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Quando enim confirmatae fuerint serae portarum eius, iam in illam nul-
lus intrabit, nee ab illa ullus exibit. Ac per hoc fines eius earn debemus hie 
intelligere pacem, quam volumus demonstrare finalem. 

St. Augustine2 

At first blush, both Radical Orthodoxy's ontology of peace and its oppo
sitional logic represent an authentic retrieval of the concerns of St. Augus
tine. With regard to the former, it seems evident that Radical Orthodoxy 
operates with a metaphysic similar to that of St. Augustine, one that has 
its roots in a Neoplatonic understanding of participation. The basic com
monality would be an ontology of peace: an understanding of the created 
order as sharing in the divine life and depending for its existence entirely 
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2. "Now when the bolts of her gates have been strengthened [cf. Ps 147:12-14], that means 
that no one will any more enter or leave that City. And this implies that we must take her 
'frontiers' (or 'ends') [fines] to stand here for the peace whose finality I am trying to estab
lish" (St. Augustine, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans [DCD], trans. Henry Betten-
son [London: Penguin, 1984], ΧΙΧ.11). For St. Augustine's play on words between fines as 
"borders" and as "ends," see Robert Louis Wilken, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 194. 
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on its suspension from the divine realities.3 Radical Orthodoxy's opposi
tional logic seems to go back to the heart of St. Augustine's City of God: 
The two cities, whose origins, development, and ends he traces through
out, are antithetically opposed to one another. Indeed, theologians associ
ated with Radical Orthodoxy consistently appeal to St. Augustine, both 
for their ontology of peace and for their oppositional logic. They want to 
be self-consciously Augustinian, and their theology clearly contains more 
than a faint echo from this great Church Father.4 

Contrary to the Radical Orthodoxy claims of Augustinian provenance, 
however, I will argue that despite similarities between the Bishop of 
Hippo and Radical Orthodoxy, they are fundamentally at odds. First, I 
will argue that the differences are based in two rather distinct approaches 
to metaphysics. St. Augustine's premodern approach implies a view of 
created reality as objective participation in a cosmic order with borders 
that are defined and maintained by God. By contrast, Radical Orthodoxy 
works with a postmodern understanding of reality as human construct— 
its "ontology of peace"—in which boundaries and identities are at the 
very least always in flux (perhaps even nonexistent) and always depend
ent on human powers of persuasion (Section I: "Boundaries and Partici
pation in the Cosmic Order"). Second, I will argue that this understand
ing of boundaries has profound theological consequences, particularly in 
the areas of ecclesiology and ethics. In terms of ecclesiology, the lack of 
boundaries leads to an overrealized eschatology that equates the Church 
with the celestial City of God. By contrast, St. Augustine is always careful 
to remember that the civitas dei has primarily a heavenly, future character, 
which gives a degree of tentativeness to the Church's realization of the 
kingdom of God here on earth (Section II: "Ecclesiology: The Church and 
the Celestial City of God"). Furthermore, the lack of boundaries implies a 
loss of teleology, so that it becomes impossible for Radical Orthodoxy to 
acknowledge that there are other publics, in addition to the Church, that 
might have positive temporal ends that are given by God (Section III: "Po
litical Theology and the Positive Character of Temporal Ends"). Finally, 
the loss of borders comes to the fore in Radical Orthodoxy's antinomian 
moral theology, particularly in its inability to give guidance in terms of 

3. Cf. John Milbank, Graham Ward, and Catherine Pickstock, "Introduction: Suspending 
the Material: The Turn of Radical Orthodoxy," in Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology, ed. John 
Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward (London: Routledge, 1999), 1-20. 

4. In this essay I focus on the work of John Milbank, Graham Ward, William T. Ca-
vanaugh, and Daniel M. Bell. Augustine is a prominent interlocutor also for Michael Hanby 
and James K. A. Smith. Their Augustinian concerns, however, are more tangential to my in
terest in boundary issues (and I'm also not sure that Smith would want to be classified as 
Radical Orthodox), and so I leave them out of consideration at this point. See further 
Michael Hanby, Augustine and Modernity (London: Routledge, 2003); and James K. A. Smith, 
Speech and Theology: Language and the Logic of Incarnation (London: Routledge, 2002). 
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sexual ethics and in its hesitancy to acknowledge the legitimacy of the use 
of force in defense of valuable temporal ends (Section IV: "Postmodern 
Ethics and the Loss of Boundaries"). 

I. BOUNDARIES AND PARTICIPATION IN THE COSMIC ORDER 

John Milbank holds an analogical worldview, according to which the cre
ated order participates—in "varying intensities," to be sure—in the divine 
light of illumination.5 Human culture shares in this divine life through "a 
participation of reciprocal exchanges in an infinite reciprocity which is the 
divine donum"6 According to this Neoplatonic metaphysic, God is the 
overflowing source of goodness, whose gracious gift giving is thoroughly 
excessive. The Triune divine life itself is constituted by a "perpetual ex
change between the Father and the Son."7 The harmony of the Trinity, ar
gues Milbank, is "a 'musical' harmony of infinity," which implies that the 
external relationality of the Word and of the Church is included in God.8 

This participatory ontology amounts to a radical denial of any kind of im-
manentism in which the created order and human reason take on inde
pendence vis-à-vis the Trinitarian life of God. Creation and human reason 
are only real insofar as they participate in the divine life. 

With theology taking its starting point in the gracious excessive love 
of God, one might be tempted to assume that for Milbank God's gracious 
gift giving is strictly unidirectional. But this is not at all the case. Gift giv
ing is not sacrificial in the sense that it doesn't expect a return. For Mil-
bank, "creative giving is not loss but a self-emptying in order to be, and 
sacrificial response is, in return, a total giving back, which is the only pos
sible mode of continuing to participate in Being."9 Gift giving, for Mil-
bank, involves reciprocity and exchange. To be sure, this exchange is 
asymmetrical in character. The return is'never identical to the gift but im
plies "nonidentical repetition." Thus, our countergift to God, given in re
turn for Christ's sacrifice, is, through the Holy Spirit, our elevation into 
the life of the Trinity. The Spirit enables us to return God's gift in a non-

5. John Milbank, "Truth and Vision," in John Milbank and Catherine Pickstock, Truth in 
Aquinas (London: Routledge, 2001), 19-59. 

6. John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon (London: Routledge, 2003), x. 
7. Milbank, Being Reconciled, x. 
8. John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1993), 424. 
9. John Milbank, "Stories of Sacrifice," Modern Theology 12 (1996): 52. 
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identical fashion.10 The result is a peaceful life of harmonious difference, 
as witnessed in the church's practices of forgiveness.11 

The Church's countergift of peaceful practices of forgiveness means 
that Milbank's ontology of harmonious difference is at the same time an 
ontology of peace. Whereas violence typifies the earthly city, the church is 
characterized by peaceful practices. Milbank appeals to St. Augustine for 
his "peaceful community": 

Augustine already put the idea of the peaceful community at the center 
of his theology; thought of God, of revelation from God, was for him in
separable from the thought of heaven, of words and "musical laws" 
coming down from heaven. The heavenly city meant for Augustine a 
substantial peace; but this peace could also be imperfectly present in the 
fallen world, in the sequences of time, and time redeemed through 
memory.12 

Milbank moves directly from Augustine's heavenly city of peace to the is
sue of boundaries. His comments are worth quoting at length because 
they reveal Milbank's sharp opposition to boundaries: 

One way to try to secure peace is to draw boundaries around "the same," 
and exclude "the other"; to promote some practices and disallow alterna
tives. Most polities, and most religions, characteristically do this. But the 
Church has misunderstood itself when it does likewise. For the point of 
the supersession of the law is that nothing really positive is excluded—no 
difference whatsoever—but only the negative, that which denies and takes 
away from Being: in other words, the violent. It is true, however, that 
Christians perceive a violence that might not normally be recognized, 
namely any stunting of a person's capacity to love and conceive of the di
vine beauty; this inhibition is seen as having its soul in arbitrariness. But 
there is no real exclusion here; Christianity should not draw boundaries, 
and the Church is that paradox: a nomad city.13 

Milbank's participatory ontology of peace, with its harmonious flow of 
infinite gift exchange, leads to a strong aversion to boundaries. 

10. Milbank, Bang Reconciled, 100. 
11. For Milbank's understanding of forgiveness and atonement, see Hans Boersma, "Being 

Reconciled: Atonement as the Ecclesio-Christological Practice of Forgiveness in John Milbank," 
in Creation, Covenant, and Participation: Radical Orthodoxy and the Reformed Tradition, ed. James H. 
Olthuis and James K. A. Smith (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 183-202. 

12. John Milbank, "Postmodern Critical Augustinianism: A Short Summa in Forty-two Re
sponses to Unasked Questions," in The Postmodern God: A Theological Reader, ed. Graham 
Ward (Maiden, MA: Blackwell, 1997), 269. 

13. Milbank, "Postmodern Critical Augustinianism," 269. 
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In Being Reconciled, it turns out that this apprehension has postmod
ern connections. Here, Milbank presents a lengthy exposition on the 
obliteration of boundaries in postmodernism. Even though he traces the 
postmodern aversion to boundaries to the "cultural presupposition" of 
immanence in which the finite reality of the self-explanatory and self-
governing saeculum is all that remains, he then goes on to say that there 
is an "inevitable, if wary, affinity . . . between Christianity and postmod
ernism," that "Christianity is the religion of the obliteration of bound
aries," and that it "did, indeed, explode all limits."14 This explosion of 
limits means that the 

city of God is in fact a paradox, "a nomad city" (one might say), for it does 
not have a site, or walls, or gates. It is not, like Rome, an asylum constituted 
by the "protection" offered by a dominating class over a dominated, in the 
face of an external enemy.... The peace within the city walls opposing the 
"chaos" without is, in fact, no peace at all compared with a peace cotermi
nous with all Being whatsoever. Space is revolutionized: it can no longer 
be defended, and even the barbarians can only respect the sanctuary of the 
Basilica.15 

For Milbank, boundaries are inherently problematic. The Church has be
come boundaryless and so universal. In fact, he concludes that "none of 
this complex confusion [of the 'secular' sphere] is exactly 'outside' the 
Church."16 With the "counterpolity" of the Church refusing "the exclu-
sionist logic of inside/outside," Milbank even ends up with a denial of 
the Creator/creature distinction: He bases the obliteration of boundaries 
in the Incarnation, that is to say, in the violation of the "boundary between 
created and creator, immanence and transcendence, humanity and 
God."17 

Graham Ward's understanding of the way boundaries function in our 
construal of reality is similar to Milbank's. Ward takes his cue from Au
gustine's repeated insistence that the two cities are inextricably bound to
gether and that the Church is a corpus permixtum.18 Despite their opposi
tion, it is difficult to distinguish amor sut from amor dei.19 And so a 
"theology of commingling has to accept a certain provisionality about its 

14. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 194-95,196. 
15. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 392. The reference to the basilica is an allusion to 

DCD 1.7. Here Augustine states that, thanks to the influence of Christianity, the barbarians 
spared the people who had taken refuge in the basilicas. 

16. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 121. 
17. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 105,197. A little further down, Milbank reiterates that "God 

became human and denied the division between Creator and Creation." This time Milbank 
makes a qualification: "However, in doing so, he also preserved [the division]" (203). 

18. DCD 1.35; ΧΙ.1; XVIII.49. 
19. Graham Ward, Cities of God (London: Routledge, 2000), 227. 
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statements'' and "preaches a necessary agnosticism."20 Ward takes this 
deferral of judgment to the point of saying that "there can be no tight and 
policed boundaries" around the various analogical worldviews of the 
world religions. Refusing to defend "the walls of some medieval notion of 
Christendom," Ward appeals to Augustine: "From Augustine I take the 
insight that we need to suspend judgment concerning other faiths."21 This 
suspension of judgment, however, results in a near-Gnostic skepticism: 
"And, yes, we do not know what we mean by God. And, yes, that asser
tion Ί am a Christian' is not an identity statement. For my intellectual 
grasp upon what it is to be a Christian is weak, hermeneutical."22 This Au
gustinian deferral of judgment—if that is what it is—makes ecclesial as 
well as ethical judgment calls difficult. In the end, a refusal to make judg
ment calls regarding one's deepest desires renders any sort of distinctive 
telos for such desires meaningless.23 

Ward's categorical suspension of judgment and his inability to make 
identity statements stems from his insistence that all human beings share 
in Christ's displaced body.24 The displacement of Christ's body means 
that "all human bodies participate in this one body and [that] this partic
ipation and belonging constitutes the ecclesial body, the Church."25 Since 
Christ's body lacks clear boundaries and so does not have a strong sense 
of identity, it becomes difficult to set concrete goals and purposes. While 
acknowledging that the City of God "is to be historically realised," Ward 
maintains that it descends as a gift from God (Rev 21:2), so that "we are 
not concerned . . . with sketching institutional structures, political, social, 
economic, and cultural arrangements that will be the conditions for the 
possibility of the city."26 Ward believes that he is in line with the Bishop of 
Hippo: "Augustine both resisted the translation of God's kingdom into 
sociological, historical, and political practices and the temptation to iden
tify the Church with the Heavenly City."27 It is safe to conclude that 

20. Ward, Cities of God, 229. 
21. Ward, Cities of God, 257. In his most recent book. Ward suggests that the competing 

truth claims of the world's religions do not need to result in violence, as long as "each active 
tradition recognizes their interdependence The true religion that each faith community 
practices and disseminates will then be inscribed within the world and redeem the spiritual 
materialisms of virtual reality or the omnivorous rule of global capitalism" (True Religion 
[Maiden, MA: Blackwell, 2003], 153). 

22. Ward, Cities of God, 259. James K. A. Smith rightly decries Ward's move as Derridean in 
Introducing Radical Orthodoxy (Grand Rapids, ML· Baker Academic, 2004), 119 n. 105; 257 n. 81. 

23. I suspect that Ward might respond that the deferral of judgment simply means that 
we can and will make judgments in the eschaton, so that the deferral doesn't contradict his 
oppositional logic. But such a move would still make the oppositional logic (and the anti
thetical economies of desire) irrelevant for our lives here on earth. 

24. I explain Ward's understanding of Christ's "displaced" body in section IV of this article. 
25. Ward, Cities of God, 225. 
26. Ward, Cities of God, 2Kb. 
27. Ward, Cities of God, 229. 
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Ward's critique of boundaries leads to a strongly anti-institutional view of 
the church, which results in a minimal sense of Christian identity and an 
expansion of Christ's displaced body—the church—which, in turn, leaves 
little or no space for political, social, and economic activities beyond the 
church, in the realm of the civitas terrena.28 

How valid are Milbank's and Ward's appeals to St. Augustine? They 
are correct to observe in the African bishop the pervasive influence of a 
participatory ontology, which deprives all creaturely existence from au
tonomous or independent existence. But, at several crucial junctures, the 
Augustinian view of reality and of our access to it runs counter to the po
sition taken up by Radical Orthodoxy. First, St. Augustine's Platonic back
ground gives him a deep concern for the immutable character of true 
reality. His understanding of the hierarchy of being implies that God is 
the only true essentia, who gives his creatures a share in his being. For 
Augustine this implies that God, as true being, is unchangeable: "For God 
is existence in a supreme degree—he supremely is—and he is therefore 
immutable. Hence he gave existence to the creatures he made out of noth
ing; but it was not his own supreme existence. To some he gave existence 
in a higher degree, to some in a lower, and thus he arranged a scale of ex
istences of various natures."29 The higher creatures are on the scale of be
ing, the more they participate in divine goodness, truth, and beauty and 
the less they are subject to change. 

Despite the Platonic overtones, this ontology emphatically does not 
entail an eternal flux of overflowing bounty through which everything 
participates in divine Being. St. Augustine's doctrine of creation ex nihilo 
puts up a stiff barrier against the Platonic theory of emanation.30 The cre
ated order, St. Augustine argues, is subject to change precisely because it 
is not divine and because it is other than God. Unlike Milbank, Augustine 
does not interpret the Incarnation as constituting a denial of the boundary 
between Creator and creature: "The things he made are good because 
they were made by him; but they are subject to change because they were 
made not out of his being but out of nothing."31 But even the mutable 
world of creation is not victim to continuous flux. The reason is that cre
ated objects have their point of fixity, as it were, in the unchanging realm 

28. Ward's insistence on a relationship between the ecclesial body and the civic body, and 
his comment that Christians "will contribute to the social energies and the symbolic fields 
outside the specificities of their ecclesial institutions" (Cities of God, 236), are welcome ac
knowledgments, but they don't fit well with his overall approach to the church as the con
tinuation of Christ's displaced body. 

29. DCD ΧΠ.2. For a helpful discussion on Augustine's understanding of "being" see Paul J. 
Griffiths, Lying: An Augustinian Theology of Duplicity (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2004), 41-54. 

30. Cf. Ν. Joseph Torchia, "The Implications of the Doctrine of Creatio ex nihilo in St. Au
gustine's Theology," Studia Patristica 33 (1997): 266-73. 

31. DCDXII.l. 
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of Ideas, which Augustine identifies as the eternal Word of God: "So 
because there is but one Word of God, through which all things were made 
(Jn 1:1-6), which is unchanging truth, in which all things are primordially 
and unchangingly together, not only things that are in the whole of this 
creation, but things that have been and will be."32 Augustine also speaks 
of "seminal principles" (rationes seminales) to describe the ordered basis 
and origin of creation. In the first stage of creation, God made creatures in 
their "seminal principles."33 These seminal principles come to actual real
ity in the created objects as we perceive them, which is the second stage 
of creation.34 Their origin in seminal principles implies that all of creation 
is rooted in God, who gives to each their own identity in the created or
der. "The essential point," comments Carré, "is that the seminal reasons 
are conceived within the framework of fixed species. Nowhere does Au
gustine envisage a development from one species to a different species. 
. . . The voluntary activity of created beings cannot produce any genuinely 
new being. . . . The creation of substantial existence is only possible to 
God, working through the seminal reasons."35 In short, St. Augustine's 
understanding of creation has a robust sense of identity and boundaries, 
which is based on his (anti-Platonic) understanding of creation ex nihilo 
and on his Christological reworking of the Platonic world of Ideas. 

Second, St. Augustine evidences a remarkable confidence in the hu
man mind to discern these objective created realities that are constituted 
by the eternal Word. Creatures, insists Augustine, are to cling to the un
changeable Good, the supreme God.36 They do so by means of the mind. 
The mind orders sense perceptions by means of mental judgments. Ever 
concerned to counter skepticism, Augustine has remarkable confidence in 
the reliability of these judgments.37 "[T]he philosophy of the Academics," 
mocks Augustine, "developed to the point of doubting everything and so 
landed itself in a much more wretched kind of insanity."38 Thanks to 
divine illumination, we "participate in the Word, that is, in that life which 
is the light of men (Jn 1:4)."39 Mary Clark comments: "Since neither the 

32. Saint Augustine, The Trinity, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. Edmund Hill, (Hyde Park, NY: 
New City, 1991), IV.i.3. Cf. Mary T. Clark, Augustine (London: Continuum, 1994), 19. 

33. My discussion on Augustine's rationes seminales relies on Meyrick H. Carré, Realists 
and Nominalists (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1946), 20-21; and Vernon J. Bourke, Augus
tine's Quest of Wisdom: His Life, Thought, and Works (Albany, NY: Magi, 1993), 225-27. 

34. In Bourke's words: "The act of Creation involved the Divine implantation of the capaci
ties in the elements to produce the varied species of things in nature" (Augustine's Quest, 233). 

35. Carré, Realists and Nominalists, 21. 
36. DCDXII.l. 
37. For Augustine, it is one's memory that enables these judgments: "The senses receive 

the look of a thing from the body we sense, the memory receives it from the senses, and the 
thinking attention from the memory" (Trinity XI.iii.14). 

38. Augustine, Trinity, XV.iv.21. 
39. Augustine, Trinity, IV.i.4. 

http://XI.iii.14
http://XV.iv.21
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mutable mind nor the material senses can be the complete source of true 
intellectual judgements, human beings must, Augustine thinks, partici
pate in truth through a shining down of the Ideas of God."40 To be sure, 
the knowledge given through divine illumination does not render human 
judgments infallible. But this divine illumination does imply a connection 
with Christ as the interior teacher, which enables us to observe the true 
existence of the objects of sense perception.41 Thus, the divine illumina
tion involved in intellectual judgments regarding sense perceptions im
plies a connection with God himself. This divine illumination allows us to 
go well beyond Ward's "weak, hermeneutical" grasp of one's Christian 
identity and his insistence that we need to suspend judgment regarding 
the truth of the Christian faith. As we shall see, St. Augustine's identifica
tion and treatment of heresy indicates a robust sense of Christian identity. 

II. ECCLESIOLOGY: THE CHURCH AND THE CELESTIAL CITY 
OF GOD 

Radical Orthodoxy's postmodern aversion to boundaries—a corollary of 
its "ontology of peace"—would seem to preclude any sort of opposition 
between the two Augustinian cities: the civitas dei and the civitas terrena. 
As it is, however, we find repeated appeals to St. Augustine's opposition 
between the two cities. To some extent, these appeals are justified: As we 
will see, opposition between the two cities is a thoroughly Augustinian 
theme. The departure from Augustine lies in Radical Orthodoxy's ten
dency to put equation marks between the City of God and the Church. 
The theological implications of this move are substantial: an overrealized 
eschatology that fails to recognize the Church's tentative hold on the 
kingdom of God, a rejection of the legitimacy of politics as statecraft, and 
a tendency toward ecclesial sectarianism. 

Milbank presents an extensive reading of Augustine in a sketch of a 
Christian "counterhistory," "counterethics," and "counterontology."42 In a 
chapter aptly titled "The Other City," Milbank sets forth in detail why the
ology is "the queen of the sciences for the inhabitants of the altera civitas, 
on pilgrimage through this temporal world."43 In this chapter 
he argues that "a true Christian metanarrative realism must attempt to 
retrieve and elaborate the account of history given by Augustine in the 

40. Clark, Augustine, 19. 
41. Cf. Gareth B. Matthews, "Knowledge and Illumination," in The Cambridge Companion 

to Augustine, ed. Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 2001), 181. 

42. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 380-438. 
43. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 380. 
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Civitas Dei."u After admitting that according to Augustine the City of God 
has many members outside the institutional church, Milbank goes on to 
argue that institutional adherence is not "a secondary and incidental mat-
ter" for Augustine, as the conflict with the Donatists makes clear.45 Mil-
bank then comments that the "Church itself, as the realized heavenly city, 
is the telos of the salvific process/' and that "as a civitas, the Church is, for 
Augustine, itself a 'political7 reality."46 These emphatic pointers to the vis
ibility of the Church are surely remarkable for someone who at the same 
time insists that that Church is a "nomad city" without site, walls, or gates! 
To be sure, Milbank does not quite fall into the trap of a straightforward 
identification between the visible Church on earth and Augustine's civitas 
dei. He recognizes that for Augustine it is only the (future?) "realized heav
enly City" that is the telos of salvation history. Perhaps his aversion to 
boundaries makes Milbank—despite the language of "counterhistory," 
"counterethics," and "counterontology"—distinguish between the institu
tional Church and the civitas dei.47 But if this is indeed what he means, then 
Milbank should identify that future "realized heavenly city" as the true 
political reality. But this is not what he does. Instead, he regards the 
Church of the in-between times (the saeculum) as the political reality.48 

Graham Ward assumes a similar oppositional logic that puts the two 
cities at odds. Referring to Augustine, Ward maintains that the "two cities 
are founded upon two antithetical economies of desire," with the one be
ing a "perverse imitation of the other."49 Indeed, the entire structure of 
Ward's Cities of God is patterned on this "Augustinian" oppositional logic. 
Ward's Augustine regards the earthly city as a mere parody of the City of 
God. "[W]hen love, justice, society, and peace are predicates of the civitas 
terrena then they are parodies of predicates of the civitas dei; they find their 
true significance in relation to Christian eschatology."50 With the rise of 
capitalist consumerism, Ward argues, cities have become secular places of 
consumption: "The secular world runs itself according to its own laws 
and the moral and political task of human beings is to bring about peace
ful coexistence so that each can fulfil their own potential and satisfy their 

44. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 389. See also Milbank's appeal to Augustine in 
"Postmodern Critical Augustinianism," 265-78. 

45. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 402-3. 
46. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 403. 
47. Ward—although he does operate with an oppositional logic—rejects the identification 

of the church as the City of God (Cities of God, 229). The reason is that he sees the Church as 
Christ's displaced body, which is a hardly recognizable corpus permixtum and which may 
even be coextensive with humanity. It is thus his critique of borders that prevents a hasty 
identification between Church and City of God. 

48. Cf. his comment: "All 'political' theory, in the antique sense, is relocated by Christian
ity as thought about the Church" (Theology and Social Theory, 406). 

49. Ward, Cities of God, 227. 
50. Ward, Cities of God, 230. 
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desires."51 The cities of modernity have become cities of "eternal aspira
tion" that, in their godless optimism, parody the Christian heteropolis.52 

Starting with the 1970s, postmodern architecture has altered urban plan
ning, so that "Disneyland simulacra" have taken over, and we have ended 
up with "new cityscapes of endless desire" that is never satisfied.53 The re
mainder of Ward's book presents "a different account of desire, a differ
ent account of seduction."54 

William Cavanaugh's appeal to the same oppositional logic tends to 
favor a separate community whose purity and distinct character are 
secured at least in part by means of discipline and excommunication.55 

Repeatedly, Cavanaugh alludes to Augustine's two cities: For Augustine, 
the pax Romana is based on the libido dominandi that excludes true worship 
of God from the political.56 For Augustine, the City of God is the true res 
publica that is formed not by the love of self but by the love of God.57 "The 
earthly city is not a true res publica because there can be no justice and no 
common weal where God is not truly worshipped."58 Thus, says Ca
vanaugh, Augustine sees Christians locating their true citizenship beyond 
the confines of the earthly empire, and it is "the Church, uniting earth and 
heaven, which is the true 'politics.'"59 Augustine recognizes "that one's 
true identity is only found in desire for God, who is beyond the fleeting 
things of this world."60 To be sure, Cavanaugh does not want us to mis
read his Augustinianism as a sectarian withdrawal. He repeatedly clari
fies that the language of "discipline" and "excommunication" is not "sim-

51. Ward, Cities of God, 37. 
52. Ward, Cities of God, 40-41. 
53. Ward, Cities of God, 68. 
54. Ward, Cities of God, 76. This entire account of "two antithetical economies of desires" 

contrasts sharply with Ward's postmodern "necessary agnosticism" and suspension of judg
ment, which we observed in the previous section. 

55. William Cavanaugh and Daniel Bell have a much stronger sense of the Church's 
boundaries than do Milbank and Ward. Cavanaugh and Bell's readiness to assert boundary 
language pertaining to the Church fits better with Radical Orthodoxy's oppositional logic, 
and it may well serve as an antidote to Milbank's and Ward's postmodern "ontology of 
peace," which tends to undermine stable identities and boundaries. For Cavanaugh's and 
Bell's strong boundary language, see William T. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist: Theology, 
Politics, and the Body of Christ (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 243-45; Daniel M. Bell, Liberation The
ology after the End of History: The Refusal to Cease Suffering (London: Routledge, 2001), 1-2,4, 
13,62-65. 

56. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 9-10. 
57. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 215. 
58. William T. Cavanaugh, Theopolitical Imagination: Discovering the Liturgy as a Political Act 

in an Age of Global Consumerism (London: Τ & Τ Clark-Continuum, 2002), 15, cf. 84. Cf. Tor
ture and Eucharist, 10. 

59. Theopolitical Imagination, 15. Cf. Cavanaugh, Theopolitical Imagination, 90: "According to 
Augustine, the true public thing is thus constituted by the Eucharist, which offers true sac
rifice to God and makes the Church into Christ's body." 

60. Theopolitical Imagination, 118. 
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ply a retreat into a place-bound theocracy or sect."61 Instead of an "escape 
from thisworldly politics," we have here "a radical interruption of the 
false politics of the earthly city by the Church."62 Despite these dis
avowals of sectarianism, however, Cavanaugh's oppositional logic is such 
that he has difficulty envisaging Christians as participating in noneccle-
sial political and social structures. He presents an account in which ex
pressions such as "counter/politics," "contrast society," "alternative soci
ety," "alternative imagining of space and time," and "alternative 
soteriology" identify prominent boundaries for a logic that is thoroughly 
oppositional in character.63 

Daniel Bell, while not interacting a great deal with Augustine as such, 
does recruit the bishop's support for the argument that the conflict be
tween capitalism and Christianity is "a clash of opposing technologies of 
desire."64 "Augustine," says Bell, "argued that Christianity embodied the 
true politics because unlike pagan Rome, it alone worshipped the triune 
God."65 Bell's main focus is on the opposition between the Church and 
capitalism. He not only wants to distinguish between the two, but he goes 
further by insisting that they are driven by two diametrically opposed 
technologies of desire. The terminology is somewhat different from that 
of Cavanaugh, but the basic categories are identical. Thus, employing the 
same oppositional logic as Cavanaugh, Bell presents 

an alternative account of the Christian community, one that rejects the 
false and futile politics of statecraft and instead reclaims the Christian 
community as a public sui generis, that is, as a social, political, economic 
formation in its own right. In other words, my constructive effort to envi
sion Christian resistance to capitalist discipline begins with Christianity's 
reassertion in the material realm as the true politics. Christianity is the true 
politics, the true polity, over against the agony of capitalist discipline, in 
the Augustinian sense that the Church embodies the true form of human, 
social, political, and economic organization because its order is one of 
liturgy, of worship of the triune God.66 

Bell traces this allegedly Augustinian oppositional logic throughout his 
book by means of a series of antinomies. He maintains that the Church as 
"the true politics" must replace "politics as statecraft," which is Max We-

61. Theopolitical Imagination, 116. Cf. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 268. 
62. Cavanaugh, Theopolitical Imagination, 15. 
63. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 14,120; Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 62,180; 

Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 117; Cavanaugh, Theopolitical Imagination, 7; Cavanaugh, 
Theopolitical Imagination, 9. 

64. Bell, Liberation Theology, 2. On a few occasions. Bell does appeal to St. Augustine (4, 
188). 

65. Bell, Liberation Theology, 188. 
66. Bell, Liberation Theology, 4. 
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ber's brainchild.67 Bell wants to trade capitalism's technologies of desire 
for the church's "counter-ensemble of technologies of desire."68 And he 
rejects the pursuit of justice in the classical sense of suum cuique in favor 
of the gift of forgiveness—as witnessed in the church's practices of confes
sion, repentance, and penance. These antinomies make clear that Bell, like 
Cavanaugh, issues a plea for "a more substantive ecclesiology," one that 
leaves no room for politics beyond the Church and so relies on a distinct 
ecclesial identity that despite its intentions ends up being sectarian in 
character. 

Radical Orthodoxy's oppositional logic between Church and world 
transposes St. Augustine's oppositional logic of civitas dei and civitas tenena 
from the celestial key to the temporal key. But such a transposition, while not 
entirely without warrant, is fraught with complexities and consequences. 
We must pay due attention to the fact that Augustine regards the City of God 
primarily as a heavenly and eschatological entity. When he discusses the ori
gin of the two cities, he speaks of "two classes of angels," namely, the angels 
of light and the angels of darkness.69 Here, he is speaking "of the City of God 
which is not on pilgrimage in this mortal life, but is eternally immortal in 
heaven."70 These two cities have their counterparts in human history be
cause of the Fall. As a result of the Fall, there is "one city of men who choose 
to live by the standard of the flesh, another of those who choose to live by 
the standard of the spirit. The citizens of each of these desire their own kind 
of peace, and when they achieve their aim, that is the kind of peace in which 
they live."71 While Cain belonged to the city of man, Abel belonged to the 
City of God. Unlike Cain, Abel never built a city, because "the City of the 
saints is up above, though it produces citizens here below."72 The result of 
the City of God's celestial character is, according to St. Augustine, that Chris
tians are never quite at home here below: 

When those two cities started on their course through the succession of 
birth and death, the first to be born was a citizen of this world [civis huius 
saeculi], and later appeared one who was a pilgrim and stranger in the 
world \peregrinus in saeculo], belonging as he did to the City of God. He 
was predestined by grace, and chosen by grace, by grace a pilgrim below, 
and by grace a citizen above [civis sursum].73 

The Christian is a pilgrim here below, since his citizenship is with the 
heavenly City of God. This city, Augustine maintains, "is said to come 

67. Bell, Liberation Theology, 13,62-65. 
68. Bell, Liberation Theology, 87. 
69. DCDXI.1. 
70. DCDXI.28. 
71. DCDXIV.l. 
72. DCDXV.l. 
73. DCDXV.l. 

file:///peregrinus
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down from heaven because the grace by which God created it is heavenly. 
. . . This City has been coming down from heaven since its beginning, 
from the time when its citizens began to increase in number."74 Interest
ingly, Augustine regards the historical pilgrimage of the believers and the 
history of salvation as descriptions of the eschatological descent of the 
City of God. In other words, the celestial and eschatological character of 
this city takes concrete shape in the pilgrimage of the saints. The pilgrim 
status of the elect means that for the duration of the saeculum the City of 
God has not yet arrived on earth in all its fullness or glory. 

The rejection of a straightforward identification of the Church with the 
civitas dei has to do with the fact that for Augustine the two cities are "in
terwoven and intermixed" {invicemque permixtae) until the final judgment 
and hence hard to distinguish: "[WJhile the City of God is on pilgrimage 
in this world, she has in her midst some who are united with her in par
ticipation in the sacraments, but who will not join with her in the eternal 
destiny of the saints."75 To be sure, St. Augustine would never allow us to 
use this mingling of elect and reprobates in the Church as an excuse to 
downplay or ignore the visibility or institutional character of the Church, 
as Milbank rightly reminds us.76 The church is not a displaced, nonrecog-
nizable, and hence invisible, body.77 And Markus goes too far, it seems to 
me, when he states, "Here and now the cities melt into one another; their 
boundaries are invisible and cut across all visible social groupings."78 It is 
and remains a boundary transgression when the enemies of the civitas dei 
participate in the Church's sacraments. Augustine would distinguish, but 
not separate, Church and City of God.79 Nonetheless, the identifiable 
boundaries of the visible church are not such that the citizens of the civi
tas terrena would be unable to breach them. In today's saeculum, the two 
cities are inextricably interwoven. 

Radical Orthodoxy lacks St. Augustine's eschatological, celestial hori
zon of the City of God. As a result, Radical Orthodoxy operates with an 

74. DCDXX.17. 
75. DCD 1.35. Cf. XI.l; XVÏÏL49. 
76. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 402. 
77. Pace Ward, Cities of God, 109. 
78. R. A. Markus, Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology of St. Augustine (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1970), 62. Cf. 158: "But we are not to deceive ourselves into 
thinking that we can ever detect the locus of the two cities in secular history, for here their 
careers are 'inextricably intertwined"' (see also 101). 

79. Markus acknowledges this. He argues that for Augustine "the Church is what it will 
be," (Saeculum, 120; italics in original) so that in a sense it is legitimate to speak of the church 
as the civitas dei: "The simple fact remains that in his vocabulary the Church was the City of 
God, even though it certainly numbered citizens of the earthly city among its members 
'while on its earthly pilgrimage among the wicked, living by faith'" (121). We need to keep 
in mind, however, that, when Augustine speaks this way, he defines the Church in terms of 
its celestial or eschatological character. 
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overrealized eschatology that regards the Church as the site of a realized 
eschaton. This overrealized eschatology comes to the fore particularly in 
the radical oppositional logic at work in each of the four representatives. 
The mistake does not lie in the oppositional logic as such, but in the fail
ure to recognize that the Church is only a provisional or tentative pres
ence of God's kingdom here on earth. It is only when we see the full pres
ence of the eschatological City of God in the Church that we can explain 
how nothing is "'outside7 the Church" (Milbank) or how the Church func
tions an "alternative society" (Bell). If church and City of God are identi
cal, either the Church knows no limits and includes everything, or she 
separates from the wordly political and economic society. Both ap
proaches are ways to protect the Church's character as a pure bride, the 
City of God here on earth. Either way, however, we witness an overreal
ized eschatology resulting in an ultimately Donatist ecclesiology. 

The oppositional logic between Church and world (however the latter 
may be identified) is found throughout Radical Orthodoxy.80 Quite apart 
from the problematic theological consequences that such opposition en
tails, it is impossible to sustain when one does not acknowledge stable 
boundaries. Lucy Gardner alludes to this problem when at the heart of 
Radical Orthodoxy she locates "a call for nonoppositional opposition, or, 
more properly speaking, an undoing of opposition in a nonoppositional 
way."81 Milbank's ontology of peace, which he grounds in Augustine, 
posits a nonoppositional participation in the perpetual harmonious and 
peaceful gift exchange of the Triune life. It is this participatory framework 
that makes Milbank wary of boundaries. But his oppositional logic of the 
two cities, which he also grounds in Augustine, implies a distinction or 
boundary between the "true politics" of the Church and its love for peace, 
on the one hand, and the false parody of the earthly city and its libido dorn-
inondi, on the other hand. In short, there is a tension between Milbank's 
ontology of peace and his oppositional logic. 

Radical Orthodoxy does not do justice to the civitas dei as a celestial 
entity. Since she is a celestial and eschatological entity, with her citizens 
being pilgrims, the Church needs to bear in mind the provisionally of 
her character as City of God. The Church needs to be aware of the pres
ence of enemies in her midst. Such awareness may do a great deal to pre
vent both a reification of Church boundaries and a misplaced insistence 
on an alternative social, political, and economic reality. Without denying 

80. To be sure, as we have already seen. Ward is more up front in recognizing the Augus
tinian notion of the Church as corpus permixtum (although he depends here more on a post
modern aversion to boundaries than on an authentic Augustinian reading). 

81. Lucy Gardner, "Listening at the Threshold: Christology and the 'Suspension of the 
Material,"' in Radical Orthodoxy? A Catholic Enquiry, ed. Laurence Paul Hemming (Aldershot, 
UK: Ashgate, 2000), 127. 
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the need for boundaries in the present, St. Augustine realized that they 
are ultimately eschatological in character: "[W]e must take her 'frontiers' 
(or 'ends') \fines] to stand here for the peace whose finality I am trying to 
establish."82 

III. POLITICAL THEOLOGY AND THE POSITIVE CHARACTER OF 
TEMPORAL ENDS 

So far, we have seen that for St. Augustine the provisional and mixed 
character of the Church implies that pilgrims should keep in mind the fu
ture and celestial character of the City of God. But the mingling of the two 
cities here below, in the saeculum, means not only that reprobates gain a 
foothold in the Church. It also follows that Christians—while their citi
zenship is in heaven rather than in the saeculum below—have a positive 
task to fulfill in the midst of the civitas terrena. While St. Augustine insists 
that Christians remain pilgrims here below, this in no way intimates either 
a disinterest in or an antagonism toward everything they encounter on 
their journey. 

To be sure, at times Augustine does give the impression that every
thing associated with (nonecclesial) politics falls under the condemnation 
of an iron oppositional logic. His quip is well known: "[I]t was a witty and 
a truthful rejoinder which was given by a captured pirate to Alexander 
the Great. The king asked the fellow, 'What is your idea in infesting the 
sea?' And the pirate answered, with uninhibited insolence, 'The same as 
yours in infesting the earth! But because I do it with a tiny craft, I'm called 
a pirate: because you have a mighty navy, you're called an emperor.'"83 

Here we meet the more skeptical side of Augustine who, when he looks 
at the realities of the saeculum, finds little to celebrate. But surely we can
not take this passage as typical of his oppositional logic. The passage is 
preceded by a paragraph in which he asks the question: "Remove justice 
[remota iustitia], and what are kingdoms but gangs of criminals on a large 
scale? What are criminal gangs but petty kingdoms? A gang is a group of 
men under the command of a leader, bound by a compact of 
association, in which the plunder is divided according to an agreed con
vention." The phrase "remota iustitia" is an indication that St. Augustine 

82. DCDXIX.ll. 
83. DCD IV.4. See also IV.6, for a passage on the Assyrian king Ninus's empire expansions: 

"Now, to attack one's neighbours, to pass on to crush and subdue more remote peoples 
without provocation and solely from the thirst for dominion—what is one to call this but 
brigandage on the grand scale?" 
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reckons with the possibility that some kingdoms are not quite like gangs 
of criminals.84 

Such an interpretation is in line with several other passages in St. Au
gustine in which he urges Christians to hold public office. (And I don't 
mean Church office.) In his well-known "mirror for princes," for instance, 
he comments, "As for those who are endowed with true piety and who 
lead a good life, if they are skilled in the art of government, then there is 
no happier situation for mankind than that they, by God's mercy, should 
wield power."85 Indeed, St. Augustine holds up Emperor Constantine as a 
Christian emperor who "worshipped only the true God,"86 and he waxes 
eloquent about Theodosius's support of the Church and his religious hu
mility: Theodosius "never relaxed his endeavours to help the Church 
against the ungodly by just and compassionate legislation [iustissimis et 
misericordissimis legibus]."87 

These are not isolated passages out of line with St. Augustine's over
all thought. His letters reveal a remarkable interest in what goes on in the 
saeculum. Indeed, as Atkins and Dodaro note, "[T]here was no theoretical 
limitation on the bishop's area of concern."88 No doubt, the rejection of a 
boundary between religion and politics will please Radical Orthodoxy. 
But in Augustine such a rejection does not mean that he simply posits the 
Church as the alternate civitas. As a well-connected bishop, Augustine 
uses his contacts with rulers to give all manner of political advice. For ex
ample, when in 408 a riot takes place in the colony of Calama after the pa
gans have engaged in an illegal ceremony in front of a Christian church, 
the pagan governor, Nectarius, implores Augustine to use his influence to 
soften the punishment of the pagan rioters. One of the first comments he 
makes in response is that "we should love to count you too as a citizen of 
a certain country beyond; it is because we love that country with a holy 
love—as far we can—that we accept hard work and danger among the 

84. Herbert A. Deane questions this interpretation on the grounds that for Augustine (as 
we have seen) true justice only resides in the civitas dei ("Augustine and the State: The Re
turn of Order upon Disorder," in The City of God: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Dorothy 
F. Donnelly [New York: Lang, 1995], 58). It seems to me, however, that perhaps Deane is as
suming too much consistency in Augustine. Considering his quite positive attitude toward 
Christian involvement in politics, it is certainly possible for Augustine to slip in the notion 
that at times one can even find something like "justice" in earthly kingdoms. Thus, he com
ments elsewhere, "We Christians call rulers happy if they rule with justice [si iuste imperant]" 
(DCD V.24); he also speaks of Theodosius's "just legislation" (see below, n. 87). 

85. DCD V.19. Cf. XIX.6: "In view of this darkness that attends the life of human society, 
will our wise man take his seat on the judge's bench, or will he not have the heart to do so? 
Obviously, he will sit; for the claims of human society constrain him and draw him to this 
duty; and it is unthinkable to him that he should shirk it." 

86. DCDV.25. 
87. DCDV.26. 
88. Augustine, Political Writings, ed. Ε. M. Atkins and R. J. Dodaro (Cambridge: Cam

bridge University Press, 2001), xx. 
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people we hope to benefit by helping them reach it/'89 He then moves on 
to a detailed discussion on the need for at least some punishment of the 
pagan rioters.90 And in the year 428, Augustine writes to his friend and 
fellow bishop, Alypius, urging him to intervene with "our most pious and 
Christian emperors" so that they might enact enforceable laws against 
slave trade instead of laws with severe penalties, "in particular beating 
with leaden whips, which can easily lead to the victim's death."91 These 
examples could easily be multiplied by others. This type of episcopal in
volvement in government legislation and juridical enforcement shows 
that Augustine is not satisfied with holding up the Church as an alterna
tive polis but instead feels that it is the bishop's task to influence the pol
itics of temporal rulers. Apparently, the two cities are so interwoven that 
for Augustine it would be irresponsible not to involve himself with the 
civitas terrena. 

St. Augustine justifies this involvement theologically by means of 
three steps. First, he insists that we should not hold the ends of the saecu
lum in disdain. "[I]t is altogether right [optime] that the soul should learn 
to look for those temporal blessings [ea ipsa quae temporaliter] from God, 
and from him alone."92 Thus, Augustine insists that when in 405 the Ro
mans defeated the Gothic king, Radagaisus, this was a "wonderful in
stance of God's merciful action," for which his pagan opponents unfortu
nately fail to give thanks.93 This positive evaluation of temporal goods is, 
of course, in line with Augustine's insistence that Christians should in
volve themselves in (nonecclesial) public life. Second, temporal goods, al
though worth pursuing, do not have independent or ultimate status. Au
gustine insists that the "inferior goods of this world [bona infima atque 
terrena],. . . although essential for this transitory life, are to be despised 
[contemnenda] in comparison with the eternal blessings of that other 
life."94 He clearly stipulates that this contempt is not absolute in character. 
In fact, "it would be incorrect to say that the goods which this [earthly] 
city desires are not goods." When wars lead to victory and so to peace, 
"can anyone doubt that the victory is a matter for rejoicing and the result
ing peace is something to be desired?" The only caveat Augustine makes 

89. Ep. 91. Quotations from St. Augustine's letters are taken from Augustine, Politimi Writings. 
90. For an analysis of this epistolary exchange, see Robert Dodaro, "Augustine's Secular 

City," in Augustine and His Critics: Essays in Honour of Gerald Bonner, ed. Robert Dodaro and 
George Lawless (London: Routledge, 2000), 231-59. 

91. Ep. 10. 
92. DCDX.14. 
93. DCDV.23. 
94. DCD X.14. Bruce W. Speck observes that for St. Augustine the loss of material goods 

"need not be a hindrance to true spiritual progress, since teleology is linked with eschatol
ogy" ("Augustine's Tale of Two Cities: Teleology / Eschatology in The City of God," Journal 
of Interdisciplinary Studies 8 [1996]: 112). 
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is a comparative one: The "higher goods" (melioribus) of the City of God 
lead to eternal and perfect peace and must, therefore, be loved more than 
the goods of the earthly city.95 

Third, and most significantly, Augustine finds the "inferior goods" of 
the saeculum worth pursuing precisely because they serve the civitas dei. 
Time and again we find him insisting that the reason to be engaged in the 
saeculum is that its ends can be subservient to the ends of the City of God. 
True virtue, insists Augustine, "refers all the good things of which it 
makes use, all its achievements in making good use of good things and 
evil things... to that end where our peace shall be so perfect and so great 
as to admit of neither improvement nor increase."96 The pilgrim "views 
all peace, of body or of soul, or of both, in relation to that peace which ex
ists between mortal man and immortal God."97 Thus, although the civitas 
terrena "aims at an earthly peace," the heavenly city "must make use of 
this peace also." The purpose of Christians' obedience to the laws of the 
earthly city is "that, since this mortal condition is shared by both cities, a 
harmony may be preserved between them in things that are relevant to 
this condition. . . . In fact, that City relates the earthly peace to the heav
enly peace."98 If pagans would convert to a true worship of God, St. Au
gustine tells Nectarius, "[t]hen this hometown of the flesh where you 
were born will have become a part of the homeland into which we are 
born not physically, but by faith."99 Wilken rightly comments, "At the 
very point in the discussion where Augustine has drawn a thick line be
tween the earthly and heavenly city he says that the city of God does have 
an interest, indeed, a religious interest, in the affairs of the earthly city— 
for even the earthly city must honor and venerate the one true God."100 

For Radical Orthodoxy, opposition between the civitas dei and the civ
itas terrena implies that Rome—or the earthly city—is not a true res publica. 
And again, the argument is that this is an authentic Augustinian in
sight.101 And it is true that at the heart of St. Augustine's City of God we 
find a deep skepticism with regard to earthly governments' abilities to ad-

95. DCD XV.4. Cf. XV.22: "Now physical beauty, to be sure, is a good created by God, but 
it is a temporal, carnal good, very low in the scale of goods." Contrast with Augustine's ap
preciation of temporal peace Milbank's assertion: "The peace of Rome, [Augustine] claims, 
is only an apparent one, because it is but an arbitrary limitation of a preceding state of anar
chic conflict" (Theology and Social Theory, 390). 

96. DCDXIX.10. 
97. DCDXIX.14. 
98. DCD XIX. 17. For a similar emphasis, see Robert Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society in 

the Thought of Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 211-12. 
99. Ep. 91. 

100. Wilken, Spirit of Early Christian Thought, 204. 
101. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 400, 409; Ward, Cities of God, 232; Cavanaugh, 

Torture and Eucharist, 215; Cavanaugh, Theopolitical Imagination, 15, 84. Cf. Rowan Williams, 
"Politics and the Soul: A Reading of the City of God," Milltown Studies 19/20 (1987): 60. 
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minister justice. Already in Book II, Augustine comes to the definition of 
what constitutes a "commonwealth" (res publica). When Cicero defines it 
as "the weal of the community" (res populi), he describes "the commu
nity" (populus) as "an association united by a common sense of right and 
a community of interest." Under this definition, the absence of "sound 
and just government" doesn't merely imply that a commonwealth is cor
rupt, but it indicates that the commonwealth ceases to exist at all.102 St. 
Augustine then makes the strong statement, "I shall do my best to demon
strate that that commonwealth never existed, because there never was 
real justice in that community [quia nunquam in eafuit vera iustitia] But 
true justice is found only in that commonwealth whose founder and ruler 
is Christ."103 Just as in Milbank and Ward, so in Augustine em oppositional 
logic is at work that tends to be critical of current political powers. 

But does St. Augustine's appeal to Cicero justify the conclusion that the 
Church is the only true politics? Several factors plead against too hasty a 
conclusion. First, already in the immediate context, the Bishop of Hippo is 
quick to qualify his statement by acknowledging that if we define "com
monwealth" in a different and more suitable fashion (probabiliores defini-
tiones) it would be right to conclude that at least "to some degree" (pro suo 
modo quodam) Rome could be described as a commonwealth. And he ac
knowledges that "it was better ruled by the Romans of antiquity than by 
their later successors."104 When in Book XIX Augustine returns to his earlier 
argument from Cicero, reiterating that by Cicero's definition of a common
wealth "there never was a commonwealth,"105 he then goes on to present an 
alternative definition: 

If, on the other hand, another definition than this is found for a "people," for 
example, if one should say, "A people is the association of a multitude of ra
tional beings united by a common agreement on the objects of their love," 
then it follows that to observe the character of a particular people we must 
examine the objects of its love. And yet, whatever those objects, if it is the as
sociation of a multitude not of animals but of rational beings, and is united 
by a common agreement about the objects of its love, then there is no absurd
ity in applying to it the title of a "people." And, obviously, the better the ob
jects of this agreement, the better the people; the worse the objects of this 
love, the worse the people. By this definition of ours, the Roman people is a 
people and its estate is indubitably a commonwealth.106 

St. Augustine is ultimately not satisfied with Cicero's definition precisely 
because—from a Christian point of view—it would oversimplify the 

102. DCD 11.21. 
103. DCD 11.21. 
104. DCD 11.21. 
105. DCDXIX.21,23. 
106. DCDXIX.24. 
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historical political realities. It may be true that the only properly directed 
love is love for God and that there is no true justice where such love can
not be found.107 But St. Augustine is unwilling to draw the conclusion that 
Rome is merely a false parody of the heavenly city, which in no way de
serves the title of commonwealth.108 Robert Markus, in his classical study 
on The City of God, makes the point that there are specific reasons why Au
gustine gives his own alternative definition of a res publica. By acknowl
edging Rome as a commonwealth, Augustine wants to do justice to the 
complexity in the relationship between the two cities. One oversimplifies 
Augustine's dichotomy between the two cities, Markus insists, if it is 
"taken to mean that the citizens of the heavenly city do not 'love' the ob
jects 'loved' by the citizens of the earthly city."109 It may well be true that 
the citizens of the two cities value temporal goods differently, but the cit
izens of the heavenly city do have a concern with earthly peace. Markus 
goes so far as to insist: "The sphere of politics is relative and restricted; 
within its restricted area it is autonomous; but in its very autonomy it is a 
matter of deep concern to the citizen of the heavenly city."110 

Second, the notion that for Augustine the Church is, without further 
qualification, the true res publica in the sense of a counterpolis or alterna
tive society flies in the face of the broad scope of De civitate dei. The imme
diate incentive for the book lies in the blame placed at the feet of the 
Christians for the destruction of Rome. Augustine takes upon himself 
"the task of defending the glorious City of God against those who prefer 
their own gods to the Founder of that City."111 Repeatedly, especially in 
the first three books, St. Augustine brings up the issue of blame: "For why 
is it that you put blame on this Christian era [querimini Christianis] when 
things go wrong? Is it not because you are anxious to enjoy your vices 
without interference and to wallow in your corruption, untroubled and 
unrebuked?"112 "Our opponents should accuse their gods of causing all 
those evils, instead of being so ungrateful for all his benefits." If the 
calamities that befell Rome prior to Constantinianism "had happened in 
the Christian era, our opponents would certainly charge the Christians 
with the sole responsibility."113 As Augustine argues at length in Book III, 

107. DCDXIX.23. 
108. To be sure, by introducing his own definition and by insisting that true justice only re

sides in the City of God, St. Augustine not only expresses an interest in the politics of the Ro
man commonwealth, but he also deflates the notion that it is possible to have a Christian state 
fully characterized by true justice. It is only the City of God that has such justice, and earthly 
commonwealths are at best approximations. Cf. Deane, "Augustine and the State," 51-73. 

109. Markus, Saeculum, 68. 
110. Markus, Saeculum, 71. 
111. DCD LPreface. 
112. DCD 1.30. 
113. DCD ΠΙ.31. Cf. II.2. 
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the pagan gods had been unable to avert the evils of which the Roman 
people were afraid. Thus, he sets out to defend the "Christian era" (tem
pora Christiana) against pagan attempts to use the sack of Rome as an oc
casion to discredit Christianity. Augustine is at pains to defend these tem
pora Christiana. This is not to say that he holds to a Eusebian optimism that 
envisages the kingdom of God on earth as the result of political efforts.114 

But Augustine's oppositional logic is not such that it has no interest in 
Christianizing the politics of the present age. 

Radical Orthodoxy's reinterpretation of St. Augustine regards politics 
as the responsibility only of the Church. Bell insists on "refusing politics 
as statecraft and reclaiming the Church as a fully social, political, eco
nomic reality in its own right,"115 and Milbank regards salvation as "'lib
eration' from political, economic, and psychic dominium and therefore 
from all structures belonging to the saeculum, or temporal interval be
tween the fall and the final return of Christ."116 Such a radical oppositional 
logic is simply not Augustinian. Radical Orthodoxy can only sustain its 
Augustinian appeal by rethinking the nature of its oppositional logic. A 
good place to begin such a rethinking would be St. Augustine's definition 
of a res publica—and, in particular, the question of what it means to be a 
"public." Radical Orthodoxy regards the Church as the only true politics 
because it cannot conceive of more than one public. It is certainly true that 
the Church is a public. The Church's practices, rule of faith, and telos of 
peace turn her into a res publica.117 But, as Reinhard Hütter has argued, this 
does not mean that the Church is the only public. Hütter makes the case 
for "a whole multiplicity of different publics that overlap and comple
ment one another and yet also are able to relate to one another from 

114. Markus argues (in Saeculum, 22-44) that from the 390s until about 410 Augustine re
garded the tempora Christiana and the Theodosian age as the salvific fulfillment of prophecy, 
while after this time he came "to see the mirage of the Theodosian tempora Christiana for what 
it was" (38). See also Robert A. Markus, "'Tempora Christiana' Revisited," in Augustine and His 
Critics: Essays in Honour of Gerald Bonner, ed. Robert Dodaro and George Lawless (London: 
Routledge, 2000), 201-30 (with thanks to Prof. Paul Helm for alerting me to this reference). 
But Markus's argument insufficiently takes into account (1) Augustine's positive defense of 
the tempora Christiana (and in particular of Theodosius's reign) in De civitate dei, written be
tween 413 and 426, and (2) Augustine's defense of coercion against the Donatists, whom he 
accuses of sedition (as late as 417). Markus may be right that Augustine had some hesitation 
in interpreting the Theodosian settlement in salvation historical terms, as introducing a new 
dispensation. But this doesn't mean that he came to regard the settlement with indifference. 
For a helpful corrective, see Peter Iver Kaufman, "Redeeming Politics: Augustine's Cities of 
God," in The City of God: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Dorothy F. Donnelly (New York: 
Lang, 1995), 75-91. 

115. Bell, Liberation Theology, 43. Cf. 73, where he insists on an ecclesiology that "will recog
nize the practice of faith as intrinsically—instead of derivatively—social, political, economic." 

116. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 391-92. 
117. Cf. Reinhard Hütter, Suffering Divine Things: Theology as Church Practice (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 161. Since, however, the visible Church on earth is still wanting injustice 
and love, the Church would hardly merit the Ciceronian definition of res publica. 
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within positions of serious, fundamental tension."118 Radical Orthodoxy, 
by contrast, is unable to acknowledge a "multiplicity of different 
publics."119 For Cavanaugh, what makes the practices of Israel and of the 
Church public is that "no aspect of life is excluded from them."120 It cer
tainly seems true to me that the Christian faith touches on every aspect of 
life and that it would be erroneous to separate religion and politics. But 
by defining "public" in such a sweeping fashion, Cavanaugh excludes a 
priori the possibility of any other legitimate public. I am not prepared to 
follow such a rigorous definition. If it is true that the (nonecclesial) gov
ernment has definable practices, laws, and ends, we may well define it as 
a public, and the question to what extent it is a counterpublic would then 
depend on how well its practices, laws, and ends comport with those of 
the Church. An Augustinian analysis of such issues would allow for a 
considerably more positive evaluation of (nonecclesial) political struc
tures than envisaged by Radical Orthodoxy. For Radical Orthodoxy, the 
Church is the only public, and hence the only authentic polis. The result is 
confusion between the centraltty of the Church (a helpful category) and 
the monopoly of the Church (a far less innocuous notion). It seems to me 
that a first positive step for Radical Orthodoxy would be to reconsider its 
definition of what constitutes a "public." Such a réévaluation would lead 
to a mitigation of Radical Orthodoxy's oppositional logic and to a better 
developed teleology, which would accept the validity of multiple ends. 

Radical Orthodoxy is right to detect an oppositional logic in Augus
tine and also to base this logic on his distinction between the two differ
ent kinds of love and peace that the two cities pursue. But, perhaps with 
the exception of Ward, there is a general failure to note the complexity of 
the relationship between the two cities.121 Radical Orthodoxy fails to be 
Augustinian precisely in its one-sided denunciation of the saeculum. It is 
a failure to recognize the value of multiple natural ends in a divinely 

118. Hütter, Suffering Divine Things, 159. Cf. Hans Boersma, Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross: 
Reappropriating the Atonement Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 238-39. 

119. Both Cavanaugh (Theopolitical Imagination, 86) and Bell (Liberation Theology, 72-73) 
appeal to Hütter for their understanding of "public," but Hütter has a more nuanced under
standing, which allows for publics other than the Church. 

120. Cavanaugh continues: "The Law makes clear that what one does with one's money, 
one's body, one's neighbour, even one's faeces are all within the ambit of the people's wor
ship of God and all these practices combined form a distinctive body of people" (Theopoliti
cal Imagination, 87). 

121. Cf. Peter McEnhill's criticism that in Milbank "one finds little serious engagement 
with the question as to how, in a mixed community, in which the civitas terrena and the civi
tas dei are always inextricably linked, one advances and engages in any type of social and 
political activity; how one performs the exchanges and the compromises that actually in
crease and establish harmonious relationships in the world" ("'The State We're In': A Re
formed Response to Some Aspects of John Milbank's Theory of Church and State," in Re
formed Theology: Identity and Ecumenicity, ed. Wallace M. Alston and Michael Welker [Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003], 137). 
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ordered and created reality. The only public teleology that Radical Ortho
doxy is able to maintain is one that stems from the ecclesial power of per
suasion. Not rooted in divinely ordered and created structures, such a 
teleology will always follow the direction of the impulse of the moment 
and will deny the validity of any ends but those that it created by means 
of its own rhetorical prowess. In fact, Milbank goes so far as to deny all 
teleology.122 Augustine offers Radical Orthodoxy an important considera
tion: Depending on the virtue of the ruler, even the peace that the civitas 
terrena pursues can be a positive (though inferior) good, which ultimately 
serves the interests of the City of God itself. Only the recognition of stable 
and multiple ends will allow for the harmonious flow of a divinely or
dered reciprocal exchange. 

IV. POSTMODERN ETHICS AND THE LOSS OF BOUNDARIES 

The reluctance to accept boundaries shows up also in Milbank's ethical re
flections. Just as the Incarnation obliterates the boundary between Creator 
and creature, so the gospel goes beyond the law and transgresses its 
boundaries.123 Concretely, this boundary transgression means an "antino-
mianism" whose "morality is a thing so strange that it must be declared 
immoral or amoral according to all other human norms and codes of 
morality/'124 Milbank refers to his ethic as a "charismatic ethic" or an 
"ethic of gift."125 This ethic is the direct outcome of his ontology of peace: 
We are to "act out of God's original intention of plenitude," something 
that runs directly counter to any moral order.126 The ethical is "only imag
inable as a mutual and unending gift-exchange, construed as an absolute 
surrender to moral luck or absolute faith in the arrival of the divine gift, 
which is grace."127 Apart from repeated references to the Resurrection, 
Milbank does not really ground moral decisions in a theology that gives 
warrant to the particular decisions that individual Christians are to 

122. John Milbank insists that the "aim" of the Church is "sociality and conviviality itself, 
a telos which subverts teleology" (The Word Made Strange: Theology, Language, Culture 
[Maiden, MA: Blackwell, 1997], 154). For a helpful critique of postmodernism's hostility to 
teleological renderings of history, see John Webster, "Eschatology, Anthropology and Post-
modernity," International Journal of Systematic Theology 2 (2000): 13-28. 

123. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 196-98. 
124. Milbank, Word Made Strange, 219; italics in original. 
125. Milbank, Word Made Strange, 227; Milbank, Being Reconciled, 153. 
126. Milbank, Word Made Strange, 229. 
127. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 154. For a Yoderian critique of Milbank's ethic of gift, see 

Chris K. Huebner, "Can a Gift Be Commanded? Theological Ethics without Theory by Way 
of Barth, Milbank and Yoder," Scottish Journal of Theology 53 (2000): 472-89. 
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make.128 Understandably, then, we should not approach sexual issues "as 
primarily a moral matter."129 Sex outside marriage is not wrong; it is sim
ply "impossible and never what anyone ultimately desires."130 The sexual 
differentiation implied by an infinite exchange implies that we should 
have "no problem whatsoever with the idea that homosexual practice is 
part of the richness of God's Creation (nor with cohabiting gay clergy)," 
since such differentiation reminds us of the life of the genderless angels 
who "can unite non-narcissistically with each other."131 Milbank's antino-
mian ethic of gift is inextricably tied up with his overarching ontology of 
peace, which makes boundaries inherently suspect.132 

Ward's treatment of sexuality has a similar lack of determinacy. He in
terprets the various redemptive moments of Christ's humiliation and ex
altation as "a series of displacements or assumptions of the male body of 
Jesus Christ."133 This series of displacements leads to a gradual loss of the 
masculine particularity of Jesus' body. The absence of a male progenitor 
implies that "the specificity of Jesus' male body is made unstable from the 
beginning."134 In the transfiguration, it is not the physical body that at
tracts us, but the glorification of the body, so that Jesus' physical body is 
displaced.135 And in the Eucharist, Jesus' physical presence "can expand 
itself to incorporate other bodies, like bread, and make them extensions of 
his own," so that the body becomes both sexed and nonsexed.136 In this 
way, "the body of Christ can cross boundaries, ethnic boundaries, gender 
boundaries, socioeconomic boundaries, for example."137 In the violent 
power games of the Crucifixion, "the actual maleness of the body of Jesus 
is forgotten."138 Here "desire is no longer libidinal but issues from a cer
tain pathos" in which the iconicity of Christ's body renders his maleness 
complex and ambivalent.139 The Resurrection continues this kenotic 

128. John Milbank, "The Ethics of Self-Sacrifice," First Things 91 (March 1999): 38; Mil-
bank, Being Reconciled 148-50. 

129. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 205. 
130. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 206. 
131. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 208. 
132. It is difficult to conceive of ethical decision making in the absence of any boundaries 

at all. And, indeed, Milbank does acknowledge that "[s]exual difference is more ontologi-
cally resistant than people suppose" (Milbank, Being Reconciled, 206) and that "male/female 
sexual difference, while it is indeed mysterious and sublimely ineffable, nevertheless does 
not entirely escape articulation" (207). 

133. Ward, Cities of God, 97. 
134. Ward, Cities of God, 98. 
135. Ward, Cities of God, 101. 
136. Ward, Cities of God, 102. 
137. Ward, Cities of God, 103. 
138. Ward, Cities of God, 104. 
139. Ward, Cities of God, 105. 
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movement of displacement.140 Now Christ's body is no longer identifiable 
or recognizable.141 Says Ward, "The appearance/disappearance structure 
of Christ's resurrected body serves to emphasise the mediation of that 
body—its inability to be fully present, to be an object to be grasped, cata
logued, atomised, comprehended."142 The kenotic process climaxes in the 
ascension, which, according to Ward, "is the final displacement of the 
body of the gendered Jew."143 It is now the church that is to be identified 
as the body of Christ: 

The body of Jesus Christ is not lost, nor does it reside now in heaven as a 
discrete object for veneration (as Calvin thought and certain Gnostics be
fore him) in and by the Spirit. The body of Jesus Christ, the body of God, 
is permeable, transcorporeal, transpositional. Within it all other bodies are 
situated and given their significance. We are all permeable, transcorporeal 
and transpositional.144 

Ward's account almost reads as a straightforward denial of gender differ
ences and so of all boundaries. In fairness to Ward, he does not quite mean 
to do this. He says he wants to affirm sexual difference and specificity, 
which he grounds in Trinitarian difference.145 And, of course, such speci
ficity would imply boundaries. But none of this sexual specificity appears 
to be predetermined for Ward: "Our bodies, too, sexually specific, will 
perform in ways which transgress the gendered boundaries of established 
codes."146 Ward calls upon the Church to sanctify "genuine sexual differ
ence through its liturgies" as the "means for the kenosis and enrichment 
of the Church as the erotic community."147 Indeed, Ward's overall argu
ment about the displaced body of Christ implies an obvious fluctuation of 
boundaries.148 

140. Remarkably, Ward sees the resurrection as a continuation of the kenosis rather than 
as the beginning of the exaltation (Cities of God, 108). 

141. Ward, Cities of God, 109. 
142. Ward, Cities of God, 111. 
143. Ward, Cities of God, 112. 
144. Ward, Cities of God, 113. 
145. Ward, Cities of God, 202. Bernd Wannenwetsch carefully points out the difficulties 

with arguments from Trinitarian self-differentiating love: The Trinity "cannot as such render 
the proper model for sexual unions exactly because the Trinity is not a bodily union" ("Old 
Docetism—New Moralism? Questioning a New Direction in the Homosexuality Debate," 
Modern Theology 16 [2000]: 364). 

146. Ward, Cities of God, 106. 
147. Ward, Cities of God, 202. For a critique, see Tim Perry, "Learning to Fly: Radical Or

thodoxy, Graham Ward, and the Renewal of Anglican Theology," Canadian Evangelical Re
view 29 (2005): 15-31. 

148. While explicitly endorsing homosexuality (though he finds the term a misnomer). 
Ward unfortunately does not indicate how much "sexual difference and specificity" the doc
trine of the Trinity can support. The indeterminacy of the link between Trinitarian doctrine 
and sexual difference makes it entirely open-ended, inherently unstable, and deeply suspect. 
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Milbank and Ward's treatment of ethics, the human body, and sexual
ity contrasts sharply with the moral theology of the Tradition, on which 
the 1993 encyclical Veritatis Splendor expounds so well. First, for Veritatis 
Splendor (along with the entire Christian Tradition), freedom is never op
posed to law: "God's law does not reduce, much less do away with, hu
man freedom; rather, it protects and promotes that freedom. In contrast, 
however, some present-day cultural tendencies have given rise to several 
currents of thought in ethics which center on an alleged conflict between 
freedom and law."149 Milbank's explicit advocacy of antinomianism can
not but be deeply disconcerting to anyone who believes that divine moral 
law rises above historical contingencies and the diversity of societies and 
cultures. Milbank's antinomian exchange of "unlimited positive circula
tion" undermines human freedom: His rejection of a divinely constituted 
telos that guides human action places human beings at the disposal of the 
arbitrary will to power.150 Second, because of the arbitrariness involved in 
this exaltation of spiritual freedom, it inevitably ends up undermining the 
dignity of the human person. John Paul II puts it well: "A freedom which 
claims to be absolute ends up treating the human body as a raw datum, 
devoid of any meaning and moral values until freedom has shaped it in 
accordance with its design."151 Finally, this opposition to divinely or
dained determinacy with regard to bodily gender can only proceed by 
disregarding divine prohibitions.152 Veritatis Splendor repeatedly insists 
that "the negative moral precepts, those prohibiting certain concrete ac
tions or kinds of behaviour as intrinsically evil, do not allow for any legit
imate exception. They do not leave room, in any morally acceptable way, 
for the 'creativity' of any contrary determination whatsoever."153 These 
appeals to a Catholic encyclical may not convince everyone. But if Mil-
bank is right that truth and persuasion are "circularly related," so that 
"truth is what is persuasive, namely what attracts and does not compel," 
then certainly many would find the voice of the broad Tradition, as repre
sented in Veritatis Splendor, more truthful and persuasive than the explicit 
relativism advocated by Milbank and Ward.154 

Another ethical issue that is closely connected both to Radical Ortho
doxy's participatory ontology and its oppositional logic is the concern for 
nonviolence. In fact, I suspect that this is where we find the real motiva
tion underlying much of Radical Orthodoxy's suspicion of boundaries 

149. John Paul II, Veritatis splendor 35.3, in The Encyclicals of John Paul II, ed. J. Michael 
Miller (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 2001), 607. Emphasis deleted. 

150. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 48. 
151. John Paul II, Veritatis splendor 48.2, in Encyclicals, 615. 
152. Of course, this is no problem if, along with Milbank, we reject categories of "right" 

and "wrong" in ethical application. 
153. John Paul II, Veritatis splendor 67.2, in Encyclicals, 628. 
154. Milbank, Word Made Strange, 250. 
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and its insistence that the church is the only true polis.155 Again, however, 
this concern for nonviolence as a driving force leads to difficulties. First, 
one cannot enlist Augustine for a metaphysic of peace that is based on 
nonviolence. St. Augustine simply does not regard all boundary patrols 
and all violence as expressions of the libido dominandi.156 Sure, it is true 
that he regards violence as tragically necessary. It would demonstrate ma
turity, says Augustine, if a judge, when applying torture to get at the truth 
and discovering that the tortured person is innocent, would acknowledge 
"this necessity as a mark of human wretchedness."157 Likewise, even 
when a war is just, we must still lament its necessity. The just man, "if he 
remembers that he is a human being... will rather lament the fact that he 
is faced with the necessity of waging just wars."158 Tragically necessary or 
not, however, Augustine is quite willing to employ redemptive violence. 
Punishment, he insists, can be an act of kindness: "For just as it is not an 
act of kindness to help a man, when the effect of the help is to make him 
lose a greater good, so it is not a blameless act to spare a man, when by so 
doing you let him fall into a greater sin."159 Punishment "should always 
be done without hating the person, without returning to him evil for evil [1 
Thess 5:15; Rom 12:17], without a burning desire to harm him, without be
ing eager to gratify vengeance, even if it is due by law. On the other hand, 
it should be done without failing to consult his interests, to look ahead, 
and to restrain him from evil."160 In line with his position on violence, Au
gustine is also willing to use coercion in the conversion of the Donatists. 
While at first he had opposed coercion as a means, once he saw that coer
cion was successful in that many Donatists genuinely accepted Catholic 
Christianity, he became more and more open to coercion as a pastoral 
strategy.161 

Milbank wants nothing to do with the notion of God punishing, and it 
is precisely at this point that he openly distances himself from Augustine: 

[H]is account of a legitimate, nonsinful, "pedagogic" coercion violates this 
ontology [of peace], because it makes some punishment positive, and as
cribes it to the action of divine will. This is inconsistent, because in any co-

155. I analyze Milbank's approach to violence in Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross, 240-45. 
156. Wayne John Hankey critiques Milbank's use of Augustine in his opposition to 

boundaries: "The disturbing trouble is, of course, that Augustine is the Hammer of Heretics, 
who not only drew boundaries between orthodox Christianity and heresy, but even used Im
perial coercion against Donatists and Pelagians" ("Re-Christianizing Augustine Postmodern 
Style: Readings by Jacques Derrida, Robert Dodaro, Jean-Luc Marion, Rowan Williams, 
Lewis Ayres and John Milbank," Animus 2 [1997]: 19). 

157. DCDXIX.6. 
158. DCDXIX.7. 
159. DCDXIX.16. 
160. Ep. 104.1 have made a case for a legitimate place of punishment in "Penal Substitution 

and the Possibility of Unconditional Hospitality," Scottish Journal of Theology 57 (2004): 80-94. 
161. Cf. Markus, Saeculum, 137-46. 
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ercion, however mild and benignly motivated, there is still present a mo
ment of "pure" violence, externally related to the end one has in mind, just 
as the schoolmaster's beating with canes has no intrinsic connection with 
the lesson he seeks to teach.162 

Second, there is a great deal of inconsistency among the various repre
sentatives of Radical Orthodoxy with regard to the issue of nonviolence. 
Cavanaugh and Bell, as students of Hauerwas, are far more categorical 
than Milbank in their rejection of violence and coercion. Milbank does, 
on occasion, move toward Augustine by acknowledging that violence 
can actually be redemptive in character.163 Cavanaugh makes no such 
concessions. He tenders his analysis of the Church "in the hope that the 
church might offer to the world an alternative to violence, to remember 
the victims and transform some into martyrs."164 And for Bell, the "renun
ciation of violence that forgiveness embodies . . . is at the heart of the dif
ference between this effort to retrieve the Church as a material formation, 
as the true polity, and the bloody Christendom of a bygone era."165 It 
seems ironic to me that precisely the two representatives of Radical Or
thodoxy most willing to plead for discipline and excommunication as ec
clesial practices are also the ones who most vehemently reject all use of 
border patrols. Thus, while Cavanaugh and Bell—in line with their oppo
sitional logic—celebrate the borders of the City of God, their celebration 
is premature because of their unwillingness to engage in border patrols. 
And while Milbank—in line with his ontology of peace—presents a 
strong critique of boundaries, the critique does not jibe with his uncom
promising oppositional logic and his admission that violence is some
times inescapable.166 

Third, the nonviolent ethic that drives much of the agenda of Radical 
Orthodoxy seems to me morally problematic. If reality is indeed a human 
construct in which boundaries continually fluctuate according to newly 
developing socially acceptable arrangements, there may not be much to 
argue about, let alone fight about. In that case, the Church's practices of 
forgiveness can be summed up as a peaceful life of harmonious differ
ence, where constant negotiation and renegotiation determine reality by 

162. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 419-20. 
163. Milbank, Being Reconciled, 38. Cavanaugh and Bell both radically object to all use of 

violence. Milbank is not quite so straightforward. He will allow for the use of force, even if 
he sometimes hesitates to call it "violence," because he tends to associate the term with the 
libido dominandi (see Milbank, "Being Reconciled"; and Boersma, Violence, Hospitality, and the 
Cross, 241-43). This difference has resulted in a sharp debate between Hauerwas and Mil-
bank in Must Christianity Be Violent? Reflections on History, Practice, and Theology, ed. Kenneth 
R. Chase and Alan Jacobs (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2003), 172-223. 

164. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 14. 
165. Bell, Liberation Theology, 150. 
166. To my knowledge. Ward has not dealt with the question of violence. I suspect, however, 

that his critique of boundaries would make him rather hesitant about the use of violence. 



PRO ECCLESIA VOL. XV, No. 4 447 

means of persuasion. My suspicion is that such "harmonious flow" will, 
in the end, lead to more rather than less violence: The will to power will 
inevitably assert itself where the readiness to speak for and defend di
vinely given truth has disappeared. If, on the other hand, as St. Augus
tine's view of participation contends, the cosmic order has objective real
ity as a result of God's creative and providential care, we may well find 
that there are divinely ordered/ines—"borders" or "ends"—whose beauty 
and truth captivate us and which are worth defending in the interest of 
the ultimate telos: the peace of the City of God (Ps 147). 
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