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C h a P t e r  n i n e

taking love seriously 

elshtain’s augustinian voice and modern Politics

E r i c  G r e g o r y

my study here has two parts. first, i focus on Jean Bethke elshtain’s 
reading of the historically distant and enchanted world of augustine 
of hippo. second, i consider what we might call her applied augus-
tinianism. i do so by highlighting two important contemporary issues 
— torture and humanitarian intervention — and their relation to her 
account of political augustinianism.

elshtain dedicates her book Augustine and the Limits of Politics (ALP) 
to “those who taught her well.” it is an appropriate dedication. augus-
tine was preoccupied with education. his earliest dialogues presented 
the liberal arts as the best guide for the difficult journey to happiness. 
much of his writing mediates ancient learning refracted through a new 
theological idiom. Given his combustible mix of roman and Christian 
ideals, he was anxious about false teachers. at his most confessional, this 
suspicion extended to his own influence as a teacher. But his disillusion-
ment with the liberal arts is a case study in his broader assessment of 
pagan culture. the liberal arts, he came to believe, were too often an 
occasion for pride. they conceal imperial ambition and violence. they 
perpetuate the counterfeit virtues of a culture of honor and shame.
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178 Eric Gregory

for augustine, false worship fundamentally distorts both ethics 
and politics. his polemics place him among the Christian culture war-
riors, to use a sometimes pejorative term. he analyzed the distortions 
of excessive psychic attachments to finite goods, writing in a time when 
uncertainty and moral panic abounded. By my lights, he was harsher 
on the practices of his culture than on its various believers. he also 
was better at psychologizing injustices rather than historicizing them in 
ways that might promote alternative practices. yet he joined theory and 
practice because he thought imperial culture did not have the concep-
tual and linguistic resources to adequately name its self- deceptions. its 
perversity was repressed, an important theme in elshtain’s own social 
criticism. domination comes hidden in the guise of liberty and compas-
sion. Political ills, whether in late antiquity or the contemporary united 
states, reflect deeply embedded yet contingent habits that escape the 
surface moral complaints found in any decent roman philosopher or 
modern- day pundit. this stance, in part, is why figures like John rawls 
considered augustine one of the darkest minds in Western literature.

augustine knew the beauty of the world. But it was always a frag-
ile beauty. in a wonderful yet neglected essay, Judith shklar numbers 
augustine among those rare political thinkers who take injustice seri-
ously. augustine, for shklar, is rightly impressed by the scope of injustice 
as something more than the mere absence of justice. like shklar, augus-
tine had a keen sense of injustice and “the many ways in which we all 
learn to live with each other’s injustices tend to be ignored, as is the rela-
tion of private injustice to public order.”1 she contrasts this seriousness 
with what she calls a complacent view of justice modeled on a confident 
trust in institutions of fair rules. augustine took injustice seriously, even 
if it eluded any narrative explanation in his telling of sinful conformity 
to the world (cf. rom. 12). augustine’s account of the wretchedness of 
mortal life can and has sponsored otherworldly withdrawal and worldly 
engagement. 

his rhetoric, like milton’s or lincoln’s, brought us into hell. But it 
hoped to bring us out. the genius of augustine’s politics may be in the 
very way he frames theology as a kind of sociology anchored by that 
overarching appeal to the biblical imagery of Babylon and Jerusalem. 
two rival entities, shaped by two rival loves, are entangled with one 
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another in hidden ways throughout history. modern readers find in this 
Pauline vision the origins of ideology critique: even noam Chomsky 
does not resist augustine’s inspired retelling of the pirate’s response to 
alexander the Great in book 4 of the City of God.2 others, of course, 
find only ideology itself, an ideology of exclusion still unconfessed. as 
elshtain’s former student and political theorist romand Coles puts it in 
his treatment of augustine: “it is difficult to write of generosity today 
without conjuring up images of terror wrought by a religion that at once 
placed the movement of caritas and agape, giving and love, at the founda-
tion of being and swept across the americas during the conquest with a 
holocaust of ‘generosity.’ ”3 Given the history of various crusades of love, 
often violent, i suspect many people get nervous when a Christian tells 
them they are going to love them. and “love” is sometimes a word that 
dare not speak its name among many augustinian realists and modern 
political thinkers more generally. they fear accusations of sentimental-
ism, not unlike those made by romans troubled by the meek religion 
of the sermon on the mount. What does love have to do with politics?

elshtain’s auGustine and modern 
PolitiCal theory

no one doubts elshtain’s realism. like many of her contemporaries, 
she was introduced to augustine through political realism. she found 
him through her teacher kenneth Waltz, international relations realist, 
and through the writings of reinhold niebuhr on the ironies of ameri-
can history. in Achieving Our Country, richard rorty casts niebuhr and 
elshtain as writers who “take the notion of sin seriously.”4 Critics of 
both niebuhr and elshtain often claim that sin is the only Christian 
notion they take seriously. But elshtain was not embarrassed by augus-
tine’s heart or his other theological confessions.

one of elshtain’s central insights about augustine and her own 
augustinian voice is that she takes love seriously. in fact, taking sin seri-
ously and taking injustice seriously are predicated on taking love seri-
ously. elshtain highlights the way in which even the language of justice 
demands examination of the character of a people in terms of their 
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objects of love. What you love most is the essence of your character, 
that to which your will is turned. true virtue is rightly ordered love. 
unlike dominant conceptions of persons as sets of interests or utility- 
maximizers, elshtain again and again helps us appreciate augustine’s 
fundamental notion that human beings and the communities they con-
stitute are bundles of loves. they are disordered bundles of loves in need 
of therapy and constraint, but they are loves nonetheless. We creatures 
are moved by self- interest, but not only self- interest.

like augustine’s reading of Cicero, elshtain’s reading of augustine 
inspires a new way of thinking about augustine’s subversive relation to 
modern political thought by this emphasis on the centrality of love. she 
makes love relevant for augustine’s political thought, not simply for his 
moral psychology or his ethics.5 despite its misleading realist sound-
ing title, Augustine and the Limits of Politics is an important example of 
an emerging consensus that realism and rawlsian neutrality fail to ade-
quately theorize a needed revival of republican conceptions of civic virtue.

to be sure, i would not want to take elshtain’s reading of augus-
tine out of a kind of realist camp. But it is a better realism. she knows 
that “our control over the world is limited” and that “human beings live 
indeterminate and incomplete lives” (ALP, 67). yet she does not make 
sin the ground of her defense of a limited politics. rather, she turns 
to augustine’s confessional and affective anthropology, criticizing the 
egoism and the thin selves of liberal political theory by highlighting 
a “God- given reason and .  .  . capacity for love, as well as .  .  . lust for 
dominance” (27). taking augustine away from his hobbesian readers 
or world- denying mystics, she charts how his pilgrim theology relies on 
the claim that “dependence on others is not a diminution but an enrich-
ment of self” (36). her augustine is no analytic philosopher, stuffed with 
propositions. he is an observer of human living, a conversation part-
ner for her alongside Wittgenstein, havel, arendt, sartre, and Camus. 
elshtain’s augustine ushers in a valuable moral revolution, a compassion 
for others that sponsored an intellectual watershed without which we 
would live in a very different moral and political universe.

elshtain’s casual aside that augustine’s metaphors are “fascinatingly 
feminine” (ALP, 56) and buttress “feminist claims that public and private 
are not hermetically sealed off from the other” (35) also inspire efforts 
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to read augustine in a more constructive relationship to contemporary 
feminist political theory. elshtain, of course, had her own views on this 
relationship (see, for example, Public Man, Private Woman, and Women 
and War). augustine is an uncommon ally of feminist ethics in thinking 
about love’s relation to justice. But it is important to note that elshtain’s 
judgment about augustine’s love affair with the world is a theological 
claim with significant anthropological and political implications. her 
augustine is the one who writes with wonder about flowers and leaves, 
oddities and rarities, the quotidian and the final hope. if God is in soli-
darity with humanity through the incarnation, then creatures can enjoy 
the gifts of God even as we are perennially tempted to enjoy them in the 
wrong way.

these readings offer a different route into thinking about augus-
tine on love and politics. most of the twentieth- century interest in virtue 
and augustine, in the wake of anders nygren’s critique of augustine’s 
notion of caritas, was preoccupied with the relation between self- love 
and love of God. nygren charged that augustine corrupted the purity 
of Christian love (gratuitous agape) by lodging it within a Platonic struc-
ture of egocentric desire to possess the good (eros). nygren, by contrast, 
pits the charity of Jerusalem against athens. one of elshtain’s insights 
into augustine was the way he indexed the language of virtue to his 
account of our sociality, his fascination with ways in which languages 
and historical communities shape meanings. our proleptic glimpses of 
God, like augustine’s vision at ostia, occur in communion with (rather 
than without or against) others. highlighting these incarnational and 
eschatological perspectives is a way to revive a political augustinianism 
that critically affirms civic virtues and a kind of secularity without aban-
doning suspicion of civic glory and the libido dominandi that constrains 
political communities.

elshtain’s auGustinianism and modern 
PolitiCs: tWo Case studies

Before political theology became chic, elshtain refused a rigid separa-
tion of religion from politics, and indeed, more importantly to my mind, 
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of the theological from the political. she did not primarily write intel-
lectual history by way of apologetic or genealogy. there is plenty of that 
in her stories about the development of Western politics. yet she pri-
marily writes as a theorist- citizen, fluidly deploying theological language 
as a frame of reference and vocabulary for her contributions to public 
life. she relished in the secularity of that public life, to trade upon that 
invented augustinian sense of the “time between the times.” elshtain’s 
augustinian voice, always rooted in the particularity of her experience, 
is not preoccupied with herself as so many of the “self- consumed selves” 
of modernity (ALP, 6). against some of augustine’s harshest critics, 
elshtain warns that to find in his Confessions only “evidence of a solidi-
fication of the triumph of Western logocentrism, is to have a heart of 
stone and a head of brick” (15). her augustine offers more than ironic 
psychological insights into egoism. George lindbeck once told me, to 
my surprise, that he thought niebuhr was the last public intellectual to 
effectively present the Christian faith to a broadly educated american 
audience. here we enter the domain of nigel Biggar’s critical remarks in 
chapter 7 of this volume. lindbeck’s claim has always led me to wonder, 
despite Barthian sensibilities, if generic theism or even ethical monothe-
ism is as bad as stanley hauerwas makes it out to be.

augustine’s praise of Platonic piety was real, though, of course, in 
the end a comic tragedy because it was a prideful piety that endorsed 
imperialism. But it had that Churchillian virtue of being better than 
other options, perhaps what he elsewhere calls “an imperfect kind of 
virtue” on its way to truthfulness.6 augustine’s pessimism can be exag-
gerated. in fact, apart from being the great critic of imperial pretension, 
we find augustine writing letters to public officials encouraging them 
to use their offices with humility and lamenting necessity for the pro-
motion of Christian morals and unity through social reconciliation. yet 
they should also tolerate earthly peace provided it does “not impede the 
religion by which we are taught that the one supreme and true God is to 
be worshipped” (City of God 19.17; see also 5.17).7

What does elshtain’s “one supreme and true God” language look 
like in concrete situations of conflicting goods? let me briefly raise two 
controversial topics that merit further reflection. the first is the use of 
torture in wartime, and the second is armed humanitarian intervention.
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in her 2004 essay, “reflections on the Problem of ‘dirty hands’ ” 
(hereafter Pdh), elshtain does not cite augustine.8 But she has a rec-
ognizably, familiar augustinian voice, in fact, a deeply niebuhrian one.9 
the question is whether or not the piece is adequately augustinian. in 
her article, i see two main issues raised by the practice of torture. one 
is whether or not it is ever morally justified, and a second is whether 
it should be allowed under the law. everyday life vexes us with situ-
ations where doing evil to achieve good, or at least choosing between 
lesser evils and managing the moral anguish of complicity with an evil, 
seems the only morally intelligible course of action. the desire for 
“moral purity” appears unrealistic and, at times, harmful to others and 
ourselves. elshtain chastises “legalistic versions of pietistic rigorism 
in which one’s own moral purity is ranked above other goods” (Pdh, 
87–88). We should be willing to “incur moral guilt, when the lives of 
others are at stake” (88).

my undergraduates love moral dilemmas; especially the fictional 
examples conjured by philosophers about trolleys running out of control 
and fat men in caves. i worry that i indulge their adolescent mentalities 
with too many of them, but i also assure myself they are pedagogical 
ways to test our basic intuitions, even if these examples usually bully 
them into intuitions i think they should not have (namely, “don’t worry 
about moral purity”). over the past decade, however, we have been hav-
ing an all too real debate in our churches and in our public life about the 
use of torture in a war on terror.

in her short article, elshtain argues that the Christian tradition is 
neither deontological nor utilitarian. instead, she argues Christian casu-
istry seeks to answer the questions about responsibility in particular cir-
cumstances. in brief, she concludes that torture is a horror, but there 
are moments when a rule against torture may be overridden. she writes, 
“far greater moral guilt falls on a person in authority who permits the 
deaths of hundreds of innocents rather than choosing to ‘torture’ one 
guilty or complicit person” (Pdh, 87). only pride and disordered love, 
it seems, would prevent one from choosing to “torture.” for elshtain, 
importantly, it is not about choosing evil to do good; it is a choice of 
the lesser evil. this is the task of relative justice, pursued in the spirit of 
sinning bravely and mournfully. the tone of her piece, however, is more 
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lament than confession. in choosing the lesser evil, we might be sad, 
but we are not doing bad. We regret that necessity required this tragic 
choice. We lament our decision, a sign of some violation of a norm, and 
we should not seek to legalize and thereby normalize what is a horrible 
decision. of course, the use of quotes around “torture” and her appeal 
to “torture lite” and “coercive interrogation” raise the salient questions 
of phenomenology of torture and the nature of moral guilt.

legal and moral distinctions in the analysis of human action are the 
stuff of Christian ethics. But critics argue that there are some scales you 
just should not be on, especially when certain actions tempt the power-
ful. definition hunting can be a sign of moral corruption as much as 
prudent casuistry is in the face of necessity. a husband should not want 
to know how much pushing and shoving qualifies as domestic violence. 
Public officials and democratic citizens should not want to know how 
much beating and deprivation qualifies as torture. Christians, moreover, 
are called to see the face of Christ in the most vulnerable. this dignity 
extends to those enemies who do not seem vulnerable to us. torture is a 
defilement of the human creature. information gained through torture 
of suspected terrorists is both doubted and tainted. elshtain’s recognition 
of “moral guilt” admits this corruption of legal and moral culture.10 is 
love that strange when confronted by the claims of multiple neighbors?

Augustine and the Limits of Politics is itself a confessional work. the 
author admits unsure wandering from Wittenberg to rome with her 
companion augustine. there are many Catholic niebuhrians. But 
in her writings, elshtain often compares a lutheran/Bonhoefferian/ 
niebuhrian post- fall augustine of our justification with a thomist/John 
Paul ii/natural law/creation- is- good augustine of our sanctification. in 
the article on torture, she invokes michael Walzer’s own comparison of 
the Protestant and Catholic conscience. my question remains: how do 
these two augustines relate to her stance on torture, even “torture lite”? 
most thomists (for example, Jean Porter and robert George) draw a 
stark line in the sand, adopting strong prohibitions on torture as an 
expression of our shared humanity even with the accused terrorist about 
to bomb the schoolhouse. in fact, other Christian intellectuals, such as 
Jeremy Waldron and George hunsinger, have argued that the secular 
debate about torture might benefit from clear Christian language lest 
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we be overwhelmed by soft consequentialism or antinomian appeals to 
necessity in the face of demands for security. absolute prohibitions of 
intrinsically unjust means are necessary precisely for this type of case. 
does elshtain draw a line in the sand? if so, where? she appears to 
draw one, but that drawing is threatened by her rhetoric of tragedy and 
necessity. how might her newly Catholic faith now read augustine’s 
description of the judge’s cry, “deliver me from my necessities” (City of 
God 19.6)? how far apart can we hold our assessment of actions from 
their agents? Can actions be right even if they are regretted?

these questions bear on a second issue. elshtain’s invocation of just 
war thinking, like Paul ramsey before her, trades on its origins in Chris-
tian charity. in her writings on humanitarian intervention, elshtain 
forcefully invokes an augustinian conception of neighbor- regard. it is 
a concern for the most vulnerable that inspired a just war thinking that 
many find has implications for international justice. i leave to one side 
judgments about particular interventions, though i admired her candor 
about the realities of u.s. power and her willingness to get beyond legal 
frameworks in asking important questions about the kind of society we 
want to be. unlike with many so- called prophetic voices, her apt dis-
tinctions between the failures of u.s. politics and other societies are 
compelling. We face dangers of tyranny and empire, but those do not 
exhaust the pathologies of politics. my interests here are more concep-
tual than empirical. they are related to the dilemmatic presentation of 
the torture issue, but from another angle. 

apart from that looming theological question about how what we 
do in this “time between the times” relates to our eschatological destiny, 
i think humanitarian intervention presses another question about the 
character of our loves in terms of our obligations to others. think of 
it as the flip side of love’s counsel to do no harm. it is ramsey’s Good 
samaritan question about inaction: “What do you think Jesus would 
have made the samaritan do if he had come upon the scene while the 
robbers were still at their fell work?”11 elshtain appealed to this story in 
her own writings, and many others have done so in in the face of eth-
nic conflict, genocide, and the various humanitarian crises in somalia, 
Bosnia, rwanda, kosovo, east timor, iraq, darfur, sudan, and, most 
recently, libya and syria. in criticizing the limited nato bombing of 
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the former yugoslavia, one professor of international law concretized 
ramsey’s abstract question:

What would the man going from Jerusalem to Jericho have felt had 
the samaritan, instead of putting him on his own beast and taking 
him to an inn for safety, merely thrown stones at the thieves from 
his donkey as he passed safely by, which then precipitated murder 
and sexual abuse because there was no one present to offer the vic-
tim effective protection where and when it was needed?12

Just war thinking is undergoing a development today in trying to corre-
late notions of retribution, self- defense, and protection of persons.13 elshtain’s 
welcome appeals to social charity in our public life help us get beyond a 
stark choice between the spontaneity of love’s immediate encounter and 
practices of charity in complex social wholes. at the same time, exposing 
the pieties of liberal humanitarian sentiment as pretext for new imperial 
politics is a major preoccupation of contemporary historians, anthro-
pologists, and philosophers. Charles taylor’s A Secular Age is only the 
most recent example of a Catholic voice that indicts the Protestant ref-
ormation for endowing this frenzied legacy of reform. humanitarian 
interventions are notorious for their capacity to cause more harm than 
good, and many consider them as cheap ways of avoiding long- term 
tasks of development or structural reform.

a standard view is that humanitarian intervention is supereroga-
tory— a failure to intervene might display a lack of virtue but it does 
not constitute a vice or violation of justice. most Christian support-
ers find it “hard to defend an imperative to violence as an outgrowth 
of Christian charity (even in direst situations).”14 others have argued 
that humanitarian intervention is, in fact, a perfect duty (at least, for 
some international agency) demanded by “respect for humanity” when 
fundamental human rights are violated.15 Based on elshtain’s notion of 
charity, what is the normative status of a humanitarian intervention if 
all the relevant just war criteria are fulfilled? is such an intervention an 
obligation or mere permission for some actor to act? do we face situ-
ations that demand creative moral acts that cannot always be subordi-
nated to existing law?
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Whether or not such a prudential judgment can be made ex ante is 
a particularly difficult question for prospective humanitarian interven-
tions. But this difficulty is not unique. the moral life often casts up 
such difficulties in the face of contingency. the really interesting and 
difficult moral problem is whether, through no fault of our own, we 
find ourselves in a genuinely dilemmatic situation regardless of action or 
inaction. any Christian response to that problem would implicate a vast 
array of theological commitments about the nature of God and creation. 

ConClusion

elshtain took love seriously. she never abandoned the hope of redemp-
tion, even the possibility of redemptive agency in the world. like augus-
tine, she wrote for a culture unsure of its deepest commitments. her 
generous Christian humanism hoped a shared moral vocabulary might 
bind us without breaking us, a space for “loyalty and love and care, as 
well as for a chastened form of civic virtue” (ALP, 91). the world is to 
be worked upon, not just waited out. here we find the limits and the pos-
sibilities of politics. elshtain tells us augustine asks us not “so much how 
to control an old self, but how to bring a transformed one into being” 
(11). But that is a hard question, without answers that fit on bumper 
stickers. how do we change? how do we bring about transformation? 
augustinians, by reputation and example, tend not to be utopian about 
prospects for change. they offer a cautious wisdom, sparing us the thrill 
of misguided revolutions. those feed on Pelagian fantasy. We are to 
use politics, even the violence of the state, but not enjoy it. augustine’s 
City of God never loses its antipagan polemic. from book 10 onward, 
however, he offers a vision of healing, wholeness, and intimacy that 
will characterize those shaped by grace. such love, disciplined by grace, 
desires the good in the right way at the right time and in right relation-
ships. there is no certain knowledge, but the exercise of political virtues 
responds to genuine human goods.

Contested genealogies play a significant role in political theology 
and the academic study of religion more generally.16 in Who Are We?, 
elshtain was too careful to jump from origins to application in her 
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own tapping of the “wellsprings of the Christian tradition” (WAW, 4). 
she could describe modern pathologies as Christian heresies. But she 
aspired to be more than a trustee of historical memory in arguing about 
both the right and the good in the context of real politics. i do worry 
that we are entering a time in the academy and in our public life where 
appeals to intellectual history no longer carry any normative purchase, 
especially if they have theological origins.17 many humanists are now 
fascinated by theology. But the past has become irrelevant to our best 
philosophers and ethicists. most of my colleagues, after we discuss 
augustine’s views on love or Grotius’s view on international law, say 
that is really interesting, but so what? elshtain’s work always tried to 
answer the “so what” question. i am grateful for elshtain’s courage as a 
constructive thinker, willing to risk her loves, giving an example of the 
so what by interpreting the Church to the culture, and the culture to 
the Church. or, as she ends Who Are We?, to “love the world enough 
to want to know it” (168). But, as she and st. Paul remind us, not to be 
conformed to it. in the tradition in which she was raised, Christians call 
this “bearing witness.”

notes

 1. Judith n. shklar, “Giving injustice its due,” in The Faces of Injustice 
(new haven, Ct: yale university Press, 1990), 15. shklar discusses a number 
of representatives of the “normal” model in the classical liberal tradition since 
John stuart mill. more recently, we might include the high liberalism of ronald 
dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (Cambridge, ma: harvard university Press, 
1978).
 2. see noam Chomsky, Pirates and Emperors, Old and New: International 
Terrorism in the Real World (Cambridge, ma: south end Press, 2002). 
 3. romand Coles, Rethinking Generosity: Critical Theory and the Politics of 
Caritas (ithaca, ny: Cornell university Press, 1997), 1.
 4. richard rorty, Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth- 
Century America (Cambridge, ma: harvard university Press, 1998), 33.
 5. see, for example, eric Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love: An Augus-
tinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship (Chicago: university of Chicago Press, 
2008). in that work, i claim elshtain as an example of an augustinian civic liber-
alism who knows the complex interrelation between augustine’s notions of love 
and sin.
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 6. augustine, The City of God, trans. r. W. dyson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
university Press, 1998), 5.19. hereafter cited in text.
 7. for augustine’s letters, see e. m. atkins and r. J. dodaro, Augustine: 
Political Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 2001), and Joseph 
Clair, Discerning the Good in the Letters and Sermons of Augustine (oxford: oxford 
university Press, 2016). 
 8. Jean Bethke elshtain, “reflections on the Problem of ‘dirty hands,’ ” 
in Torture: A Collection, ed. sanford levinson (oxford: oxford university Press, 
2004), 77–89.
 9. recall niebuhr’s counsel that “we ought to do whatever has to be done 
to prevent the triumph of this intolerable tyranny”; see niebuhr, “to Prevent 
the triumph of an intolerable tyranny,” Christian Century 57 (december 18, 
1940). elshtain ends her reflection on torture with an allusion to niebuhr 
and the need to rank “concrete responsibility ahead of rigid rule- following” 
(Pdh, 88).
 10. see, for example, Jeremy Waldron, “What Can Christian teaching add 
to the debate about torture,” Theology Today 63, no. 3 (2006): 340–43, and Jean 
Porter, “torture and the Christian Conscience: a response to Jeremy Wal-
dron,” Scottish Journal of Theology 61, no. 3 (2008): 340–58. on the political value 
of appeals to the “sacred” in debates about torture, see stephen Bush, “torture 
and the Politics of the sacred,” Soundings 91, no. 1 (2014): 75–99.
 11. Paul ramsey, The Just War: Force and Political Responsibility (new york: 
scribner’s, 1968), 143. robert Jenson characterizes this question as a “clichéd 
cheap shot, but it nevertheless demands an answer”; see Jenson, “is Patriotism 
a virtue?” in God and Country? Diverse Perspectives on Christianity and Patriotism, 
ed. michael G. long and tracy Wenger sadd (new york: Palgrave macmil-
lan, 2007), 149. according to Jenson, “a Christian must indeed be a pacifist in 
his own cause, but can hardly be so in the cause of his neighbors in the world” 
(ibid.). 
 12. Christine Chinkin, “the state that acts alone: Bully, Good samaritan 
or iconoclast?” European Journal of International Law 11, no. 1 (2000): 35. 
 13. see eric Gregory, “What do We Want from the Just War tradition? 
new Challenges of surveillance and the security state,” Studies in Christian Eth-
ics 27, no. 1 (2014): 50–62.
 14. timothy P. Jackson, The Priority of Love: Christian Charity and Social Jus-
tice (Princeton, nJ: Princeton university Press, 2003), 110 (original emphasis). 
Jackson does not pursue this question per se. But, since he believes that love can 
sometimes rise above justice, he asserts that “it is better, i think, to see just war as 
permissible for Christians, rather than as obligatory” (ibid.). it remains unclear 
to me how this conception of justice remains tethered to charity. 
 15. Carla Bagnoli, “humanitarian intervention as a Perfect duty: a kan-
tian argument,” Nomos 47 (2004): 117–48.
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 16. see, for example, talal asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons 
of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore: Johns hopkins university Press, 
1993); John milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (oxford: 
Blackwell, 1990); eric nelson, The Hebrew Republic: Jewish Sources and the Trans-
formation of European Political Thought (Cambridge, ma: harvard university 
Press, 2010); and Giorgio agamben, The Kingdom and the Glory: For a Theological 
Genealogy of Economy and Government, trans. lorenzo Chiesa and matteo man-
darini (stanford, Ca: stanford university Press, 2011).
 17. see, for example, Paul W. kahn, Political Theology: Four New Chapters on 
the Concept of Sovereignty (new york: Columbia university Press, 2011). kahn 
argues that a genealogy of the theological origins of political concepts is “about 
as interesting and important as learning that english words have their origin 
in old norse” (3). kahn’s fascinating turn from genealogy to analogy is decid-
edly descriptive rather than normative: “to explore the political imagination we 
have, whether or not we should have it” (18). Phenomenology of the political, of 
course, need not compete with normativity.
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