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The Just War and the Horizon 

of Martyrdom

In the previous chapter we saw how the Anabaptist tradition—​as poignantly 
underscored by its traumatic experiences of martyrdom at the swords and 
stakes of other Christians—​presents a theological and practical challenge to 
the broader Christian church’s conception of the life of discipleship and its 
relationship to violence. Martyrs’ Mirror insists upon a stance of consistent 
nonviolence as a criterion for Christian martyrdom because this tradition 
sees nonviolence as a distinguishing characteristic of the Christian life itself. 
“Martyrs” are so lauded in this tradition because they exemplify, in extreme 
circumstances, the call placed on all Christians to live out the Sermon on the 
Mount’s command to turn the other cheek through the difficult love of our 
enemies. Martyrdom casts light on the demand for peaceable nonresistance 
(or peaceful resistance, in more recent expressions) because it reflects the 
way of Jesus himself. This remains a relevant and pointed challenge because, 
both historically and today, it is not the view held by most Christian churches 
in the world—​the churches that I have broadly labeled “magisterial.” This 
chapter will examine the relationship between the theology of martyrdom 
and the just war thinking endorsed by magisterial Christianity, which admits 
the possibility of a circumscribed use of violence by people of faith.

In the previous chapter we encountered an early church martyrology that 
tells the story of the soldier Marinus, who chose the gospel over the sword at 
the cost of his life. As we saw, the story does not make it entirely clear whether 
he rejected the “sword” because of the violence involved in its use or because 
of the religious behavior that would often have accompanied it in the context 
of the Roman military, or perhaps both reasons.

Similar questions appear in another story from a slightly later period, the 
account of Julius the Veteran, whose death likely took place in the spring of 
304, toward the beginning of the “Great Persecution” under Diocletian and 
Galerius.1 The narrative begins with the arrest of Julius and his interrogation 
before a prefect named Maximus. During his interrogation, Julius readily 
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admits that he is a Christian. When asked whether he is aware of the imperial 
orders to sacrifice to the gods, he responds: “I must not lose sight of my living 
and true God.”2 Maximus asks Julius why he doesn’t just perform the seem-
ingly insignificant trifle of “offering some incense and going away.” Julius 
gives a multifaceted reply. On the one hand, like many a martyr throughout 
the ages, he says that he cannot break the commandments of God. But then 
he appeals, on the other hand, to his strong, even faultless, record of service 
in the Roman military as evidence of his faithful character, while admitting 
that he perhaps should not have chosen to serve in the army.3 He is quite 
plain about the fact that he had been a Christian, a follower of the true 
Creator God, during his time in the army: “I was in the army . . . and when 
I had served my term I re-​enlisted as a veteran. All of this time I worshipped 
in fear the God who made heaven and earth, and even to this day I show him 
my service.”4 We see here Julius’s sense of dual citizenship, albeit an asym-
metrical one.

The story’s death scene begins with Julius receiving a kiss, likely an allu-
sion to Judas’s betrayal of Jesus as suggested by Julius’s sardonic comment 
about it. After being encouraged by another Christian soldier, who was also 
imprisoned, Julius commends his spirit to Christ, asking to join the com-
pany of martyrs. He is then beheaded, ending his life “in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.”5 Regardless of whether the text mainly reflects the historical Julius’s 
mentality or the attitudes of the narrator, it is clear that military service and 
Christianity, including martyrdom, are not regarded as totally and obviously 
incommensurate with one another. At the same time, there are hints of mis-
giving about the intersection of these two callings.

We have here a situation in which it was possible for a Christian to be a 
soldier for Rome, or at least for a soldier to become a Christian, apparently 
unobtrusively, but with the ordinarily endurable tension of loyalties even-
tually breaking out into insuperable conflict. With the advent of Emperor 
Constantine, and the legalization and eventual privileging of Christianity, 
however, what appears to have been an emerging possibility earlier on rather 
quickly becomes a new status quo. In a Christianized empire, the church 
comes to terms with its members serving the state as soldiers, and simultane-
ously serving God in the process. This coming to terms is reflected in the just 
war mindset that emerged in Christianity, which required what James Turner 
Johnson calls a “synthesis between Christian ideals and the moral relativity 
of the world of history.”6 While this just war mindset is sometimes character-
ized as a specifically Christian contribution to the Western tradition, its roots 
are actually much older than the Christian church.
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A case can be made that some features of just war thinking are anticipated 
by aspects of the holy war waged in the Old Testament. (Throughout the re-
mainder of this book we will frequently encounter the importance and yet 
difficulty of the just war/​holy war distinction.) While acknowledging strong 
similarities between Israel (and even Yahweh’s) attitudes toward war and 
those of surrounding ancient Near Eastern peoples, John Wood notes that 
Israel was less prone to glorify war and employed methods that were com-
paratively mild (even if they understandably horrify us today).7 While most 
Old Testament warfare falls into today’s “holy war” category and includes 
instances of vengeful divine sanction of total war (which present no small 
theological challenge in view of the New Testament),8 the Old Testament 
also includes the sense that war is never intrinsically valuable—​when right-
eous, war has the end purpose of peace, justice, and even reconciliation 
with bitter enemies and the salvation of the world.9 Wood notes the pres-
ence, even amid the war of the Old Testament, of many creative examples 
of peacemaking in the face of conflict, as well as Israel’s compelling vision 
of eschatological peace and calls to peacebuilding.10 (He calls this “paci-
fism,” probably not the most precise term given the broader martial context 
in which they are found.) The main “just war” motifs that Wood finds in 
the Old Testament are instances where war is waged not due to a command 
of God but “on the basis of a universal sense of justice,” one that is espe-
cially concerned for the vulnerable, as in Joel 3.11 Similarly, he contends, the 
Deuteronomic laws of war acknowledge “the necessity of conflict,” but “im-
pose severe restraints on warmaking,” even if those restraints look some-
what meager to us today.12 Such restraint appears even in other strands of 
the Old Testament. For example, in 2 Chronicles 28, the nation of Israel is 
chastised by the prophet Oded for planning to enslave the people of Judah, 
whom they had defeated in battle. Yahweh had given Judah up to the 
Israelites as a form of discipline, but did not intend for them to be severely 
mistreated. Here we perhaps see a shade of how the later just war tradition 
understood the proper treatment of prisoners of war, albeit in the context of 
quasi-​civil war with divine sanction.

Seeing the Old Testament as an antecedent of just war thinking is of course 
problematized by the wholesale slaughter commanded by God at some 
points of the Old Testament.13 Thus, while there may be some Old Testament 
precedents, the more fundamental roots of the just war mentality lie in the 
ancient Greek and Roman world into which Christianity was born.
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The Rise of the “Just War” in Christian Ethics

Plato occasionally reflected on the place of war in human life and how it 
relates to the more desirable condition of peace. For example, his Laws di-
alogue includes a remark from the Athenian that the “true statesman” and 
“finished legislator” will regulate “war as a means to peace,” and not the other 
way around.14 And in The Republic, amid book 5’s discussion of the proper 
ordering of society, the question arises whether children should accompany 
parents to war, because they, as “future soldiers,” will be enabled to learn the 
ways of their future vocation.15 While agreeing on the benefits of such an 
arrangement, Socrates and Glaucon also recognize the need to guard chil-
dren from the violence and inherent uncertainties of war: “The dangers of 
war cannot be always foreseen; there is a good deal of chance about them.”16 
As the conversation continues, it becomes clear that the discussants presup-
pose the inevitability of war, and even its permissibility; their concern is how 
to mitigate its effects. One such consideration is the need to remember that 
other Greeks or Hellenes should not be enslaved, and that when battles are 
fought between groups of Hellenes, such conflict ought to be regarded as a 
temporary condition, since the various groups of Hellenes are “by nature 
friends.”17 Because of their inherent friendship, and thus the deeper goal of 
peace on the far side of war, Hellenic peoples should not intentionally kill 
civilians or utterly destroy one another when fighting, since “the guilt of 
war is always confined to a few persons,” and “the many are their friends.”18 
Roland Bainton suggests that Plato’s reflections represent the first articula-
tion of what became the “just war” code of behavior.19 We must, of course, 
bear in mind the implication that war with non-​Hellenes need not involve 
such restraint.20

In the Roman world, under the influence of Stoicism, these Greek 
beginnings of “just war” restraints on military activity were further devel-
oped by thinkers such as Cicero.21 Drawing upon the concept of a single nat-
ural law, authored by God, that would “be valid for all nations and all times,” 
Cicero (probably through his figure Laelius, although this section is frag-
mentary) argues that the “ideal State” will undertake war only for defensive 
or responsive reasons: “Those wars are unjust which are undertaken without 
provocation. For only a war waged for revenge or defense can actually be 
just.”22 Not only is aggression forbidden, but similar to Plato’s view, the goal 
of defensive war should be the restoration of peace—​and not just any peace, 
but a “peace that shall not admit of guile.”23 Moreover, a clear declaration of 
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war preceded by requests for reparations is necessary for a war to be deemed 
“just.”24 Cicero also suggests that the state has a responsibility to oppose in-
justice, by military force if necessary: “He who does not prevent or oppose 
wrong, if he can, is just as guilty of wrong as if he deserted his parents or his 
friends or his country.” This responsibility is rooted in the affection toward 
one’s children and kin that is implanted in us by nature, which leads us to 
band together with others in the public life of the state “and thus by our skill, 
our industry, and our talents to cement human society more closely together, 
man to man.”25 Cicero insists, however, that this responsibility toward one’s 
own family and state should always be tempered by a responsibility even to 
the enemy. Since humans are rational beings, resolving a dispute “by discus-
sion” should be the first resort; only when that fails or is impossible is the 
use of force appropriate. Finally, during fighting, enemy soldiers who give 
up their weapons are to be protected. And in victory, “We should spare those 
who have not been blood-​thirsty and barbarous in their warfare.”26

What we have here in Cicero is a Stoic expression of what later just war 
teaching systematizes as the principles of just cause, right intention, last re-
sort, and immunity from attack for prisoners of war, considerations that 
need to be met if a military action is to accord with the “claims of justice.”27 
Regardless of whether Rome prosecuted its wars in accordance with these 
principles (and Cicero thought that it did, at least most of the time),28 such an 
approach to war was held up as an important ideal in the ancient world.

While many early Christian theologians were likely aware of this moral 
tradition, it exerted rather little actual influence in the very early Christian 
world because the church was such a small part of the population, often 
scorned by majority society, and eventually declared illegal, in addition to 
various theological reasons why the early church emphasized its separation 
from the “world.” At the same time, recent historical scholarship has rec-
ognized a strand in the early church of growing willingness to serve in the 
military—​as with Julius the veteran.29 As we saw in Chapter 2, however, most 
Christians during the church’s first two centuries followed an ethic that we 
can broadly label “pacifist,” partly because of biblical teaching such as the 
Sermon on the Mount, partly because of the pagan religious obligations re-
quired by the Roman military, and partly because of a perceived mandate 
to remain separate from the world. George Kalantzis ventures that an even 
deeper reason was that the earliest Christians saw their faith as a reversal of 
the imperial power dynamics of Rome.30
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With the growth of the church’s numbers, a developing sense of the church’s 
responsibilities for the good of life in the world, and the rise of Constantine as 
the first Christian emperor, however, there eventually occurred a merging of 
key Christian ideals with the classical world’s reflections on how war can and 
should be waged in harmony with justice. Bainton aptly describes the prima 
facie ironies that attended this shift, including its expression in Constantine’s 
choice of the Christian chi-​rho symbol as an emblem of military might:

One cannot but marvel that neither the emperor nor the Church felt an im-
propriety in placing the cross upon the military labarum. Constantine tac-
itly ranged himself in the succession of the martyrs in that he was the first 
emperor to bestow upon himself the title Victor. This designation, which 
the pagans only gave to the gods and the Christians only to the martyrs, was 
assumed by the Christian emperor on the ground that what the martyrs 
had commenced with their blood, he had completed with his sword.31

On the other hand, Johnson points out that the majority of Christians—​
including those in the army—​reflect a rather seamless transition.32 While the 
pacifist leanings of the earlier church were followed by some in the new sit-
uation, particularly in the fledgling monastic world,33 the majority of eccle-
siastical leaders and theologians reconciled themselves to the altered shape 
of Christian responsibilities in a situation of legality and increasing political 
power.34 It did not take long (415 CE) until only Christians were allowed in 
the Roman army.35 The result was a Christian borrowing and reshaping of 
classical just war principles.

Christian Just War Teaching

Drawing upon his teacher Ambrose of Milan, Augustine of Hippo had an es-
pecially formative role in the West, such that Paul Ramsey can characterize 
him as the “first great formulator of the theory that war might be ‘just,’ which 
thereafter has mainly directed the course of Western Christian thinking 
about the problem of war.”36 Though Augustine does not develop a sustained 
systematic theory of war and its possible justification and justice, his occa-
sional reflections were historically influential as “they underscored the idea 
that a Christian’s life in the world in history implies responsibility for assisting 
in creating and maintaining public order for the sake of justice and peace.”37 
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Augustine’s earlier reflections on Christian participation in war are present 
in his treatises against various heresies present in the early fifth century CE, 
including Donatism. He struggled with the question of how to squelch this 
long-​standing North African Christian perfectionist movement that claimed 
its own succession of bishops as the true church, and in turn regarded the 
Catholic Church (including Bishop Augustine) as usurper. Catholic attempts 
to suppress the Donatist church, even by means of Roman military force, 
began before Augustine was even born, giving rise to martyr accounts from 
the Donatist pen that are remarkable both for their affinities with earlier 
church martyrologies and for their moments of acid criticism of Catholic 
Christians and their leaders.38 Of course, some Donatists used rather violent 
means of their own in their struggle against Catholic Christianity.39 On the 
Catholic side, Augustine came to regard the use of force as a legitimate way 
to stop the Donatists.40 While this situation only partly qualifies as consider-
ation of “just war” (by today’s usual definitional standards), since it centered 
on religious and theological controversy, Augustine’s treatise concerning 
The Correction of the Donatists (c. 417) is instructive for the way in which it 
brings biblical and theological themes to bear on the question of appropriate 
use of violence.

First, Augustine strives to show his reader, Boniface, a Christian tribune 
responsible for some actions to be taken against the Donatists, that the 
Donatists are at fault; it is they who “maintain rebellious hostility against the 
unity of Christ.”41 They were “disturbing the peace of the innocent for one 
reason or another in the spirit of the most reckless madness,”42 committing 
violent acts that compromised public safety and the ability of the true church 
to proclaim the gospel.43 It is because of these aggressive and dangerous 
actions of the Donatists that Augustine approves of the use of coercive vi-
olence against them. He appeals to the call of the church to save sinners/​
heretics “from the path of destruction,” interpreting such work as an expres-
sion of Christian charity.44 What happens when a Christian government 
uses force against heresy is simply the opposite of what is done to the church 
when its righteousness is persecuted out of enmity—​namely, persecuting un-
righteousness out of a “spirit of love,” giving “proper discipline” so that those 
disciplined will be corrected, recalled from error, and shown the truth.45 
According to Augustine, this may have to take the form of violence and pun-
ishment, but it is at bottom a work of mercy, because the Donatists will be 
rescued from false teaching and given the opportunity of being “made whole 
in the Catholic Church.”46 Yes, he admits, some may be killed. But that is for 
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the greater good: “What then is the function of brotherly love? Does it, be-
cause it fears the shortlived fires of the furnace for a few, therefore abandon 
all to the eternal fires of hell?”47 Rehearsing the same basic argument later 
in the treatise, Augustine argues that it would in fact be “the extreme of cru-
elty” to simply let heretics have their way.48 It would uncharitably leave them, 
and those who fall under their sway, to destruction for heresy. Technically, 
Augustine’s analysis fits under what today’s discussions usually label the 
“holy war” category because of the transcendent end involved—​preserving 
true doctrine against dangerous heresy. Yet the discussion is not entirely de-
void of what we today think of as just war elements because the cause must be 
defensive and violence aimed at rescue.49

Instructive also are Augustine’s earlier reflections on war in a book, written 
around the year 400, against the views of a Manichaean named Faustus—​
albeit largely with Old Testament military actions in mind. Augustine 
distinguishes between what we might call the collateral evils of war and the 
real evil of war. The fact that there is violence and killing in war may be unde-
sirable, but Augustine thinks that what is truly evil about war is “the desire to 
do harm, cruelty in taking vengeance, a mind incapable of peace, fierceness 
in rebellion, and a lust for domination”—​in short, wrong intentions, a mali-
cious spirit, and unchecked violence.50 In his view, these very things are what 
good and just people will fight against in order to resist and punish them. 
This general framework enables Augustine to interpret the Sermon on the 
Mount’s “Do not resist an evildoer” line as a “disposition [that] lies not in the 
body but in the heart.”51 It is a matter of a peace-​directed state of mind and 
heart that is possible even in the midst of physical actions involving violence. 
He interprets Jesus’ admonition to his disciples to “give to Caesar the things 
that are Caesar’s” (Matt. 22:21) as an implicit sanction of the vocation of the 
soldier, since Caesar’s taxes were used to pay his soldiers.52

Similarly, as we return to his later letter to Boniface, Augustine makes 
clear that he believes the use of violent force to restrain heresy is lamen-
table. It would be better, he states, “that men should be led to worship God by 
teaching, than that they should be driven to it by fear of punishment or pain.” 
But when efforts at persuasion don’t work, it is necessary to resort to coer-
cion precisely so that such people, having been coerced, may be taught.53 It 
is here that Augustine finds warrant for such coercion in the actions of Jesus 
himself, whose conversion of the apostle Paul did not begin with teaching, 
but rather “dashed him to the earth with His power; and that He might for-
cibly bring one who was raging amid the darkness of infidelity to desire the 
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light of the heart, He first struck him with physical blindness of the eyes. . . . 
Let them recognize in [the case of Paul] Christ first compelling, and after-
ward teaching; first striking, and afterwards consoling.”54 This is, to be sure, 
a strikingly different application of the imitatio Christi motif than we saw in 
the previous chapter.

In sum, what we have here in Augustine, in the context of a struggle 
against heresy in a Christianized empire, is a preliminary theological sketch 
of a “just war” approach to the use of violence. Christian discipleship and 
the deployment of (some) violence are now seen as consistent. Underpinning 
Augustine’s biblical interpretation is a magisterial political theology—​the 
conviction that the use of force is legitimate when the ruler is Christian, an 
option that wasn’t on the table for the apostles and earlier theologians such as 
Tertullian who lived under pagan rule.55 In fact, Augustine can tell Boniface, 
the tribune, that “it is clear that in you it is actually a part of your military valor 
to serve in truth the faith which is in Christ.”56 By implication, Augustine is 
also saying that it is part of Boniface’s faith to serve with a right-​minded mili-
tary valor and leadership. Whereas Marinus’s bishop required him to choose 
between gospel and sword, Bishop Augustine encourages Boniface to serve 
the gospel by means of the sword.

Augustine develops a broader and more famous rendition of these themes 
in The City of God. In this his magnum opus, Augustine offers a theological 
explanation of the shape of history through the metaphor of two “cities” that 
represent contrary impulses and driving forces in the world.57 The “earthly 
city” is the world as enslaved by sin and love of self, expressing “lust for dom-
ination,” which is one of the central earthly goods that govern human actions 
and the trends of history.58 The “heavenly city,” on the other hand, represents 
both God’s heavenly dominion and our world as it is created and reclaimed 
by God. The church, the society of human beings who strive to orient them-
selves according to love and service of God, is a pivotal means by which the 
city of God exerts its influence in the world. The contrast between the two 
cities provides significant leverage for the church’s theological critique of the 
ways of the world—​awareness of the true justice of God reveals the cracks in 
efforts at justice in society.59 However, though belonging to the city of God 
and striving to live for God, the church remains situated in the world, with 
all of its ambiguity, misdirection, and violence, including war. “The truth 
is,” Paul Ramsey says in summary of Augustine’s point of view, “that fratri-
cidal love and brotherly love based on love of God are always commingled 
in human history.”60 Augustine can certainly not be accused of being overly 
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optimistic about the world or naive about war. In book 19, where one of his 
discussions of war can be found, he laments the obvious evils that accom-
pany war: “all those terrible wars, all that human slaughter, all that human 
bloodshed!”61

Augustine’s rhetoric shows that he sees himself rearticulating and 
extending an existing just war tradition: “The wise man, they say, will 
wage just wars.”62 Accordingly, Augustine emphasizes that this wise man, 
attempting to act in accord with justice, will only wage war because it is 
genuinely necessary and will carry an attitude of lament into his waging 
of war. Following this classical tradition, moreover, Augustine affirms that 
the demands of justice sometimes require the waging of war, since the in-
justice of the opponent must be resisted in order to preserve society. This 
point comes through even more clearly in his earlier treatise against Faustus. 
Augustine affirms that the rightness or wrongness of a war depends signifi-
cantly on its cause: “It is not permissible . . . to doubt that it is right to under-
take a war . . . under God’s authority either to strike terror into, wear down, or 
subdue the pride of mortals.”63 Even in cases where the cause is unjust or the 
ruling authority is mistaken or evil in waging war, the soldier who obediently 
fights is “innocent,” because for him obedience is a duty.64

Further in book 19 of City of God Augustine insists that some sort of peace 
is always the purpose of war. Even an unjust aggressive war, which may seem 
to be aimed solely at conquest and gain, is ultimately motivated by the desire 
for “peace with glory.”65 Augustine offers various examples, such as how the 
aggression of robbers and even the most ferocious beasts seems to be moti-
vated by some kind of peace, simply one more to their liking and benefit than 
the previous peace. Although this applies even to the tyrant who wages an 
aggressive war, Augustine claims that because such tyranny rejects the “just 
peace of God and loves its own unjust peace,” it is barely worthy of the label 
“peace.”66 The right kind of war, in contrast, will be aimed at the right kind of 
peace—​one characterized by justice.

As we survey these dimensions of Augustine’s account of war and the 
conditions under which it can be appropriate for the Christian to partici-
pate, it is fair to say that he adds rather little to the classical tradition’s prior 
treatment of the justice of war. Even his linking of the just waging of war with 
Christian charity is anticipated by Cicero’s view that going to war is ultimately 
rooted in affection for kin in society and by Plato’s view that restraint in war 
is required by friendship that persists even with one’s enemy. In the context 
of heresy, of course, Augustine’s view of charity includes concern for the 
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postmortem destiny of the enemy. What Augustine arguably does add, how-
ever, is a more profound account of the phenomenon of war itself that roots 
it in the sin and finitude of creation and includes the Christian insistence that 
war will not be the final word on human history. This theological account of 
the world’s brokenness informs the stance that Augustine and the magisterial 
traditions required of the Christian—​to wage war for justice when necessary 
but to do so reluctantly and in a spirit of peace.67 According to Paul Ramsey, 
Augustine’s position on just war includes the sober recognition that a uni-
lateral aggressor and absolutely clear just cause will not always characterize 
justified war. The imperfect justice of the just war, Ramsey suggests, “may 
tragically be on both sides.”68 Later thinkers in the Augustinian tradition, 
such as Francisco de Vitoria, acknowledged that at very least both sides in 
a conflict usually think they have justice on their side—​what Johnson labels 
“simultaneous ostensible justice.”69 Augustine’s spirituality of just violence 
and his appreciation for the ambiguity of sin in history were assimilated by 
the magisterial traditions in the West as the just war approach became the 
standard ethic of these traditions.70

Beginning in the twelfth century, Christian scholars began to systematize 
just war thinking, drawing heavily on Augustine’s beginnings. Due to the 
work of thinkers such as Gratian and other canon lawyers, this had become a 
well-​developed tradition by the time of the high scholasticism of the Western 
Middle Ages.71 While I am focusing on theological contributions, the con-
solidation of just war thinking into a more robust tradition involved much 
beyond the theological, with the cultural code of knighthood in the Middle 
Ages as a major contributor, especially to norms related to fighting morally.72

In articulating that consolidation of the just war tradition in the thirteenth 
century, Thomas Aquinas appeals frequently to the authority of Augustine in 
the Summa Theologiae’s analysis of war. Thomas’s defense of the possible jus-
tice of war stands alongside contention, schism, and strife in the midst of his 
lengthy examination of Christian charity. While vices like contention, schism, 
and strife clearly fall into the category of sin, Aquinas invokes Augustine in 
order to contend that waging war is not always sinful, as it can be an expres-
sion of love for the innocent, the threatened, and the welfare of society. (Its 
neighbors in his litany of topics, of course, instructively suggest that it some-
times is sinful.) In a clear discussion of three central criteria for permissible 
war, Aquinas argues that if (1) a legitimate authority commands it; if (2) a 
just cause exists; and if (3) those declaring war intend “the advancement of 
good, or the avoidance of evil,” then such action can be judged justified.73 In 
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his replies to various hypothetical objections, Aquinas interprets the “taking 
of the sword” that Jesus condemns (Matt. 26:52) as a private use of violence 
rather than one commanded by a sovereign for the public benefit. Similarly, 
he reads Jesus’ command in the Sermon on the Mount not to resist an evil-
doer as a prohibition against self-​defense rather than a demand for the state 
not to use coercive force to defend the common good.74

In his presentation Aquinas both assumes and defends three of the central 
considerations involved in decisions about the justice and responsibilities in-
volved in the decision to go to war. In Latin terminology that has become 
common since the early twentieth century, these decisions about going to 
war have been called the jus ad bellum facet of the tradition. The sovereign 
must discern a genuine just cause in order to have the right to go to war (ad 
bellum), thereby suspending the ordinary expectations of life in peacetime 
(in pacis—​to add another much less common Latin phrase to the discus-
sion). In recent thinking, to the ad bellum category also belongs the demand 
that war be a last resort and success be reasonably likely.75

From the Middle Ages into the early modern period, attention was in-
creasingly given to questions of how to act justly within war. This category 
of jus in bello (also modern rather than medieval terminology) is logically 
secondary and has historically received less consideration even though 
concerns about using only necessary means, not targeting noncombatants, 
and the like were present even in the classical tradition (as we saw with Plato 
and Cicero previously) and were subtly implied or assumed by thinkers such 
as Augustine and Aquinas.76

While usually depicted in today’s just war reasoning as a package deal,77 
there is no small amount of tension between the considerations of these two 
categories. As Michael Walzer points out, it is possible for a state to go to war 
with just cause but to prosecute the war by unjust means; and it is possible for 
a state that went to war unjustly to fight according to the rules. It is most often 
the former discrepancy that rears its ugly head, as the presence of a just cause 
to fight (ad bellum) unleashes a consequentialist line of reasoning that can 
overwhelm the in bello insistence on the duty to respect noncombatant im-
munity: victory over the terrors of aggression is such an important end that it 
may seem to justify whatever terrible means are necessary.78

Though not without tension, and not originally with this terminology, this 
two-​pronged approach—​jus ad bellum and jus in bello,79 with clear priority 
to the former—​became established Catholic teaching, and was also naturally 
integrated into the magisterial Protestant churches, which like their Catholic 
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opponents/​cousins were generally eager to align themselves closely with the 
state provided that it advanced their theological platform. It can be seen, for 
example, in the Augsburg Confession’s affirmation (1530) that “it is right for 
Christians to hold civil office, to sit as judges, to decide matters by the impe-
rial and other existing laws, to award just punishments, to engage in just wars, 
to serve as soldiers.”80 Similarly, the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) 
affirms that the Christian magistrate “may lawfully now, under the new tes-
tament, wage war, upon just and necessary occasion.”81 The Second Helvetic 
Confession (1566) is even more comprehensive in its treatment of war. The 
magistrate is called to wage war when “necessary to preserve the safety of 
the people,” “provided he has first sought peace by all means possible.” Such 
actions, the confession states, are a way of serving God.82 In its articulation 
of the responsibilities of the magistrate’s subjects, moreover, the document 
affirms the call to military service: “If the public safety of the country and jus-
tice require it, and the magistrate of necessity wages war, let [the people] even 
lay down their life and pour out their blood for the public safety and that of 
the magistrate. And let them do this in the name of God willingly, bravely, 
and cheerfully. For he who opposes the magistrate provokes the severe wrath 
of God.”83 This willingness to inflict violence when called upon is seen as a 
requirement in a document that also recognizes the possibility of Christians 
suffering violence as a result of persecution.84 It should be no surprise, inci-
dentally, that this confession harshly condemns the Anabaptists, who were 
only willing to do the latter.85

The Logic of Christian Just War Thinking

Its beginnings in the classical world show that the canons and rules of the just 
war reflect what we might think of as a “natural law” rationale. The defense of 
the body politic, so long as it is contoured toward future peace and order, was 
seen as written into the rational patterning of the world. Interestingly, natural 
law thinking is usually thought to include the right to self-​defense; but that 
is something that many Christian thinkers back away from, often with the 
Sermon on the Mount in mind (as we saw with Aquinas). At the same time, 
the shape of the just war tradition within Christianity—​as we saw earlier with 
Augustine—​appends to general philosophical reasoning additional biblical 
and theological considerations.
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The Biblical Text

In terms of the Bible, there is the presence of divinely sanctioned warfare in 
the Old Testament, and God’s own righteous violence in the New Testament 
(e.g., the Ananias and Sapphira episode in Acts and the war of the Lamb 
in Revelation—​the latter, of course, can only tenuously be claimed as any 
kind of precedent for righteous violence, as the Lamb’s chief weapon is to be 
slain).86 Even more importantly, the biblical canon includes the directive for 
the people of faith to protect the vulnerable and marginalized. One key ex-
pression of this in both Old and New Testaments is the motif of the “widow 
and orphan.” Exodus 22 includes the command: “You shall not wrong or op-
press a resident alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt. You shall not 
abuse any widow or orphan. If you do abuse them, when they cry out to me, 
I will surely heed their cry; my wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the 
sword, and your wives shall become widows and your children orphans” (vv. 
21–​24; cf. Ps. 146:9). This is taken up in the book of James in more positive 
form: “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to 
care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained 
by the world” (1:27). In situations of aggression, when peace is violated by 
tyranny and injustice, it is the vulnerable members of society who are most 
at risk. Can Christian individuals and communities participate in the state’s 
efforts to protect the “widow and orphan” through social order and justice? 
The just war tradition answers in the affirmative, and regards the right kind 
of warfare as one way of heeding this biblical command, perhaps not the or-
dinary way, but one that applies in extreme circumstances. It is of course less 
clear on how such work keeps its Christian participants “unstained by the 
world.”

The Christian just war ethic also appeals to statements in the New 
Testament that speak of God’s ordaining and sanctioning of the state and its 
power of the “sword.” The most well-​known such passage is Romans 13:1–​7. 
There Paul exhorts his audience to “be subject to the governing authorities; 
for there is no authority except from God, and those authorities that exist 
have been instituted by God” (v. 1). That this section forms part of a long ex-
hortation on the proper conduct of Christians is shown in the reminder that 
“rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to have no 
fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive its approval; 
for it is God’s servant for your good” (vv. 3–​4). But, Paul says, those who do 
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wrong—​including Christians—​should fear the state: “For the authority does 
not bear the sword in vain! It is the servant of God to execute wrath on the 
wrongdoer” (v. 4).87 In rather similar terms, the epistle of 1 Peter, as part of 
its appeal to Jewish believers to “conduct [themselves] honorably among the 
Gentiles” (2:12), tells them: “For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every 
human institution, whether of the emperor as supreme, or of governors, as 
sent by him to punish those who do wrong and praise those who do right” 
(vv. 13–​14). Indeed, the passage concludes with a telling juxtaposition: “Fear 
God. Honor the emperor” (v. 17).

For the original audiences of these letters, these passages were not nec-
essarily intended to justify Christians serving in the civil government, with 
its work of bearing the sword and punishing wrongdoing. They were a re-
minder that Christ’s superior lordship should not be interpreted as license 
for Christians to act in disorderly or disobedient ways. Indeed, the verse 
before 1 Peter’s “Honor the emperor” command reminds its readers: “As 
servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use your freedom as a pretext 
for evil” (2:16). But as the church grew in numbers, and as people already 
involved in civil government or the military gravitated toward the faith, 
new questions arose: If the civil authority and the sword are sanctioned by 
God, wouldn’t Christians be allowed to serve? When those involved in that 
work turn to Christ, must they abandon their occupation?88 The magiste-
rial traditions that emerged obviously answered the first question affirma-
tively and the second question in the negative, for otherwise why didn’t Jesus 
give such counsel to believing soldiers he encountered? The alternative view, 
which Nigel Biggar calls the “Anabaptist distinction,” wherein God ordains 
the sword but Christians are forbidden to bear it themselves, leads, he argues, 
to the “intellectually incoherent position of contradicting in principle what 
they depend upon in practice, and in the morally inconsistent position of 
keeping their own hands clean only because others are required to get theirs 
dirty.”89

We must remember, however, that the New Testament’s sanctioning 
of the state and its sword does not mean an absolute unqualified divine 
approval of any and all states. It is more of a general rule of thumb that 
reflects the place of good social order in allowing for human life and flour-
ishing. Other scriptural voices remind us that the state and the sword can 
go wrong. In the Jewish world around the time of the New Testament, the 
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Wisdom of Solomon reflects, on the one hand, the basic message we found 
in Romans and 1 Peter:

Listen therefore, O kings, and understand;
learn, O judges of the ends of the earth. . . .
For your dominion was given you from the Lord,
and your sovereignty from the Most High. (6:1, 3)

On the other hand, it appends a warning to those rulers:

He will search out your works and inquire into your plans.
Because as servants of his kingdom you did not rule rightly, . . .
he will come upon you terribly and swiftly,
because severe judgment falls on those in high places. (vv. 3–​5)

Similarly, we see that Paul, though generally sanctioning the state and its 
authority, as in Romans 13, was himself willing to disobey the civil author-
ities (as seen in 2 Cor. 11:23–​33), was imprisoned multiple times, and ac-
cording to tradition was put to death by the Romans. His willingness to do 
so is in fact consistent with what we might think of as the subtle unspoken 
counterpoint of Romans 13 itself: when rulers become a terror to good con-
duct; when they cease to function as God’s servant for good; when the sword 
becomes a tool for purposes other than punishing grave wrongdoing, then 
what God has in a general sense ordained has gone astray. Accordingly, the 
New Testament canon also gives us a vision of the unjust state as tyrant in 
Revelation 13’s symbolic representation of the oppressive Roman Empire 
of its day as the beast. In short, the biblical canon as a whole generally 
sanctions the state but recognizes that it can and does go wrong. Obedience 
to and even participation in the offices of the state may be appropriate for 
Christians, but may have to be withheld depending on the circumstances. In 
the words of Peter and the other apostles in Acts 5:29, words that have been 
echoed on many a Christian martyr’s lips, “We must obey God rather than 
any human authorities.” The just war tradition acknowledges precisely this 
tension when it affirms the possibility of justified violence degenerating into 
unjustified and purely sinful violence, or a just cause being pursued with un-
just means, and so forth.
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Sin in the World

An additional theological factor in the logic of the just war tradition is one 
that we already encountered with Augustine, the nature and reality of sin 
in the world. The church participates in the city of God, while also being 
subject to the conditions of the city of the world. Over against the opti-
mism of nineteenth-​ and twentieth-​century liberal Protestantism—​which 
proclaimed pacifism as the solution to aggression and war in the world—​
Reinhold Niebuhr channeled the vision of Augustine in a famous essay ti-
tled “Why the Christian Church is Not Pacifist.” There Niebuhr argued that 
liberal Christian pacifism—​to be distinguished, in his view, from tradi-
tional Anabaptist forms of pacifism90—​is heretical in two ways. Its doctrinal 
problem is its amnesia regarding the doctrine of sin, which produces vio-
lence and aggression and threatens order and flourishing in the world. Its re-
lated experiential heresy is the fact that it is out of touch with the actual lived 
realities of the world, which include obvious tyranny that needs to be resisted 
through the judicious use of force.91 It is necessary, Niebuhr writes, to make 
“concessions to the fact that sinful man must achieve tentative harmonies of 
life with life which are less than the best,” including the waging of war.92 For 
Niebuhr, the waging of war for justice and restored order requires attentive-
ness to our own failings and complicity. Though in some ways his position 
differs from that of Niebuhr, Nigel Biggar captures this particular point aptly:

As a Christian the just warrior cannot stand to the unjust perpetrator as 
clean to unclean, righteous to unrighteous, good to evil. He can only stand 
as one sinful creature to another. Even the enemy partakes of an equal 
dignity that deserves respect. According to the Christian view, therefore, 
cleansing the world of wickedness cannot be the aim of just war, since wick-
edness lies within as well as without, here as well as there. Just war is only 
ever a police action, never a crusade—​always proximate, never ultimate.93

Put back into Augustine’s terms, drawing upon some of the lamentable 
and corrupted ways of the world is occasionally needed, even by Christians, 
as the church testifies in its limited and provisional way, to the city of God. 
This shall be a major theme in Chapters 5 through 7.

 



The Just War and the Horizon of Martyrdom  63

Christian Love

Finally, as intimated in Augustine, there is the defense of just war based on 
the command of Christian love. For example, foundational to Paul Ramsey’s 
examination and defense of the just war ethic is the affirmation that just war 
convictions at their best are an expression of the Christian commitment to 
love, especially those most vulnerable to aggression and tyranny:

The western theory of the just war originated, not primarily from consid-
erations of abstract or “natural” justice, but from the interior of the ethics 
of Christian love. . . . While Jesus taught that a disciple in his own case 
should turn the other cheek, he did not enjoin that his disciples should 
lift up the face of another oppressed man for him to be struck again on his 
other cheek. It is no part of the work of charity to allow this to continue 
to happen. Instead, it is the work of love and mercy to deliver as many as 
possible of God’s children from tyranny, and to protect from oppression, 
if one can, as many of those for whom Christ died as it may be possible to 
save. When choice must be made between the perpetrator of injustice and 
the many victims of it, the latter may and should be preferred—​even if ef-
fectively to do so would require the use of armed force against some evil 
power. This is what I mean by saying that the justice of sometimes resorting 
to armed conflict originated in the interior of the ethics of Christian love.94

Ramsey suggests that just war is simply a “change in tactics” for Christian 
love.95 While the previous quotation relates love to jus ad bellum, Ramsey 
also argues that the genesis of noncombatant immunity (as the centerpiece 
of jus in bello) was a “creation of the Christian love ethic . . . and not merely 
the result of an independent natural-​law reason.”96 To be sure, Ramsey’s is 
a generous read of the distinctively Christian shape and intent of just war 
principles. Johnson, for example, suggests that Ramsey’s approach to the 
issue “exaggerated” the connection with Augustine’s view of Christian love.97 
In awareness of the incredulity of some to such a claim, Ramsey himself 
observes that what was originally motivated by Christian love earlier in the 
tradition was eventually diluted down to natural justice.98 For that reason, 
today the role of Christian love may be considerably less apparent than in 
the past. While that may be true, Biggar persuasively contends that Christian 
just war reasoning sees justified violence as an expression of love toward 
the victims of aggression (in seeking to save them) and even the enemy (by 
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demonstrating restraint in the use of violence). Both are our neighbors, 
whom we are called to love.99

It is here that the concept of “double effect” is crucial. With long roots in 
just war thinking, the notion suggests that unfortunate evil effects in a course 
of action are tolerable if they are unintended (even if expected and foreseen) 
effects of a good end that is intended in that course of action. Violence and 
killing are not the aim, but a loving defense of the vulnerable and a peaceable 
and orderly society. In his explanation of this element of just war thinking, 
Biggar emphasizes that the principle of double effect does not present a 
blank check for any destructive means to a positive end. The unintended 
negative effects must not be caused “needlessly,” “in vain,” or “disproportion-
ately.”100 Attitudinally, reluctance should characterize the unfortunate side of 
the double effect, a reluctance whose deepest well may be Christian love for 
others, even for a neighbor who is currently also enemy.101

Criticisms of Christian Just War Thinking

The Teachings of Jesus

The most potent argument against the just war approach has already appeared 
in Chapter 2: the contention that Jesus’ teaching, especially as concentrated 
in the Sermon on the Mount, and his demeanor in both life and death, espe-
cially in his self-​sacrificial passion and cross, leave no room for his disciples 
to employ the sword, baton, gun, or cruise missile. Expressing this criticism, 
Robert Emmet Meagher states that Ambrose has to “bracket and bypass” the 
New Testament’s gospel of peace, and that Augustine is forced to allegorize 
and spiritualize the Sermon on the Mount, reducing it to “right intention” in 
fighting.102 It is worth repeating the summary point from Richard Hays that 
was quoted in the previous chapter: “From Matthew to Revelation we find a 
consistent witness against violence and a calling to the community to follow 
the example of Jesus in accepting suffering rather than inflicting it.”103 As the 
force of this challenge will follow us through the rest of this book (especially 
in Chapter 5), here it must simply be noted.
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Just War Slippage

In addition to a forthrightly pacifist critique, there is also an important in-
ternal and historical critique of the just war tradition—​that history gives 
scant evidence of this moral tradition in practice embodying its own princi-
ples and ideals. One of the most potent versions of this critique comes from 
John Howard Yoder, himself a pacifist who believed that a just war tradi-
tion that abided by its own convictions would be a natural ally of Christian 
pacifists.104 With regard to in bello considerations, Yoder’s analysis of the 
magisterial Christian tradition detects a slippage in just war history, where 
less and less restraint, more and more destructive weapons, have been 
allowed. On the ad bellum side, he contends that it is difficult to find situ-
ations where just war principles have led a Christian state or leader to de-
cide not to use military force.105 Meagher asserts the case even more strongly, 
that the just war tradition’s stated presumption against war quickly became a 
“formula for enablement, not deterrence.”106 Yoder does not reflect at length 
upon Christian soldiers electing to do or not do certain things in battle due 
to their moorings in Christian just war teaching. The phenomenon of “selec-
tive conscientious objection,” while illegal in many countries, including the 
United States, shows that it is an important consideration. In Yoder’s view, 
the only way the credibility of the just war tradition can be demonstrated is 
if it functions to stop and restrain fighting in situations where victory could 
only be achieved through unjust methods. Furthermore, Yoder argues, the 
credibility of the “last resort” criterion of just war requires constant, diligent, 
and proactive work for justice and peace in the world that the magisterial 
traditions have seldom displayed alongside their readiness for war.107 We will 
return to Yoder’s challenge—​placed under the lens of martyrdom—​in the 
final chapter of this book.

Christian Martyr Intuitions

A third cautionary tale about the just war tradition emerges from what we 
might think of as some of the intuitions or “instincts” of the martyr theology 
of the Christian church. We must again ponder the case of Salvadoran priest 
Father Barrera (“Neto”) from Chapter 1, who despite his calling as priest 
picked up a gun in an attempt to protect and advance the cause of the poor 
and repressed people of El Salvador. He was killed in the course of fighting, 
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it appears with right intention, for a just cause,108 and like any soldier it may 
be possible to speak of the “sacrifice” he made in risking his life for those in 
need. Yet even a sympathetic chronicler like Erdozaín distinguishes Neto’s 
death from that of Archbishop Romero, clearly applying the term “martyr” 
to the latter and only vaguely using some of its imagery for the former. Both 
Romero and Neto were killed for the same cause—​a defense of the poor and 
vulnerable; both were killed for defending the widow and the orphan; both 
were maligned by the powers of injustice and oppression that they opposed; 
both were guided by their Christian commitment. Aside from Romero’s 
greater fame and publicity due to his office of archbishop, the main difference 
between the two—​admittedly, a significant one—​is that Neto used violence 
to defend the people.109 He was killed while fighting. If that is the principal 
reason why Romero has been broadly hailed (and eventually canonized) 
as a martyr and Neto has not, then it poses serious questions regarding the 
soundness of the just war tradition. If martyrdom is an argument—​from ex-
treme circumstances—​about what the Christian life should look like, and 
the deployment of violence removes a Christian from consideration as a 
martyr, then it becomes difficult to see how even “justified” violence could be 
defended as consistent with the Christian life.

Admittedly, the complexity of the Neto/​Romero comparison is increased 
by the fact that they were both priests, which in Catholic ordination theology 
means there are certain actions and methods not available to them that may 
be available to Christians in other walks of life—​such as soldier or magis-
trate. The priest is called to a higher holiness than the layperson.110 And in 
Catholic saint theology there is usually a sense that saints (of which martyrs 
are the highest echelon) operate at an even more elevated plane of Christian 
existence. Perhaps from that angle, the use of violence—​drawing, as it does, 
upon the evil of the world, even for a justifiable end—​is inconsistent with the 
higher level of sanctity, even if such use of violent means is not inherently 
inconsistent with Christian faith (given just war teaching). Such elements 
of the traditional Catholic theology of sainthood, however, don’t apply as 
strongly or in quite the same way when a Protestant perspective is applied to 
the comparison. From that standpoint, sanctity is possible and expected for 
all Christians, regardless of their station or occupation, including jobs that 
require the “sword.” Even though he was a pastor, it is telling that Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer has been widely lauded as a martyr for his death resulting from 
an indirect contribution to a plot to kill Hitler.111 From a Protestant view 
of sainthood, declaring a person a martyr is more clearly a way of naming 
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something about the expectations for all Christians by showing how those 
expectations were met in the drama of one person’s life. Conversely, if some-
thing like fighting is legitimate for Christians under some circumstances, 
then it seems like martyrdom should be a possibility there. If not, then per-
haps it indicates something Christianly amiss in the magisterial church’s just 
war convictions. We shall return to these tangles in later chapters.

Though not recognized in the Neto situation, some strains of saint and 
martyr reflection—​in both Catholicism and Protestantism—​suggest a 
Christian awareness of the situatedness of the saints in the dynamics and 
ambiguities of the world, including association with violence. Perhaps, the 
tradition has sometimes intimated, the soldier and magistrate can be mar-
tyred while wielding the sword. The next chapter explores some historic 
examples that show the complexity of this possibility.
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