battle, but this may be due simply to lack of courage rather than principle or conviction. Christian discipleship requires courage and brings with it its own share of burdens—peacemaking and reconciliation included. As Jesus himself illustrates, the virtuous path is no guarantee to living an enemy-free life.


	4. Christian pacifism refuses an ultimate divide between the private and public. If a Christian ends up serving in some official capacity, this does not create a new or different measure for Christian discipleship. To be a Christian in the military in particular entails a logical disaster; it makes for a bifurcated morality that undermines the believer’s pursuit of integrity.




This position of pacifism cannot be called “quietism.” It is a matter of Christian nonviolent peacemaking—a position that can be grounded in the biblical text, theological considerations such as the doctrine of creation, and ethnographic study. Faithfulness to Christ rather than to earthbound criteria of success is to be the believer’s ultimate concern.

Nonviolence can speak to the issue of terrorism by focusing on avenues of interpersonal peacemaking and proactive addressing of the conditions that foster conflict. Using techniques of interreligious dialogue, coalition building, capacity-building for different constituencies within a country, and international aid, nonviolence seeks to address the roots of political violence in a multifaceted way.

Christian realist. A standard, third alternative to just war and nonviolence has been the political realist position. This realpolitik position is commonly associated with the thinking of theologian Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971), whose view emerged in strong opposition to Nazism as well as America’s position of isolationism in light of the danger that Nazism posed.

He took a pragmatic or consequentialist view on the use of force, attempting to steer between pacifism and the “rules” guiding just war theory. This realist school of thinking concerns international relations as well as domestic policies. Formative thinkers in this movement were Hans Morganthau and E. H. Carr—and in our day, Stephen Walt, Daniel Byman, and John Mearsheimer. This school of post–World War II thought is another key voice in the discussion because of the significance and influence of its ideas, because of its examination of how realism and just war thinking interact, and because of the great failure of liberal “idealism” to realistically address international affairs in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.13

A. J. Nolte, a professor of politics and international relations, articulates a view that comes as close to this political realist position as possible while remaining true to an authentically Christian tradition. After all, thinkers like Waltz, Walt, and Mearsheimer (“neorealists”) make clear that their position cannot be harmonized with the Christian faith at all. They fundamentally reject the notion that determinations of war and peace are moral in any sense. Rather, they see it as similar to solving a mathematical equation or testing an economic-scientific model.

By contrast, earlier thinkers in this tradition—Reinhold Niebuhr and Morgenthau, for example—took a different view. Yes, they argued, war is indeed a dirty business—the dirty-hands concept mentioned above—but it still needs to be undertaken. And unlike more recent neorealist realpolitik thinkers, both Niebuhr and Morgenthau understood their project quite explicitly as having moral content—meaning you can actually meaningfully engage their thought on the basis of Christian theology and moral reasoning. Nolte’s essay reflects this essentially Niebuhrian view, though it overlaps with Morgenthau’s. And though an Anglican, Nolte draws on the resources of Eastern Orthodox thought on the subject of war and peace.

Church historical. Church historian Meic Pearse argued in his 2007 book The Gods of War (also with InterVarsity Press) that both the just war and pacifist views—however well-intentioned—are untenable. Drawing on his perspective as a church historian, he follows three main theses.

First, the Christianized just war position assumes a view about how society as a whole should be run, but such a view is wholly contrary to the Christianity of the first three centuries prior to Constantine’s rise to power (AD 312). And across history, both sides in most wars have claimed that their cause is just (just cause, just intent, and lawful declaration—jus ad bellum), which leads to skepticism of the worth of such criteria. And, historically, virtually no purported “just war” has actually been fought according to the jus in bello criteria of proportionality and noncombatant immunity.

Second, although Christian pacifism (“nonviolence”) has much to commend it, this position comes to grief when fearful violence threatens, say, women and children and it is within the pacifist’s power to stop violent attacks. Such pacifist principles look like moral narcissism, as pacifism apparently hands the world over to those evil persons and nations most prone to inflict violence on the innocent.

Third, war is a radical, inescapable evil that pulls all of its participants into the vortex of ever-deepening wickedness. Those hoping to avoid participation invariably get sucked in as well. Despite attempts to constrain evil or, according to the utopian vision, utterly expunge it from the world, all such peaceable efforts will have intermittent success. What’s more, for the Christian to sign up for military service essentially subordinates conscience to military high command. But when war is unavoidable, it must be fought to win, although every effort should be made to prevent such occurrences from arising in the first place.14

Having reviewed the various Christian positions concerning war, peace, and violence, we now embark on the contributors’ articulation and defense of their respective positions and their engagement with the alternatives. The issues are complex and the stakes momentous. The ensuing discussion invites our careful attention and thoughtful reflection as we seek to live faithfully before God amid the complexities of a fallen, violent world.
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A Just War View

Christian Approaches to War,
Peace, and Security

Eric Patterson


C. S. Lewis (1898–1963) was a survivor. Like so many who scraped through the Great War, he suffered trench fever, fought in bloody battles, endured a miserable winter in the trenches, and then was seriously wounded with shrapnel in three different parts of his body. He left the hospital, and the war, on Christmas Eve 1918, a confirmed atheist like so many others.

But he was no pacifist, not then, and not later when his Christian worldview had fully matured. He volunteered to serve a second time, at age forty, in World War II, perhaps as an instructor (he was denied), and subsequently joined the Local Defence Forces (Home Guard). He traveled the country speaking at Royal Air Force bases. One air marshal said that Lewis helped the pilots and aircrews understand what they were fighting for.

Lewis famously responded to the notion that “turn the other cheek” required pacifism in the face of the Nazis with this response: “Does anyone suppose that our Lord’s hearers understood him to mean that if a homicidal maniac, attempting to murder a third party, tried to knock me out of the way, I must stand aside and let him get his victim?”1 Lewis was speaking common sense: we know in our hearts that we have a duty to protect the vulnerable. Lewis was also speaking from within the mainstream tradition of biblical and Christian thinking on issues of protection, the use of force, justice, and neighbor love. We often call that tradition “just war thinking” or “just war theory,” but it is really a much larger tradition that would better be termed “just war statecraft” or “just statecraft” because the tradition begins with broad issues of legitimate political authority, political order, and justice. All of our major Christian traditions accept applied just war reasoning in one form or another: Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran, Anglican, Reformed, Wesleyan (and thus its Holiness and Pentecostal descendants), and Baptist.2 The only tradition that entirely rejects just war thinking, because it denies the notion that Christians have a responsibility to public service, is the Anabaptist tradition, an anomaly that began in the sixteenth century and makes up less than 1 percent of Christendom.

Lewis wrote a great deal on issues of war, peace, and security. His academic work on medieval literature, which he taught at Oxford and Cambridge, steeped him in the ideas of chivalry, noblesse oblige, responsibility, and sacrifice. World War I forced him to consider mortality and the meaning of life, which he did in a short book of poems published in 1919. His fiction, written after he became a Christian, gives us scenes of heroes battling injustice, motivated by righteous indignation. Two of his most famous characters demonstrate the difference between the moral use of force and immoral violence. Dr. Weston, the evil mastermind of Lewis’s Space Trilogy, justifies a rapacious conquest of other worlds in language that the Nazis or imperial Japan would have understood. Weston argues for a Nietzschean approach: he sees humanity (Earth) as superior and therefore justified in invading and using for our own purposes, other, inferior civilizations.

In contrast, Narnia’s Reepicheep, a valiant mouse knight, leads his community to serve their country and Aslan. Reepicheep is particularly important as a role model: his love of Narnia, rightful patriotism, gives him a spiritual intuition that there is something bigger and better than his comrades or even his country. That love leads him to search out Aslan’s Country. This is a portrait, according to Lewis in his discussion of patriotism in The Four Loves, of how love of one’s home can point one to wider circles of neighbor love (e.g., love of country) and ultimately point us to love of God and his creation.

We live in an era when there is tremendous social confusion with regard to morality, ethics, patriotism, and the use of force. We hear moral equivocations all the time, such as “one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.” We have seen the loss of respect for any sort of shared moral code and any form of authority, whether in the home, our churches, or in civic life. Many have—even in the church—lost the ability, or the will, to make right distinctions.

Getting back to Lewis’s remark, “Does anyone suppose that our Lord’s hearers understood him to mean . . . ?” we are faced with a challenge: Should you and I let evil go unopposed? Did anyone listening to Jesus think that he was preaching anarchy or revolution? Did they think he was preaching unqualified nonresistance to evil? Of course not. The God of the Bible is the God of love and justice. We live in a fallen world, a world that God has nonetheless assigned to us—despite our fallenness—to steward as his co-regents. We have responsibilities to him and to one another. That is the foundation of the great commandments, to love God and to love our neighbor.

How does one love one’s neighbor in one’s calling and in social life?

This book looks at these responsibilities from the perspective of just statecraft with a focus on issues of justice, order, authority, and the goal of peace. I will use the terminology just war “thinking,” “tradition,” and “statecraft” interchangeably to indicate a long-standing tradition in Christianity that focuses on the responsibility that people serving in government have for order, justice, and peace. Too often analyses of just war principles start with a narrow checklist, without examining broader foundations of biblical teaching. Thus, we will start with key biblical doctrines that inform how we are to see people living in society, such as the fact that a healthy society has people living out different vocations (callings) for the common good, just as there are a variety of gifts, symbolized by Paul as hands and eyes and feet, in the church. Some people are called to public service, where they serve as stewards of public order and justice. We see the principle of stewardship throughout the Bible, in the lives of leaders such as Joseph, Moses, Nehemiah, and David as well as in the Wisdom literature and parables, where wise kings count the cost of action and seek wise counsel.

The Bible says a considerable amount about the need for political order (i.e., a framework for the rule of law that protects the vulnerable, deters wrongdoing, and punishes violators). Justice, in its narrowest form, means getting what we deserve, and therefore should make Christians particularly humble when it comes to civic life, because we know that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” and “the wages of sin is death” (Rom 3:23; 6:23).3 What we truly deserve is the full weight of God’s wrath. This should make us humble in dealing with our neighbors and vigilant toward unchecked evil. Unfortunately, the spirit of our age is the exact opposite, a haughtiness that demands the gratification of our rights and our desires. This becomes a form of idolatry, as Lewis noted in The Screwtape Letters and The Four Loves, whether in the form of radical personal autonomy (individual) or forms of collective chauvinism that makes my group superior to all others (nationalism, antisemitism, violent populism, racialism, etc.).

This chapter begins with the presuppositions, rooted in Christian doctrine, that are the foundation of just war statecraft. Then I will look at how Christians, from the first centuries of Christianity to today, have worked out a framework for responsible action in a competitive, sinful world. Classic just war reasoning argues that political authorities are authorized to utilize force when they are acting on a just cause and with right intention. Just as we can tell the difference between child abuse and loving but firm parental discipline, so too can we tell the difference between police or military brutality in contrast to limited, restrained, lawful use of force. This is the distinction between force (lawful, restrained) and violence (vengeful, unrestrained).

I will look at the just causes for employing force and the importance of right motivations. I will look at secondary, stewardship criteria that call for counting the cost, such as accounting the likelihood of success and taking all reasonable diplomatic measures before employing force (last resort). I will then go a step further and consider how force is used: it should be used in ways that are proportionate to the injustice, injury, or threat and should be used in ways that distinguish (distinction) between lawful targets, such as foreign military personnel, and unlawful and immoral targets (e.g., houses of worship, hospitals, innocent bystanders). I will then look at definitions of peace and the practical steps that must be taken to establish a just and enduring peace at war’s end (jus post bellum), a peace based first on a secure political order, that seeks justice, and that promotes conciliation. I will conclude with a look at how Christians are desperately needed to serve their fellow men and women in all phases of war and insecurity, from humanitarian assistance to diplomacy to healing and conciliation.

Why did Reepicheep carry a sword? Because he, as a knight of Narnia, lived in a dangerous world, he went to dangerous places, and he wanted to protect his family, countrymen, and his leaders. Although Reepicheep was easily offended, he was not an aggressor. He did not bully his fellow citizens. He did not seek to conquer or enslave foreigners. He was a protector, a defender, a champion. He was motivated by love: love of home, love of family, love of country, and, ultimately, in Lewis’s rendition, love of God. That is the essence of just war statecraft.


THE DOCTRINAL UNDERPINNINGS OF JUST STATECRAFT

Christian ethicist Paul Ramsey (1913–1988) helps us understand the call of neighbor love (charity) in his retelling of the story of the good Samaritan.

It was a work of charity for the Good Samaritan to give help to the man who fell among thieves. But one step more, it may have been a work of charity for the inn-keeper to hold himself ready to receive beaten and wounded men, and for him to conduct his business so that he was solvent enough to extend credit to the Good Samaritan. By another step it would have been a work of charity, and not of justice alone, to maintain and serve in a police patrol on the Jericho road to prevent such things from happening. By yet another step, it might well be a work of charity to resist, by force of arms, any external aggression against the social order that maintains the police patrol along the road to Jericho. . . . What do you think Jesus would have made the Samaritan do if he had come upon the scene while the robbers were still at their fell work?4


Ramsey’s voluminous writings on two areas of ethics, war and medicine, remain highly influential to this day. He emphasizes throughout his work on statecraft the unity of justice and charity (neighbor love), and he sought to explicate how this works out, particularly in the ways that public servants respond to criminals, terrorists, nuclear deterrence and the arms race, and great power conflict.

The story of the good Samaritan is a window into a number of Christian doctrinal themes, and we will look at a number of them that provide the foundations for a Christian approach to statecraft, including the difference between the individual and those responsible for serving and protecting the group, political order, justice, neighbor love, sphere sovereignty, vocation (calling), and stewardship. One implication of the good Samaritan parable is that death itself is not the worst thing. “It is destined for people to die once, and after this comes judgment” (Heb 9:27). Augustine rightly pointed out that we will all die sooner or later. He argued, and Ramsey is picking up this theme, that there are times when it is appropriate for us, especially if we can protect the weak or serve in the public trust, to put ourselves in harm’s way. Reinhold Niebuhr, writing with World War II in mind, put it this way: “There are historic situations in which refusal to defend the inheritance of a civilization, however imperfect, against tyranny and aggression may result in consequences even worse than war.”5 Later in this chapter I will look at a few of the key thinkers in Christian history and how they distilled principles for decision making about the use of force.

There are three levels of analysis for thinking how society functions, and in particular the role individuals and governments play in issues of peace and security. The first level is the individual level, meaning my responsibilities at the most local level: my responsibility as a husband, as a father, as a neighbor, in my workplace, and in my local community. The second level of analysis is at the societal level, that of domestic politics and social life. This is where organizations, businesses, political parties, social movements, faith-based organizations and churches, and the organs of government operate. These collective organizations are run by people and work on behalf of people. They are responsible to promote interests of those they represent and to promote the common good. The third level of analysis is the international level, where most war takes place. This is the level primarily inhabited by the governments of countries, but it is also the realm of some international organizations and multinational corporations. There is no overarching government at this level, so it is incumbent on governments to defend their citizens from adversaries, from terrorists to ideological competitors. Again, the heads of those governments, agencies, corporations, and other entities are all people.

This way of seeing the world is important when one understands that an individual may have responsibilities across the levels of analysis. Here is a case in point. A friend of mine is a Navy admiral. When he is home on shore leave, much of his life is as a private citizen. His local responsibilities to his wife, children, the PTA, his local congregation, the Rotary club of which he is a member, his aging parents, and the like all take precedence. Some recognize these basic relationships as having a covenantal character, particularly as a member of a family, a local church, and as a citizen; thus the term “private” citizen is a bit of a misnomer. For my friend, these relationships, expressed as fatherhood, husband-hood, and so on, are one element of his calling in this life. But he has not stopped being a Navy admiral. If called to occupational service, as he was during ongoing Middle East conflicts, he goes to sea and he becomes an agent acting on behalf of the United States government and its allies at the third level of analysis. This is also his vocation, his God-ordained calling. He may be called on to make decisions that are literally life or death to defend his sailors, to protect those in foreign lands at risk of genocide, or to punish criminals, pirates, and terrorists. He does so under the legitimate authority entrusted to him by the president of the United States, the Congress, and US law. Moreover, his professional vocation is motivated by love, not hate: the desire to defend the lives, livelihoods, and way of life of his family, community, and country.

The admiral gives us a picture of how “turn the other cheek” is actually supposed to work. When he is home and his lawnmower strays over the neighbor’s sprinklers, the admiral must take responsibility for that, even if it results in a tongue lashing. This is when turning the other cheek is an act of the fruit of the Spirit. Moreover, he is called to be patient and humble, often turning the other cheek as a husband (“love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church” [Eph 5:25]) and as a father (“do not provoke your children” [Eph 6:4]). Most importantly, if attacked for his faith, he must turn the other cheek. The greatest witness is to never deny Christ when we are mocked or attacked for the faith. That is when one must turn the other cheek even to the point of death.

Understanding the doctrine of calling (vocation), that God gives everyone skills and talents to be used for the common good, and recognizing that we live simultaneously in various roles with various responsibilities at the three levels of analysis can help us to best understand that God calls and empowers some individuals to employ force to protect, prevent, and punish.

Christians have doctrines that illuminate both the responsibility and restraint that need to be practiced in civic life. Catholics have a doctrine known as subsidiarity, the general principle that problems should be handled at the lowest level of analysis whenever possible. So the first institution to handle a problem should be a family, but when the family cannot deal with it, it goes to the neighborhood (including the local church and extended family), then local government, and perhaps if the problem is big enough, to state or federal authorities. Catholics and Protestants agree that God has created various institutions (i.e., family, church, government) and that he has given humanity the creativity to create additional institutions (e.g., business, education). In most cases, the immediate institutions—the family—can nurse an ill child, but local charity may need to support the family during a prolonged sickness. Government might have to be involved if this is not a localized illness but it is rather a spreading epidemic. Of course, when it comes to organized crime or foreign aggressors, it is those higher levels that are responsible to defend the citizenry.

Protestants, particularly in Reformed circles, emphasize a slightly different approach to the levels of analysis called sphere sovereignty. Like subsidiarity, sphere sovereignty begins with the idea that God is a God of order and he has instituted various arrangements of authority for our lives. The Bible does not give us a single model of civic government, and thus it is human creativity that has come up with different arrangements, such as constitutional monarchy and democracy, for organizing society. A basic political order, as I have written elsewhere, provides at least three features: basic law and order provided by law enforcement and government institutions (traditional security), governance (domestic politics and the provision of basic services), and international security (secure from immediate external threats). The principle of political order and good governance is entirely congruent with righteous leadership whether in Israel’s oligarchic period (books of Joshua and Judges), monarchy, or the teaching of Romans 13 in the New Testament.

Sphere sovereignty recognizes government as one among many institutions in society (the second level of analysis—collective social life), including the family and the church. According to Dutch theologian, pastor, and later prime minister of the Netherlands Abraham Kuyper (1837–1920), we should think of society as full of different sectors (“spheres”): business, academia, church and religious organizations, education, the family, government, and so on. Each of these sectors has its own rationale and rules and should be largely independent within its own sphere of influence. All of these spheres are subservient to God. God intends for the skills and talents of humanity to interact for the common good, so Kuyper portrays society like a huge clock mechanism, with all of the interlocking gears having important independent functions but, at the same time, being interdependent and interlocking for the good of society.

Sphere sovereignty suggests that there are those whose role it is to protect domestic society, such as the military and law enforcement, so that all the gears of society can function properly. When we think back to Ramsey’s expanded notion of the good Samaritan parable, we can see many of these principles at work. The application, when it comes to statecraft, is this: How do we pursue order, justice, and peace in a fallen world? Christian thinkers provide us with principles of statecraft that do just that.




CHRISTIAN STATECRAFT: KEY THINKERS AND THE JUST WAR FRAMEWORK

Christians have been writing about issues of war, peace, and security for two millennia. These approaches can take a number of names, the most common being “Augustinian,” “just war,” or Niebuhrian “Christian realism.” Despite minor differences, all are forms of “Christian realism” that oppose fantastical, idealistic approaches to the tough dilemmas of politics and society (another chapter in this book looks at the uniquely Niebuhrian form of Christian realism). The approach of this chapter is to focus on the stream of classical just war thinking that goes back to the first centuries of Christianity and is rooted in natural law as well as biblical texts. Before taking a look at a Christian critique of irresponsible pacifism and vengeful holy war, the following are three of the key historical thinkers who are widely recognized, across denominational lines, as seminal Christian exponents of just war statecraft.

Augustine. At the end of the fourth century AD, Augustine (354–430) pondered the conditions for the just employment of force in political life.6 Augustine’s formulation of the just use of force relies heavily on the notion of caritas, or charity: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” In domestic society as well as international life, how does one go about loving one’s neighbor? Augustine argues that within society, adherence to the rule of law, including punishment of lawbreakers, was a way of loving one’s neighbors. When one loves one’s neighbors, one refrains from harming them and supports the authorities in their efforts to provide security to the citizenry. Moreover, Augustine notes, neighbor love means protecting one’s neighbors when they are attacked, even if one must apply force to protect them. Augustine uses Romans 13:1-5 to argue that sovereign authorities have a responsibility to order and to justice, including the use of the sword:

Every person is to be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God. Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves. For rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is good and you will have praise from the same; for it is a servant of God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a servant of God, an avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil. Therefore it is necessary to be in subjection, not only because of wrath, but also for the sake of conscience.


Augustine suggests that this is also true with regard to foreign threats: loving our neighbor can mean self-defense of the polity. Likewise, loving our foreign neighbors may mean using force to punish evildoers or right a wrong. Aquinas summarizes this thought of Augustine’s in his Summa: “True religion looks upon as peaceful those wars that are waged not for motives of aggrandizement, or cruelty, but with the object of securing peace, of punishing evil-doers, and of uplifting the good.”7 Oliver O’Donovan comments that Augustine’s typology suggests “defensive, reparative, and punitive objectives” of the decision to go to war.8

In addition to neighbor love, Augustine’s writings suggest a second reason for jus ad bellum: order. Augustine consistently privileges political order over disorder. The Augustinian conception of the universe is one in which God is the ultimate creator, judge, arbiter, and end. Although God allows sin and imperfection in this world, he nonetheless sustains the universe with a divine order. This order is mirrored in society by the political order with its laws and hierarchy. Augustine argues that although the city of man is a poor reflection of the city of God, nonetheless it is the political principle of temporal order that most approximates the eternal order.9 During his lifetime Augustine witnessed the alternative: the breakdown of the Pax Romana, the looting of Rome, and ultimately the sacking of his home in North Africa in the final days of his life. Augustine’s fear of political disorder was thus more than a distaste for regime change; it was dread of losing civic order with all of its attendant moral duties and opportunities.

Today, many Christians want to focus on the importance of loving one’s neighbor but neglect Augustine’s presupposition that political order is the foundation for society.10 Augustine’s argument is that the government has a responsibility to both domestic and international security—a responsibility that people serving in public office are duty bound to administer.

Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas (1225–1274) was the great scholastic expositor of Augustine. He argued that a war is just when it meets three requirements: sovereign authority, just cause, and right intent. It is noteworthy that Aquinas began not with just cause or right intent, but with sovereign authority:

In order for a war to be just, three things are necessary. First, the authority of the sovereign by whose command the war is to be waged. For it is not the business of a private individual to declare war. . . . And as the care of the common weal is committed to those who are in authority, it is their business to watch over the common weal of the city, kingdom or province subject to them. And just as it is lawful for them to have recourse to the sword in defending that common weal against internal disturbances, when they punish evil-doers . . . so too, it is their business to have recourse to the sword of war in defending the common weal against external enemies.11


In short, Aquinas saw most violence as criminal and lawless. The fundamental purpose of the state was to provide a counterpoise to lawlessness. Ergo, the legitimate use of force should only be in the hands of the rightful authorities in order to promote security.

Aquinas also argued that states should be concerned with just cause. He writes, “Secondly, a just cause is required, namely that those who are attacked, should be attacked because they deserve it on account of some fault.” He quotes Augustine: “Wherefore Augustine says: ‘A just war is wont to be described as one that avenges wrongs, when a nation or state has to be punished, for refusing to make amends for the wrongs inflicted by its subjects, or to restore what it has seized unjustly.’”12 Aquinas’s conception of just cause is richer than the contemporary debate on self-defense because it includes punishing wrongdoing and restitution of some sort to victims. Indeed, it seems that Aquinas’s just cause would support the use of force to curb aggressive non-state actors, protect individual human life via humanitarian intervention, and punish rogue regimes that disrupt the international status quo.

Third, Aquinas said that the just resort to force requires just intent. Scholars and churchmen alike have long pointed out the dilemmas of ascertaining right intent. For the average soldier, the medievals solved this problem by providing absolution to their troops before battle and sometimes providing it again after the battle for the survivors. This did not completely solve the problem of rage and bloodlust on the battlefield but sought a spiritual solution to a very human dynamic.

However, this says little about the sovereign’s motivation. Contemporary politics makes the situation even more complex because most state decisions are not made by a sovereign individual such as a king or empress. Western governments are pluralistic, representing multiple voices and acting based on a complicated set of interests and ideals. However, Aquinas’s focus on right intent does not necessarily call for agonizing over one’s ethical motivations. He writes, “Thirdly, it is necessary that the belligerents should have a rightful intention, so that they intend the advancement of good, or the avoidance of evil.” In other words, Aquinas’s idea of right intent is that states should seek to advance the security of their people and avoid wars based only on greed or vengeance. Aquinas again cites Augustine: “Hence Augustine says: ‘The passion for inflicting harm, the cruel thirst for vengeance, an unpacific and relentless spirit, the fever of revolt, the lust of power, and such like things, all these are rightly condemned in war.’”13 Aquinas would likely agree that in contemporary international politics, the right intent of states is to seek their own security and then promote human life and flourishing around the world.

Vitoria. In the sixteenth century a Catholic friar and professor at the University of Salamanca, Francesco de Vitoria (1483–1546), responded to European defense against the Turks as well as Spain’s activities in the New World using an expanded just war criterion based on Augustine and Aquinas. Vitoria, citing Augustine and Aquinas, argues that wars can be just if fought by legitimate authorities with right intent on behalf of a just cause. However, Vitoria asserts numerous limits on the prosecution of war, even on behalf of faith. For instance, Vitoria argues that it is wrong to kill noncombatants such as women, children, “harmless agricultural folk,” “clerics and members of religious orders,” and even enemy prisoners who are no longer a threat. Vitoria writes, “The reason for this restriction is clear: for these persons are innocent, neither is it needful to the attainment of victory that they should be slain. It would be heretical to say that it is licit to kill them. . . . Accordingly, the innocent may not be slain by (primary) intent, when it is possible to distinguish them from the guilty.”14 Vitoria’s use of just war theory gives us guidelines that today we call proportionality and distinction (discrimination, noncombatant immunity).

Much more could be said about the ways Christians have continued to flesh out just war statecraft and thus created a foundation for what we today call the law of armed conflict and international humanitarian law. This is a seminal achievement that is rooted in Christian just war thinking. In recent decades Christians have continued to write in the tradition of Augustine and just war statecraft: Reinhold Niebuhr and his contemporaries called America to arms against the evil of the Nazis; Paul Ramsey explicated the ethics of nuclear deterrence; Jean Bethke Elshtain defined “equal regard” as the duty to protect the victims of genocide; Elshtain, George Weigel, and James Turner Johnson explained the twin evils of Saddam Hussein butchering his own people and neighbors and those who would deny the United Nations and governments for righting Hussein’s wrongs; J. Daryl Charles and Timothy Demy demonstrated the nuances in various Christian denominational positions on just war thinking and addressed considerations of calling and vocation; Joseph Capizzi has written a masterful book on political order in Christian history; I have championed a robust jus post bellum; Marc LiVecche has extended Christian thinking to moral injury and the practical implications for sending and receiving soldiers; and the list goes on.

The shared set of principles that all of these thinkers generally agree on is made up of three elements: the morality of going to war (jus ad bellum), the morality of how war is fought (jus in bello), and the morality of war’s ending (jus post bellum).



JUS AD BELLUM

• Legitimate authority: Supreme political authorities are morally responsible for the security of their constituents and therefore are obligated to make decisions about war and peace.

• Just cause: Self-defense of citizens’ lives, livelihoods, and way of life are typically just causes; more generally speaking, the cause is likely just if it rights a past wrong, punishes wrongdoers, or prevents further wrong.a

• Right intent: Political motivations are subject to ethical scrutiny; violence intended for the purpose of order, justice, and ultimate conciliation is just, whereas violence for the sake of hatred, revenge, and destruction is not just.

• Likelihood of success: Political leaders should consider whether their action will make a difference in real-world outcomes. This principle is subject to context and judgment, because it may be appropriate to act despite a low likelihood of success (e.g., against local genocide). Conversely, it may be inappropriate to act due to low efficacy despite the compelling nature of the case.

• Proportionality of ends: Does the preferred outcome justify, in terms of the cost in lives and material resources, this course of action?

• Last resort: Have traditional diplomatic and other efforts been reasonably employed in order to avoid outright bloodshed?




JUS IN BELLO

• Proportionality: Are the battlefield tools and tactics employed proportionate to battlefield objectives?

• Discrimination: Has care been taken to reasonably protect the lives and property of legitimate noncombatants?




JUS POST BELLUMB


• Order: Beginning with existential security, a sovereign government extends its roots through the maturation of government capacity in the military (traditional security), governance (domestic politics), and international security dimensions.

• Justice: Getting one’s just deserts, including consideration of individual punishment for those who violated the law of armed conflict and restitution policies for victims when appropriate.

• Conciliation: Coming to terms with the past so that parties can imagine and move forward toward a shared future.



aThis formulation derives directly from Augustine, as recorded in Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: Christian Classics, 1981), II-II, q. 40, art. 1.

bThese criteria are not enshrined in historic just war thinking but are distilled from various sources elaborated on by Patterson initially in 2004. See also Eric Patterson, Ethics Beyond War’s End (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2012); and Patterson, Ending Wars Well: Order, Justice, and Conciliation in Post-Conflict (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012).




Figure 1. Just war criteria



Christians are rightly concerned about peace. Societal peace is a secure, rightly ordered community, at peace within itself and with its neighbors. Aquinas, following the Roman statesman Cicero, rightly said that the purpose of a just war is peace. Thus, Christians should be concerned with a prudential approach to the ethics of war’s end (jus post bellum): postconflict settlements should exhibit restraint in their terms while pursuing justice (restitution, punishment), in contrast to a so-called victor’s peace based on vengeance and destruction. A Christian approach to war’s end is moral in seeking punishment and restoration as well as focusing on a shared, secure future rather than on revenge for historic or imagined grievances. Figure 2 demonstrates a model for how a sturdy framework of political order can lay the groundwork for efforts at justice and, ultimately, conciliation.15
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Figure 2.


More specifically, jus post bellum requires moral accountability for past actions, including the decisions by leaders (jus ad bellum) that led to war in the first place. There should be accountability for those in power who are responsible for the advent of conflict; in fact, at times our military response is an act of justice. A Catholic successor to Vitoria, Francisco Suárez (1548–1617), wrote, “The only reason for it [war] was that an act of punitive justice was indispensable to mankind.”16 Generally, the breakdown of international peace is a complex set of circumstances, but in many cases war is directly attributable to the aggressive policies of a specific regime or cabal within the regime, such as Hitler’s Nazis or radical Hutus in Rwanda (1994). Leaders are responsible for peace and security; when they abrogate that obligation, it may be appropriate to hold them accountable in postconflict settlements.17

The same is true for jus in bello violations. Soldiers and their leaders on both sides are responsible for their conduct during the fighting. A richer notion of just peace is one in which steps are taken to hold those who willfully broke the laws of war in combat accountable for their misdeeds.

A related moral principle of jus post bellum is restitution. Of course, the destructive nature of war means that a complete return to the prewar status quo is impossible, and may not be desirable in cases of secession or civil war. Citizens, both in and out of uniform, have died. Vast sums have been expended. Natural resources and regions of land have been used up or destroyed. Jus post bellum takes the cost of war, particularly the cost in lives and material, into account and argues that when possible, aggressors should provide restitution to the victims. This principle applies both to inter- and intrastate conflict: at war’s end aggressors should remunerate, when appropriate and possible, the wronged.

An additional moral concern that jus post bellum addresses is that of punishment. Punishment is punitive action against a wrongdoer. It may mean loss of rank or position, fines, imprisonment, exile, or death. Thus, punishment is the consequence of responsibility and an important feature of postconflict justice. Punishment is moral in that it moves beyond an abstract conception of accountability by employing sanctions against those responsible for initiating violence or transgressing the war convention and violating international law. As I will argue later in this chapter, punishment is a lost strand of just war theory.

Finally, a Christian approach to postconflict looks toward conciliation, defined as coming to terms with the past, so that we can see our former adversaries as partners in a shared peace. This is not easy. The principles of order and justice provide a foundation for political conciliation among nations that were formerly in conflict. Such conciliation is the ultimate step toward building a durable framework for domestic and international peace. One can see the role of Christians seeking justice and conciliation at the end of various conflicts. The fact that apartheid-era South Africa did not fall apart into civil war and later developed its Truth and Reconciliation Commission is largely due to the role that Christian teaching, expounded and modeled by people like Archbishop Desmond Tutu, played in laying out an alternative to mass violence. Abraham Lincoln routinely cited biblical texts about restoration and reconciliation (“bind up the nation’s wounds”) as his philosophy for how the Civil War should end. He was directly opposed by the Radical Republicans, his own party, who hungered for vengeance. President Woodrow Wilson, the son of a minister and for many years a practicing Presbyterian, developed his famous Fourteen Points as a vision for a postwar European, and global, order rooted in the golden rule.




MISTAKEN ALTERNATIVES TO JUST STATECRAFT: PACIFISM AND HOLY WAR

As noted above, the vast majority of Christians across denominations and down through history have been part of traditions that have affirmed just statecraft. Martin Luther and John Calvin specifically mention their intellectual antecedents, routinely citing Augustine in particular. Nevertheless, there are variants distinct from mainstream, biblical thinking on issues of war, peace, and security that should be briefly addressed: pacifism and holy war. When one carefully considers the doctrines outlined above, notably how neighbor love is to be enacted by responsible citizens and leaders in a fallen world, neither pacifism nor holy war offers a compelling alternative to loving, prudential, restrained action.

Pacifism. J. Daryl Charles (1950–) convincingly documents that Christian history provides no evidence that the early church took a unified pacifist position, although many second- and third-century Christians were apparently pacifists.18 John the Baptist, Jesus, Peter, and Paul all engaged directly with tax collectors, soldiers, and Roman public officials. Lewis captures the biblical ethic in his critique of pacifism. He interprets “turn the other cheek” as allowing for force in situations in which certain factors demand it, saying of this view:

It harmonises better with St. John Baptist’s words to the soldier and with the fact that one of the few persons whom our Lord praised without reservation was a Roman centurion. It also allows me to suppose that the New Testament is consistent with itself. St. Paul approves of the magistrate’s use of the sword (Romans 13:4) and so does St. Peter (1 Peter 2:14).19


Notably, New Testament leaders, including Christ, never commanded soldiers or the other public servants to quit their work. John the Baptist instructed soldiers to avoid abusing their power. Jesus said that a Roman centurion had the greatest faith in Israel. Peter’s first Gentile convert was a Roman centurion and his family, a man who was already a devout seeker of God.

Nevertheless, it is true that there were compelling motives for many Christians to be skeptical of serving the political authority of the day, which was sinful Rome.20 Christians, like Jews, opposed the idolatry and emperor cult of Rome and were persecuted by taxation and later imprisonment, crucifixion, and martyrdom in the arena. A good illustration of what the church was teaching can be seen in Acts 15, the teaching that the Council of Jerusalem gave to newly converted Gentiles. Did Gentile followers of the Way have to undergo circumcision and live by the ceremonial obligations of the Jewish law? No, but they were enjoined to avoid meat offered to idols and abstain from sexual immorality. Why these two? Sexual morality is the fundamental basis for the purity of the family and thus a building block for God’s design for society. Moreover, in the Roman and Near Eastern world, sexual promiscuity was not only rampant but also encouraged. For instance, some temples had cultic prostitutes, both male and female, and many politico-religious ceremonies disintegrated into debauchery and sexual immorality. Likewise, food offered to idols is suggestive of the many ways that pagan religious practices were a part of the Greco-Roman world, including the sacrifice of animals that later ended up in butcher’s stalls, and thus Christians were trying to avoid practicing or reinforcing idol worship.

Moreover, if one served in the Roman army, there were severe restrictions on marriage: Caesar Augustus had made it virtually illegal to marry if one served in the legions (one could not legally marry until one had served a decade or more).21 This encouraged prostitution just outside the camp gates as well as rape of the defeated as a common practice of warfare. In the best cases, legionaries took common-law wives outside of legal norms. In short, there were real consequences to public service in the Roman world, but many people came to faith while serving in government administration or in the military. Thus the church was not entirely pacifistic but tried to find the best ways to counter the idolatrous claims of the state on the individual.22

Over time a secondary pacifism did develop, as Christian scholars such as Augustine and Aquinas differentiated between the citizen’s duty to the state, including military service, and the pacific duties of church leaders.23 In other words, those living the spiritual vocation (pastors, monks, priests) were not to fight, but that did not mean that government was to leave them unprotected, nor did it mean that their parishioners should not protect and defend. Augustine famously made this point in a letter to a Roman military officer named Boniface in AD 418. Augustine exhorted Boniface to fulfill his calling and fight against temporal enemies who seek to destroy the peace, while distinguishing it from the clergy’s vocation of spiritual warfare.24

For Augustine, the law of love includes punishment (consequences for immoral behavior) and justice (restoration of what was taken, righting past wrongs).

Fast-forward to the Reformation. Many of the concerns that the early church had about idolatrous Rome echo in the critiques Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others directed at the Roman Catholic Church. One splinter group from the Reformation is Anabaptism (not to be confused with today’s Baptists), and this line of thinking is the foundation for Christian pacifism in the modern era.25 The foundational statement of the Anabaptist movement is the Schleitheim Confession of 1527, which makes three key points that are a response to Old Testament forms of legal authority (“magistracy”) and the teaching of Romans 13 that “the ruler wields the sword for your good”:
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