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JUST WAR OR JUST AGGRESSION?

Christian thinking on war and justice

ANDREW CAMERON

ince September 2002, over
30,000 U.S. academics
(including some 14,000
faculty) have signed an open
letter condemning any U.S. invasion
of Iraq.1 Here in Australia, a number
of leading Australian politicians and
military officials, including a former
Governor-General, three former
Prime Ministers and two Defence
Force Chiefs, have published another
letter saying it would be a “failure of
the duty of government” to commit
Australian forces to a United States
military offensive against Iraq.2
Concerns have been expressed across

the political spectrum, with some

conservative analysts offering very
reserved judgments about Bush
administration foreign policy since
September 11th 2001.3

Christian theological ethics either
overlap with, or influence outright, the
arguments against war found in these
documents. My purpose here is to
outline this ethical position. While
I do not intend to offer a specific
appraisal of the arguments for and
against war with Iraq, I will offer some
remarks about how this Christian
heritage assists the current debate.

In the Bible, two themes emerge
which seem hard to reconcile. The

first is seen when Jesus says “love

your enemies, and pray for those who
persecute you” (Matthew 5:44). Can
loving one’s enemies involve acts of
war against them? The apostle Paul
adds, “Never take revenge, beloved,
but leave room for the wrath of God”
(Romans 12:19). But the second
theme emerges in the same text,
where the same author’s endorsement

(contd p.6)

of government gives
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profound theological backing to every ruler
since Rome: “there is no authority except
that which God has established. The
authorities that exist have been established
by God.” Such a ruler is “God’s servant, an
agent of wrath to bring punishment on the
wrongdoer” (Romans 13:1-4).

The tension is clear. Jesus’ words seem
to apply more readily to interpersonal
relationships than to the actions of rulers.
Indeed, the Bible even records instances where
war is vindicated. Wars of extermination
occurred during the period of ancient Israel’s
theocratic rule; and even outside of Israel,
some wars took place under God’s providence
(such as Babylon’s victory over Judah in
Daniel 1). God has a “time” or “season” for all
things, even war, according to Ecclesiastes 3:8.

Although these instances of war have been
used to justify ‘Holy Wars’, crusades and
pogroms, a vast historic consensus among
Christian people holds the overall ‘shape’ of

the Bible to exclude ‘holy war’ from within

and that God had historically endorsed some
war complicated their decision.

Christian reflection upon war and its
conduct began well prior to Christendom.
Tertullian (2nd century) noticed that Jesus
had commanded Peter to sheath his sword
since those who draw it will die by it
(Matthew 26:52). In doing so, the Lord
“unbelted every solclier”,4 and Tertullian
envisaged the “immediate abandonment”5
of military service by Christians, whether
or not warfare was previously allowed.

But Tertullian’s writings often seem
like a conclusion in search of an argument,
and Augustine (4th-5th century) is generally
considered to be the more nuanced
commentator on the Bible’s teaching,.
Explicitly addressing the tension faced by
Christian rulers, he finds that personal

vengeance is precluded but the good of others

“the salvation of the commonwealth”!’
Augustine is therefore thought to be the
founder of ‘just war’ theory, the principles
of which crystallised around two categories

(and which I will slightly amplify):8

Justness of war (Jus ad bellum):

1. Is the cause just? (This requires a theory
about what ‘justice’ is and who it is for.)

2. Is the intention to restore a just peace
between friend and foe? (Some actions
can do irreparable damage to the
prospect of peace.)

3. Is the action a last resort? (Have
negotiations and every other resort been
propetly tried but have failed?)

4. Is the action instigated by the highest
governmental authority? (In our
situation, does the United Nations have

claim to this authority?)

sometimes necessitates war. Hence the goal of 5. Is there a reasonable hope of success?

warfare is for nations to enjoy peacefully the

mutual bond of justice.6 Far from unbelting

(This precludes wars of principle, where

people hold out against hopeless odds.)

Augustine would deeply sympathise with

the provenance of valid Christian endeavour.
Nonetheless, the history of Christendom

saw professedly Christian rulers struggling

to understand whether to “leave room for the

wrath of God” or to “bring punishment”,

every solider, the Lord’s kindly instruction
to soldiers means that no “army composed
of soldiers such as the doctrine of Christ
requires them to be” is “adverse to the State’s

well-being;” such an army would rather be
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Justness in war (Jus in bello):
6. Is the action proportional to the offence?

7. Is non-combatant immunity respected?

The advent of ‘total war—a by-product of
our capacity for industrial mass destruction
—has made these last principles most
problematic, so seeming to make just war
theory obsolete. But this theorising was not
naively intended merely to license or guide
warfare. Augustine sought rather to limit,
restrain and quickly finish the melancholy
task of war (thereby challenging, in our
context, the easy presumption of total war).
Replying to those who advocate that “the
wise man... will wage just wars”, he points

out that no war is ever ‘just’:

Surely, however, if he remembers that he is
a human being, he will be much readier to
deplore the fact that he is under the
necessity of waging even just wars. For if
they were not just, he would not have to
wage them, and so there would then be no
wars for a wise man to engage in. For it is

the iniquity of the opposing side that



imposes upon the wise man the duty of
waging wars; and every man certainly

ought to deplore this iniquity... ©

Augustine would deeply sympathise with the
moral confusion of; say, Vietham. John
Maclear quotes General William
Westmoreland, Commander-in-Chief in
Vietnam, as claiming “categorically that never
in the history of warfare...has more attention
been given to the avoidance of civilian
casualties”. But hardly any of the veterans
Maclear interviewed support this claim. For
one captain, there was “a great willingness
to react” to every Vietnamese “with force”.10
But if just war principles seem to make
more sense when applied pre-industrially,
they also seem to apply most easily to
nation-states. However, the changing nature
of government and authority in the twenty-
first century complicates the problem.
In the recent terror attacks, the aggressors

have been religious splinter groups and not

the moral ¢

political bodies. Can such groups enter into
negotiations? With whom do they negotiate,
and who has the authority to instigate
military action against them?

In Australia, there is currently some
conflict over approaches to defence spending
because of this very issue. Do we continue
with the ‘Defence of Australia’ policy, which
focuses on navy and air defence of Australia’s
north; or do we focus on equipping forces
to cope with what military academic
Alan Dupont has described as “asymmetric
contexts in which there is no clear-cut
distinction between soldiers and civilians and

between organised violence, terror, crime and

Of course, the issues involved are

war’?

complex. The former scenario clarifies the
position of the nation-state in defending its
territory; in the latter scenario, it is less clear
what is being defended and against whom.
United States foreign policy has further
complicated the place of the nation-state.
A recent Bush Administration report to
Congress, entitled “The National Security
Strategy of the United States”, is based on
the promotion of “freedom across the globe”,
with the U.S. actively working “to bring
the hope of democracy, development, free
markets, and free trade to every corner of
the worIcL”12 This novel blend of freedoms,
where moral and social ethics equate to
economic and trade freedoms, is born of
Americas Christian heritage and of its
economic success. The policy seems to
extend America’s reach far outside its nation-
state boundaries. Former US Vice President
Al Gore sees here “an emerging national
strategy that not only celebrates American

strengths, but appears to be glorifying the

usion of.

notion of dominamce.”13 Owen Harries
analyses recent U.S. foreign policy shifts as

a strange convergence between American
‘exceptionalism’, which conceives of America
as a special place on a mission to enlighten
the world, with ‘realism’, a doctrine with
ancient roots where states will inevitably seek
to establish regional or global hegemonies.
(Foreign policy ‘realism’ can be traced

back to Thucydides, finds an apogee of

sorts in Nietzsche, and has a strong modern
apologist in John Mearsheimer.)

Augustine knows of such ‘realism’:
g

It was a pertinent and true answer which
was made to Alexander the Great by a
pirate whom he had seized. When the
king asked him what he meant by
infesting the sea, the pirate defiantly
replied: “The same as you do when you
infest the whole world; but because | do
it with a little ship | am called a robber,
and because you do it with a great fleet,

1.
you are called an emperor.”

The point is, of course, about the ‘real’
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nature of governments which operate
without justice. A major theme in the Cizy
of God is of rulers such as those of Rome,
who become dominandi libido dominatur,
‘mastered by’ their own ‘lust for mastery’.15
Augustine causes us to wonder, then, about
American moves toward free-trade freedom
and its emerging doctrines of ‘pre-emption’.
He also causes us to wonder if American
enforcement of free trade, which makes
nation states secondary to the free flow

of goods and capital, has created the very

conditions under which it has become

ay, Vietnam.

subject to amorphous, bordetless terrorist
aggressors. Is America being mastered by

its lust for mastery? As many critics have
pointed out, people were willing to give their
lives for the nation-state, but who will make
such a sacrifice for a state where ‘justice’ is
devoted to the needs of the market?

Some of this is as yet too extreme. In our
circumstance, the United Nations is indeed
the closest thing we have to nations
peacefully enjoying the mutual bond of
justice, and as a signatory to its charters, the
U.S. has continued to remain a nation-state
governed by a justice greater than itself. For
the moment, the threat of war has receded,
precisely because of the adoption of UN
Security Council resolution 1441 and its
acceptance by Iraq,lG and because of the
Bush government’s continued cooperation
with this international process. The “failure
of the duty of government” of which the
former Prime Ministers warned concerned
war in the absence of “a specific United
Nations Security Council resolution”
(although a resolution pursuant to 1441

would be required for war).
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Nevertheless, in a conversation about
Saddam with Czech President Havel, Bush
warned ominously that “he’s going to
disarm, one way or the other.” 7 This threat
could have various motives and conclusions.
To borrow from Gore’s challenge to Bush
prior to Resolution 1441, the President must
not “abandon what we have thought was
America’s mission in the world—a world in
which nations are guided by a common ethic

codified in the form of international law if

just war has led the 46th Synod of the
Anglican Diocese of Sydney 2002 to
acknowledge the complexity and
confidentiality of the issues involved, but also
to call for continuing diplomatic negotiation
at the U.N. level. Synod also called on “all
Christians to pray to Almighty God, the
Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Prince of
Peace...graciously to bring real and lasting
peace to the Middle East and to the world”.18

Biblical teaching has helped shape the way

precarious situation respecting the role of
government, yet as free-speech ‘auditors’ who
continually call leaders to beware of the pride
implicit in so-called ‘realism’. Just war’,
though at one level an oxymoron, nonetheless
still offers leaders a vision of a world beyond
war, where war is quick and careful and always
for the purpose of the mutual bonds of peace,
not for mere aggression. The choice before
America (and Australia) at this time remains

what it has always been for all nations at all

we want to survive.” we think about war and can help reshape it. times: whether it will become a band of

Christian thinking on government and With Augustine, Christians approach this

robbers, or stand for something more. ©
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