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Introduction 

Christians have taken a variety of stances toward the just war the-
ory. Some have used it to justify participation in war, while others have 
used it to restrict participation in war. Some have regarded it as violating 
the strict Christian prohibition against killing, while others have regarded 
it as a morally sensitive way to think about a tangled and complex real-
ity. 

The urgency of looking at the just war theory can be demonstrated 
by the number of deaths in the two current wars in which the United 
States is engaged. In the Afghan war, the number of Afghan civilians 
who have been killed between its start in October 2001 and November 
2009 (when this article is being written) is estimated to be between 
12,460 and 32,057.1 The number of deaths of coalition forces in the same 
time period is about 1450.2 In the Iraq war, it is estimated that between 
94,000 and 103,000 Iraqi civilians have been killed between March 
2003, when the Iraq war started, and November 2009.3 Up to September 
20, 2009, 4,345 U.S. armed forces have been killed.4 In addition to these 
deaths, numerous others have been injured and still more have suffered 
other kinds of trauma, including that suffered by family members of 
those who have been killed. 

From the perspective of those who interpret the just war theory in a 
loose way, these deaths and other sufferings may not be too high a price 
to pay for achieving the aims of the wars, whereas these deaths and other 
sufferings would be too high a price to pay from the perspective of those 
who interpret the just war theory in a strict way. It matters a great deal, 
therefore, how the just war theory is interpreted. I will argue that just war 
theory should be interpreted in a strict manner and therefore it should be 
used to restrict participation in war.  To set the stage for my argument, I 
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shall describe several highlights from the history of Christian thinking 
about war. 

Some Highlights of Christian Thinking about War 

Christians during the first few centuries were largely pacifists.5  
Though there was little evidence either way up until 180 AD about 
Christian attitudes toward war, the church fathers between 180 AD to the 
time of Constantine in the fourth century explicitly condemned participa-
tion in war.  This antipathy to serving as soldiers may have been moti-
vated to some degree by the unwillingness of early Christians to pledge 
loyalty to the Roman emperor, which they regarded as idolatry.  But it 
was probably motivated more by their conviction that war was incom-
patible with love.6  Tertullian wrote, “If we are enjoined, then, to love 
our enemies, as I have remarked above, whom have we to hate?  If in-
jured, we are forbidden to retaliate, lest we become as bad ourselves: 
who can suffer injury at our hands?”7  Other church fathers took the pro-
hibition to kill to be absolute: Origen declared that “He [Jesus] did not 
deem it in keeping with such laws as His, which were derived from a 
divine source, to allow the killing of any individual whatever.”8 

This pacifism was largely dropped once Constantine made Christi-
anity a legal religion in 325 AD.  Then the question of what wars Chris-
tians could legitimately be part of arose.  Both Augustine and Aquinas 
addressed this issue in some detail, and both became part of the just war 
tradition.  Augustine wrote, “War should be waged only as a necessity, 
and waged only that God may by it deliver men from the necessity and 
preserve them in peace.”9 

Priests in the medieval church also addressed the issue of war, not 
so much theoretically as Augustine and Aquinas did, but practically in 
the confessional.  They asked those who came to the confessional 
whether they had killed anyone, and if the answer was affirmative, they 
then asked whether it had been done justly.  In order for it to have been 
done justly, it had to have been in a war that itself was just.  This meant 
that both the penitent and the priest had to have agreed upon criteria of 
what would count as a just war.  And it meant that the question whether 
Christians could engage in violence became intensely personal and spiri-
tual, for it involved how much penance a fighter would receive from the 
priest, and “how long the disciplinary process should be until those who 
had fought would again be in a state of grace and could be restored to the 
sacraments.”10 

The medieval crusades introduced what John Howard Yoder called 
a “holy war.”11  In a holy war, the only consideration is the rightness of 
the goal or aim of the war.  If it is judged right and of overriding signifi-
cance, then it doesn’t matter whether there is little chance of success or 
that no peaceful means of achieving the goal have been tried.  In a holy 
war, the enemy has no rights and noncombatants may be killed if needed 
to advance the goal of the war.  Being a martyr in such a war is the high-
est honor—all that counts is that one be passionate about the aim.  In the 
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case of some of the medieval crusades, the goal was to rescue Jerusalem 
from the Turks, who were viewed as infidels whose presence in Jerusa-
lem polluted that holiest of places.  Yoder also pointed out that the goal 
of a holy war need not be religious.  It could be the preservation of free-
dom or the annexation of a neighboring country.  So long as the goal of 
the war is the only yardstick by which the legitimacy of the war is meas-
ured, and so long as the goal is held with great earnestness, the war can 
be called “holy” in a broad sense. 

I jump now to the pacifism of the early Anabaptists, which differed 
from the pacifism of Martin Luther King Jr. and Mahatma Gandhi.  The 
early Anabaptists read the New Testament as enjoining Christians to 
make living peacefully a high priority.  “Love your enemies” was inter-
preted as prohibiting all violence, or at least all lethal violence.  Menno 
Simons, perhaps the best known of the early Anabaptists, declared, “All 
Christians are commanded to love their enemies.” Then he asked rhetori-
cally, “Tell me, how can a Christian defend scripturally retaliation, rebel-
lion, war, striking, slaying, torturing, stealing, robbing and plundering 
and burning cities, and conquering countries? . . . Our weapons are not 
swords and spears, but patience, silence, and hope, and the Word of 
God.”12  Because governments use “the sword,” that is, engage in vio-
lence, the early Anabaptists disengaged themselves from governments.  
Even to be employed in a regional government that worked for the good 
of a local community was to taint oneself.  It was to be part of “the 
world”:  “the governance of the world is according to the flesh; the gov-
ernance of Christians is according to the spirit. . . . The warfare and 
weapons of the one are of the flesh and fight only with the flesh; the 
weapons of the other are spiritual against the rampart of the devil.”13 

I shall call this stance of the early Anabaptists “passive pacifism,” 
because its advocates did not actively resist evil with any kind of force, 
lethal or nonlethal.  Instead, they gave witness to peace by their own 
lives of harmonious community living.  A number of later Anabaptists, 
including the Amish, the Hutterites, and some Mennonites, adopted the 
same outlook, but other Anabaptists, including many Mennonites, 
adopted the stance of King and Gandhi, which I shall call “active paci-
fism.”  In active pacifism, nonviolent resistance to evil is enjoined, and 
so is the use of nonlethal force.  King wrote,  

Nonviolent resistance is not a method of cowardice.  It does re-
sist.  It is not a method of stagnant passivity and deadening com-
placency.  The nonviolent resister is just as opposed to the evil 
that he is standing against as the violent resister but he resists 
without violence.  This method is nonaggressive physically but 
strongly aggressive spiritually.14   
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Similarly, Gandhi wrote, “True non-violence does not ignore or blind 
itself to causes of hatred, but in spite of the knowledge of their existence, 
operates upon the person setting those causes in motion.”15 

Christian pacifists appeal to the life of Jesus, along with his declara-
tions about being peacemakers and loving our enemies (Matt. 5:9; Matt. 
5:43). NonChristian pacifists appeal to universal moral principles, the 
universal desire for peace, or the dictum that violence always causes 
more violence.  Yet another kind of pacifism springs from the just war 
theory.  It states that, as a matter of fact, no war has ever satisfied all of 
the criteria in the just war theory.  I shall call this pacifism “historical 
pacifism,” because it allows for the legitimacy of war if wars could sat-
isfy the just war criteria, but states that, as a matter of history, no war has 
ever done so, including the American involvement in World War II.  I 
shall say more about historical pacifism later. 

In the early part of the twentieth century, Reinhold Niebuhr was at 
first a pacifist, but later adopted the position for which he is most 
known—“Christian realism.” This view says that though Christians are 
called to be peacemakers, it is naive to suppose that peace can be 
achieved simply by living peacefully or by opposing evil nonviolently, as 
the passive and active pacifists supposed. Pacifism, Niebuhr declared, 
“gives itself to illusions about the stuff with which it is dealing in human 
nature. . . . These illusions express themselves in the failure to under-
stand the stubbornness and persistence of the tyrannical will, once it is 
fully conceived.”16  Some evil is just too vicious and persistent, Niebuhr 
is saying, so that sometimes the only way to secure a just peace is to re-
sist it with lethal force.  Still, he said, we need to hear what pacifists say, 
“lest we accept the warfare of the world as normative, lest we become 
callous to the horror of war.”17 

 

Different Interpretations of the Just War Theory 

Many advocates of the just war theory concur with Niebuhr’s view. 
For them, the theory is a way of justifying the use of lethal force.  Other 
advocates of the just war theory, however, regard the theory as a way of 
prohibiting the use of lethal force.  These two stances toward the just war 
theory correspond roughly with a looser interpretation of the criteria in 
the theory, on the one hand, and a stricter interpretation of those criteria, 
on the other.  People who interpret the criteria more loosely are likely to 
say that the point of the just war theory is to justify wars.  Those who 
interpret the criteria more strictly are likely to say that the point of the 
theory is to rule out warfare.  For them, the criteria in the just war theory 
are more like mandates to follow in order to reduce the amount of vio-
lence in the world.  I want now to show how the just war theory can have 
a looser and a stricter interpretation by looking at several of the criteria 
in the theory. 
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Down through history the just war theory has been stated in differ-
ent ways by different theorists.  Some theorists include more criteria than 
others, and some theorists state the criteria differently.  Nearly all theo-
rists, however, divide the criteria into those dealing with the question of 
whether it is justified to go to war (jus ad bellum) and those dealing with 
how a war is to be conducted (jus in bello).  And almost all theorists 
agree on some of the criteria, including the reasons for going to war, the 
last resort criterion, the criterion of noncombatant immunity, and the cri-
terion of proportionate harm. I shall start with the last resort criterion.18 

The last resort criterion says that in order for war to be justified, it 
must be entered into only as a last resort.  That is, nonviolent means of 
resolving a difference or securing peace must be tried first.  Clearly, 
though, this criterion is pretty slippery.  The amount of money, time, and 
effort that are thought to be required in order for this criterion to be met 
varies wildly from government to government.  One group of administra-
tion officials may think that a relatively small amount of money, time, 
and effort constitutes a last resort, whereas another group of administra-
tion officials may think that a much larger amount of money, time, and 
effort are needed to count as a last resort.   

The second group would be interpreting the last resort criterion 
more strictly than the first group.  They would say that the first group is 
too ready to go to war and not willing enough to try peaceful means of 
settling conflicts.  If the second group were very strict, they would say 
that as much money, time, and effort should be used in trying peaceful 
means of settling conflicts as are used in waging wars.  That, of course, 
would be very large amounts and would prolong almost indefinitely the 
time during which peaceful means are being tried.  So following the 
strictest interpretation of the last resort criterion would reduce the num-
ber of justifiable wars considerably, if not eliminate them altogether.  But 
following a looser interpretation of the last resort criterion, that is, after 
trying only a little diplomacy or going through only a short period of ne-
gotiation, would result in many more justified wars. 

There is also a good deal of slipperiness in the criterion requiring 
that noncombatants not be harmed.  There is, first, the amount of harm 
that must be considered.  In a looser interpretation of this criterion, many 
noncombatants could be harmed before a war would be declared unjusti-
fied, and in a stricter interpretation, only a few noncombatants could be 
harmed before a war would be declared unjustified.  In the strictest inter-
pretation of all, no noncombatants could be harmed in a justified war.  
To do so, an advocate of this interpretation would say, would be deliber-
ately to harm innocent people, which is always wrong.  There is, second, 
the kind of harm done to noncombatants that must be considered.  Kill-
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ing is one kind of harm, economic disruption is another, dislocation is a 
third, and emotional trauma is a fourth.  A looser interpretation of the 
criterion not to harm noncombatants considers only killing in deciding 
whether a war is justifiable, but a stricter interpretation considers the 
other kinds of harm as well.  Advocates of a stricter interpretation say 
that normally only killing is considered in applying the criterion of non-
combatant immunity, but that the quality of life of noncombatants should 
also be considered, as it is often severely harmed by war.   

There is, third, the question of how to draw the line between com-
batants and noncombatants.  In a looser interpretation, anyone who con-
tributes indirectly to a war is to be considered a combatant, which means 
that there are many more people in an enemy nation who could legiti-
mately be harmed.  In a stricter interpretation, combatants are only those 
who contribute directly to a war—the soldiers, military officers, and ad-
ministration officials—which means that fewer people in an enemy na-
tion can legitimately be harmed.  A stricter interpretation of the principle 
of noncombatant immunity would, consequently, rule out more wars than 
a looser interpretation, because many wars harm people other than sol-
diers, military officers, and administration officials. 

The criterion that says that a war must not do more harm than good 
is also slippery.  Even if the aim of the war is achieved and peace re-
stored, it must not “cost” more than it is worth.  The harm inflicted by 
the war must not outweigh the good achieved by it—the number of en-
emy killed, the economic disruption, the emotional trauma of constant 
anxiety and of living in refugee camps, all must not outweigh the peace 
that the war restores.  If one interprets this criterion more strictly, one 
would say that it would be better for a nation not to engage in war if it 
had to cause significant amounts of such harm, even if a good resulted 
from the harm.  A number of people are nuclear pacifists because of this 
criterion together with the previous criterion prohibiting harm to non-
combatants.  They also regard the criterion that prohibits more harm than 
good as ruling out the use of biological and chemical warfare.  These 
people do not think that the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
or the obliteration bombing of Dresden and Hamburg in World War II 
were acceptable.19  Other people, however, do not regard these bombings 
as too high a price to have paid for world peace.  They have a greater 
tolerance of harm than the former people have.  For them, large amounts 
of harm are acceptable if they are needed to achieve the goal of a war.  
For those engaged in a crusade, or holy war, no amount of harm is too 
much.  The only thing that counts for them is the rightness of the war.  
This, in effect, is to adopt only one of the criteria of the just war theory—
the one which states that the goal of war must be just—and to set aside 
all the other criteria. 

Giving more weight to one of the criteria in the just war theory is an 
example of another kind of slipperiness in the theory. If the criterion 
which states that the aim of a war should be just is given more weight 
than the other criteria, then it would not matter as much that noncombat-
ants are harmed or that there is a great deal of other kinds of harm.  Con-
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trastingly, if noncombatant immunity and the requirement of propor-
tional harm are given as much weight as having the right aim, then it 
would matter a good deal that noncombatants are harmed and that a dis-
proportionate amount of harm is done.  World War II is, again, a good 
example of this kind of slipperiness.  If you mention to someone that you 
are a pacifist or that you think that the just war theory rules out most 
wars, they will almost always respond with a rhetorical question, “What 
about World War II?” What they have in mind, it seems, is only the aim 
of World War II, namely, the containment of Hitler.  They do not seem 
to have in mind the number of noncombatants killed during the war or 
the other kinds of harm.20  A stricter interpretation of the just war theory 
would say that these kinds of harm have to be weighed against the just-
ness of the aim.  An advocate of a stricter interpretation would say that it 
is sometimes better to give up the aim of a war, no matter how just it is, 
because the cost of pursuing it is too high.  An advocate of a looser inter-
pretation would rarely say this. 

There are two other kinds of harm that contribute to the slipperiness 
of the harm criterion in the just war theory.  The first is harm to the sol-
diers in a war.  The suicide rate for former soldiers is sometimes higher 
than for nonsoldiers, and so is the incidence of post traumatic stress dis-
order.21  Furthermore, post traumatic stress disorder tends to affect peo-
ple most intensely when they are closely linked to extreme violence, 
which is what soldiers in combat regularly experience.22 There are other 
emotional stresses returning soldiers undergo as well, including the emo-
tional and economic stresses of interacting with their families.  And, it 
should be pointed out, there is the harm done to enemy soldiers.  Too 
often, one gets the impression that it is harm done only to a nation’s own 
soldiers that matters in calculating the harm done in a war.  This comes 
out in American newspaper reports of the deaths of soldiers in a war the 
United States is engaged in—the number of American soldiers who are 
killed is duly reported, but rarely is the number of enemy soldiers killed 
reported.  One easily acquires the sentiment that the harm done to enemy 
soldiers is of no concern to us.  A stricter interpretation of the harm crite-
rion would say that harm done both to one’s own soldiers and enemy 
soldiers should be of concern to us, whereas a looser interpretation would 
not count these harms so heavily. 

A second kind of harm that contributes to the slipperiness of the 
harm criterion is the cost of restoring an enemy nation to its original 
condition, including rebuilding bombed buildings, roads, and bridges, 
and restoring economic conditions to their former level.  Someone has to 
pay for this restoration.  A stricter interpretation of the just war theory 
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would include this cost in the calculation of the cost of the war, and a 
looser interpretation would probably neglect it altogether. 

The remaining criteria in the just war theory are also slippery, 
though in different ways.  The criterion that states that a war should have 
a good chance of succeeding in achieving its goal is slippery because 
there are varying levels of certainty about whether the goal can be 
achieved and also varying levels of achieving the goal.  The criterion that 
states that a war should be declared by a duly constituted government is 
slippery because what counts as being declared by a government can 
vary and because in some situations, such as revolutions, what consti-
tutes being a duly constituted government varies.  The criterion that 
states that a government’s motives should not be greed, economic gain, 
or world conquest is slippery because a government can exhibit these to 
varying degrees and because they are sometimes, perhaps often, mixed in 
with other aims. 

 Those who adopt a stricter interpretation of the just war theory say 
that fewer wars are justified than those who adopt a looser interpretation. 
If the interpretation is very strict, the just war theory melds into what I 
have called historical pacifism. And if the interpretation is very loose, the 
just war theory becomes pretty nearly abandoned.   

Moreover, since there is a continuum of interpretations of the just 
war theory, and since there are a number of criteria, there is no clean-cut 
way of evaluating wars.  We cannot always say that a particular war, as a 
whole, is just or unjust.  The most we can say in many cases is that ele-
ments of a war are just and that elements are unjust.  This is true, that is, 
for interpretations that are neither very strict nor very loose.  If you are 
somewhere in the middle, you will simply have to say that judging 
whether or not a particular war is justifiable is a very complex matter. 

 

A Stricter Interpretation of the Just War Theory 

I come now to the question of which interpretation is right.  I shall 
argue that a stricter interpretation is right, for three reasons: (1) There are 
a number of practical means of reducing wars, means that have been 
shown to have a good success rate; (2) A high value should be placed on 
human living; (3) Certain Christian virtues should be taken seriously. 

My aim is to show that on the continuum of interpretations Chris-
tians should lean heavily toward the stricter end.  It is not to show that 
the strictest possible interpretation is correct and that no wars are justifi-
able.  Still, if I am right, there is a great deal of moral force to my con-
clusion.  This force is, first, that many, if not most, wars are unjustified, 
and, second, that Christians should make every effort to avoid war.  In 
view of the tendency of some Christians to support wars, the moral force 
of my conclusion has considerable weight.  It is, I believe, a strong con-
clusion which should affect the priorities of both individuals and nations. 
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Practical Ways in Which Peace Can Be Pursued 

My first point is that there are a number of practical ways in which 
peace can be pursued, ways that have a good track record of bringing 
about peace.  This point addresses the last resort criterion of the just war 
theory.  It says that until at least some of these practical ways have been 
tried, a war is not justified.  This point also addresses one of problems 
that critics of the just war theory level against it—that it is vague because 
it does not specify what you have to do before you can say that the last 
resort criterion has been satisfied.  My first point responds to this prob-
lem by explaining how the last resort criterion is less vague than the crit-
ics allege.  There are definite ways of pursuing peace among nations.  
The last resort criterion can, therefore, be taken seriously, which means 
that it must be given a stricter interpretation.  A war must truly be a last 
resort. 

The 23 contributors to a book called Just Peacemaking, edited by 
Glen Stassen and published in 1994, again in 2004, and still again in 
2008, describe ten nonviolent ways in which nations can pursue peace.23  
They give instances in which these ways have actually been used.  Some 
of these ways are general and some are specific.  That is, some of the 
ways reduce the likelihood of any war, and some reduce the likelihood of 
an impending war against a particular nation.  One of the general ways is 
for nations to reduce or eliminate the sale of weapons to other nations.24  
Part of the reason for such sales is to ensure a balance of power among 
neighboring countries.  Though such a balance may be thought to be 
needed in order to prevent stronger nations from going to war against 
weaker nations, there is the counterpoint that once a nation becomes 
stronger, it is more likely to go to war, because it is now more able to do 
so.  There is also the counterpoint that when nations have more weapons, 
they are more likely to use violent means to settle conflicts, and those 
violent means will be more intense than they otherwise might have been.  
In addition, some weapons that have been sold to other countries have 
been used against the seller’s own troops.  This happened with weapons 
sold by the United States to Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraq.25  American 
weapons were used to kill American soldiers.  Moreover, two of the au-
thors in Just Peacemaking say, “poor nations whose governments spend 
large amounts on military weapons are being deprived of much needed 
money for the necessities of life and are likely to have their human rights 
breached by a government that relies on military weapons to dominate its 
people.”26  The practice of selling and buying weapons affects not only 
international relationships but the quality of life in poor countries. 
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Another general method is to ban the use of landmines.27  Though 
banning their use may not prevent wars from starting, they will decrease 
the amount of harm done to noncombatants after a war is over.  Right 
now in certain Southeast Asian countries, farmers, travelers, and peasants 
are maimed and killed by landmines that were planted years ago.  
Though 156 nations have signed an international treaty banning land-
mines, as of May 2009, 37 have not, including China, India, Russia, and 
the United States.28  

A specific method of preventing impending wars is cooperative con-
flict resolution.  In cooperative conflict resolution, participants look for 
creative ways to solve conflicts instead of assuming a win-lose stance.29  
They agree in advance to a number of principles that will govern negotia-
tions, including these two: “1. Those involved in cooperative conflict 
resolution (CCR) must seek to understand the perspectives and needs of 
adversaries, even when they may personally disagree. . . . 2. Participants 
in CCR listen carefully for content, feeling, and meaning, before judging 
or offering solutions.”30  Cooperative conflict resolution was used, the 
authors of “Use Cooperative Conflict Resolution” in Just Peacemaking 
say, in central Bosnia at the start of the Muslim-Croat fighting.   

Two Franciscans and an imam succeeded in mediating an 
agreement that kept certain troops on each side out of the fight-
ing.  Braving initial threats from both armed forces, they met one 
another and convinced the two commanders to meet for negotia-
tions.  The subsequent agreement lasted throughout the Muslim-
Croat fighting: these troops never fought each other.31 

Part of what brings about war, it seems to me, is a failure of imagi-
nation—a failure to explore ways of avoiding conflict.  What the authors 
of Just Peacemaking show is that human imagination, when applied to 
peacemaking, can be as fertile as it is when applied to war.  The human 
propensity to fight and to rush into wars, though, makes it seem as if 
there are limited options for pursuing peace, when in reality there are 
almost always nonviolent options that have not been tried because they 
have not been thought of.  And there are nonviolent options that others 
have thought of and actually tried with some success.  These facts point, 
I believe, in the direction of a stricter interpretation of the just war the-
ory.  The principle here is that nonviolent ways of resolving conflicts 
should be tried first.  This principle is equivalent to a serious use of the 
last resort mandate in the just war theory.32 

What governments should do, accordingly, is to establish think 
tanks for peace.  In think tanks for peace, people would study ways in 
which nonviolent methods of avoiding international conflict have been 
used down through the centuries.  They would study the psychology, so-
ciology, and politics of peace.  They would do “scenario imagining,” in 
which they would imagine various nonviolent “what if” scenarios—how 
can our nation respond nonviolently if another nation acts in a certain 
belligerent way?  And they would be in touch with the leaders of the 
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government that funds them.  The money appropriated for these think 
tanks for peace would match the amount appropriated for military think 
tanks that governments regularly maintain.33 

The High Value of Human Living 

A second consideration pointing toward a stricter interpretation of 
the just war theory is that a high value should be placed on everyday hu-
man living.  This should be done for two reasons: because God values 
human living and because people value their own living. 

The assertion that God values human living follows from two theo-
logical truths: that everything God created is good (Genesis 1:31) and 
that humans are made in the image of God (Genesis 1:27).  To be made 
in the image of God is to be made like God in certain ways.  One way in 
which humans are like God consists in having the ability to do things. 
Accordingly, for people to do things is good, though of course not every-
thing people do is good. Another way in which humans are like God con-
sists in having desires and emotions. Consequently, for people to have 
desires and emotions is good, though again not every human desire and 
emotion is good. 

We humans also value doing things and having certain desires and 
emotions.  We feel that our lives are less valuable without them.  If we 
believe that God created us, then we also believe, or should believe, that 
what we do has value because it is valuable to God, and that having cer-
tain desires and emotions is valuable because it is valuable to God.  Our 
doing things, and our having certain desires and emotions, is, of course, 
valuable to God whether or not we believe that it is. 

Some of the activities that we humans value are working at jobs, in-
venting, cooking, drawing, talking, and figuring things out.  Some of the 
physical pleasures we humans value are the pleasures of eating, feeling 
warm, walking, hearing birds sing, having someone touch us, and many 
more.  Some of the emotions we humans value are the emotions of grati-
tude, awe, wonder, and feeling loved, the satisfaction of having done a 
job well, the delight in watching people fall in love, and the appreciation 
of beauty.  God values all of these as well—our activities, our physical 
pleasures, and our emotions. 

Wars eliminate all of these values in some people entirely and de-
crease them in others.  Every time someone is killed, whether on one’s 
own side or on the enemy’s, these values cannot be enjoyed by them.  
And to the extent that war causes injury, emotional trauma, dislocation, 
and economic disruption, these values cannot be enjoyed to the fullest 
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degree by humans.  Nor can God enjoy seeing them exemplified in hu-
mans. 

This second reason for giving a stricter interpretation to the just war 
theory, that a high value should be placed on human living, means that in 
comparing the harm a war does with the good the war is aimed at, one 
should have a notion of harm that includes more than simply killing.  The 
quality of life should be weighed in the balance as well.  This is true for 
both combatants and noncombatants.  It is true for both one’s own nation 
and the enemy’s nation.  The quality of life of all who are affected by a 
war needs to be taken into account, both short-term and long-term.  This 
last point means that the just war theory should be given a stricter inter-
pretation.  All of the kinds of harm a war can cause should be taken seri-
ously, which, according to this second point, are quite extensive. 

A critic might respond by saying that putting a high value on human 
living does not show that wars should never be fought, for in order to 
protect one’s own ability to possess these values, one might have to en-
gage in war.  My reply is that I am not arguing that the criteria in the just 
war theory should be interpreted in the strictest way possible, but only 
that they should be interpreted toward the strict end on the continuum of 
interpretations.  The criteria should be interpreted more strictly, first, be-
cause the kinds of harm caused by wars are extensive, and, second, be-
cause all of the criteria should be used to assess wars and not just the one 
dealing with the goal of the war.  This means that there is no clear dis-
tinction between the two kinds of criteria, the jus ad bellum and the jus in 
bello.  The criteria dealing with how a war should be fought, the jus in 
bello, are as important as the criteria dealing with whether a nation is 
justified in going to war, the jus ad bellum.  Unfortunately, it is often just 
these latter criteria that are used to assess wars, which means that the 
supposed just war slips into something like a holy war, a crusade, even if 
the goal is not religious. 

The idea involved in this second reason for giving a stricter interpre-
tation to the just war theory is connected to the common sense notion 
that the end does not justify the means.  Sometimes, of course, the end 
does justify the means.  In order to have a nice looking lawn, one will 
have to keep it cut.  If order to have peace, one may have to inflict harm 
to get it.  The point behind the dictum that the end does not justify the 
means is that the end does not justify any means.  One cannot steal 
someone’s lawn mower in order to cut one’s grass.  One cannot inflict 
too much harm in trying to preserve peace.  My second point lowers the 
level of harm that can be inflicted because it says that the quality of life 
should be valued very highly.  The end does not justify inflicting exces-
sive amounts of harm in order to achieve it.  If one values the quality of 
life highly, one’s estimate of what counts as an excessive amount of 
harm will be lower.  And one will do all one can nonviolently in order to 
avoid having to inflict any harm to achieve the end. 
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Taking Seriously Certain Christian Virtues 

My third reason for thinking that the criteria for waging a justifiable 
war should be interpreted more strictly is that certain Christian virtues 
should be taken seriously.  The virtues I have in mind are the fruit of the 
Spirit that Paul lists in Galatians 5:22–23: love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  I also 
have in mind other virtues that are mentioned in Scripture, such as grati-
tude, hope, mercy, humility, and kindheartedness.  It is hard to imagine 
those who practice these virtues giving a looser interpretation to the just 
war criteria.  They will want to avoid war at all costs.  They will not want 
to harm noncombatants in any of the ways I have described; they will not 
be quick to defend the rightness of their cause with lethal force. When 
calculating the amount of good a potential war would do compared with 
the harm it would do, they will consider all of the possible kinds of harm 
and not just a few. 

  People who exhibit these virtues to their friends and acquaintances 
will also want to exhibit them to their enemies.  Such people will not 
deal harshly with those who mistreat them or try to take advantage of 
them.  They will do good to them, not returning harm for harm, partly 
because that is the virtuous way to react and partly because by so doing 
the enemies may become gentler and less offensive.  “A soft answer 
turns away wrath,” declares Proverbs (Prov. 15:1).  This is as true of na-
tions as it is of individuals.  If you are less threatening to them, often 
they will be less threatening to you. 

We can call the virtues I have mentioned the “gentle virtues.” They 
contrast with the “tough virtues”—courage, justice, persistence, defense 
of the innocent, standing up for what is right, and the like.  Someone may 
respond to my third point by saying that these tough virtues are also 
Christian virtues, and that when we combine them with a realistic as-
sessment of the persistence and strength of evil, war will sometimes be 
required.  Some enemies will not respond gently to kindness and gentle-
ness.  They will take advantage of it.  They will try to overpower those 
whom they regard as weak.  They will not stop at anything short of 
domination.  A soft answer does not always turn away wrath.  This 
means that sometimes the tough virtues have to be practiced instead of 
the gentle virtues. 

My response to this reaction is the same as my response in the last 
point.  I am not trying to show that the gentle virtues should always have 
more moral weight than the tough ones and that the strictest possible in-
terpretation of the just war theory is right.  Demonstrating that one virtue 
has more moral weight than another is notoriously difficult.  Still, one 
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important thing can be said about the gentle virtues, and this is that the 
identity of being Christian is so tied up with them that to ignore them or 
downplay them, as the looser interpretation of the just war theory does, is 
to give up what it means to be Christian.  Those who are Christian will 
not want to harm anyone in any of the ways connected with the quality of 
human living, which means that they will take the principles of noncom-
batant immunity and proportionate harm seriously.  They will have pa-
tience in dealing with government leaders of nations who are hard to get 
along with, which means that they will take the last resort criterion seri-
ously.  They will, in short, go for a stricter interpretation of the just war 
criteria.  They will make it their priority to be reconcilers and peacemak-
ers. 

 

Conclusion 

That the just war theory should be given a stricter interpretation 
means several things.  It means, first, that government leaders should 
weigh seriously all of the criteria when deciding to go to war and not just 
the goal of the war.  If the only matter that a government considers is the 
goal, then it is not taking seriously the question of how harmful the 
means must be to achieve the goal.  If what I have said is right, govern-
ments should consider the long-term harm done to surviving soldiers and 
their families, both in their own country and in the enemy’s, the long-
term harm done to the noncombatants in the enemy country, as well as 
the number of soldiers who will have to be killed, plus the cost of restor-
ing the enemy country to its original state.  Taking the just war theory 
more strictly means that governments will sometimes say that achieving 
the goal of an impending war, good as it may be, does not justify the 
means that will have to used to achieve it.  It means that governments 
will exert large efforts to avoid war, much larger than any current gov-
ernment anywhere in the world seems to be exerting. 

Giving the just war theory a stricter interpretation means, second, 
that fewer wars pass the criteria, perhaps not many.  I have not argued 
that no wars pass the criteria.  To do this, I would have had to show that 
the peacemaking methods are always successful, that the value put on 
human living is so high that it should never be abrogated, and that the 
gentle Christian virtues should always outweigh the tough Christian vir-
tues when they cannot both be practiced.  Each of these assertions is, 
however, much more difficult to show than the more modest, but still 
compelling, claims I have been making: that peacemaking methods have 
a good track record, that human living should be valued highly, and that 
the gentle Christian virtues should be pursued.  These claims, mean, I 
believe, that one should be unwilling to go to war except as a very last 
resort, and that most wars fail to meet the just war criteria, because those 
criteria set high standards. 

Giving the just war theory a stricter interpretation means, third, and 
most importantly for the purpose of this article, that Christians should 
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regard peacemaking as a priority.  If the ten peacemaking methods have 
a good track record, Christians should try to use them.  If Christians 
value human living highly, they should do all they can to avoid damag-
ing it.  If the gentle Christian virtues are important, Christians should 
pursue them, both among individual acquaintances and internationally.  
Peacemaking should take its place alongside other highly valued Chris-
tian activities, such as doing works of compassion and evangelism.  All 
Christian denominations should be known as peace churches, not just a 
select few.  Individual Christians should engage in peacemaking for 
themselves and support others who engage in it.  They do not have to be 
pacifists to be known as peacemakers.  They do not have to decide cases 
in which it is difficult to tell whether a war is just before committing to 
work for peace.  They may even believe that a particular war is tragically 
justifiable but still want their government to use nonviolent means to try 
to end it. 

This third conclusion needs especially to be taken to heart by evan-
gelical Christians, who for some decades have had a reputation for their 
willingness to support wars.  Perhaps they have tuned in to the tough vir-
tues more than the gentle ones.  Perhaps they have not had as wide a no-
tion of the value of human living as I have articulated.  Perhaps their 
ethos of being at war with a secular culture has carried over to their 
thinking about international relationships.  Whatever the reason, I believe 
it is time for them to become known as advocates for peace.  This would 
be one way for them to live out the maxim, “They will know we are 
Christians by our love.”34 

I want to end by noting that theorizing about war from a distance is 
enhanced considerably when one reads firsthand accounts of soldiers 
who have participated in a war.  One learns about different kinds of harm 
done to soldiers and noncombatants.  One thinks more realistically about 
weighing the goal of a war against the harm that will be done in achiev-
ing that goal.  Theorizing about war is also enhanced by reading about 
postwar reconstruction in enemy nations.  This, too, makes one think 
more realistically about war.  Both kinds of information support my con-
tention that a wide array of harm needs to be considered when assessing 
a war—not just killing and not just the goal of a war.  And the informa-
tion also makes one more sensitive to human suffering, and, therefore, 
more convinced of my second reason for adopting a stricter interpretation 
of the just war theory—that a high value should be placed on all aspects 
of human living.  Adopting this high value means, I believe, that one 
should adopt peacemaking as a prime virtue.35 
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