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I
British theologian John Milbank’s career thus far is largely defined by his highly
acclaimed book, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason.1 His
monumental work, widely reviewed and discussed, invokes divergent
receptions in the extreme. Theology and Social Theory, however, is
consistently seen as undeniably important to twentieth-century theological
discourse.2 But how important is it to Anabaptists? Should we read Milbank,
and if so, why? Some virtually equate Milbank’s work with Anabaptism.
Gregory Baum, for example, describes Milbank as “an Anabaptist or
Mennonite Barth” and suggests that Milbank’s church is “an Anabaptist,
Mennonite ecclesial project, expressed today in the work of John Yoder and
Stanley Hauerwas.”3 As the title of this article indicates, I am not of one mind
regarding the contribution of Milbank to Anabaptist thought.
I will engage here a major tenet of Milbank’s argument: his assertion of
ontological peace versus nihilistic ontological violence. I hope to show that
while an emphasis on ontological peace is a rich resource for peace theology,
Milbank’s construal is problematic in several ways. I will describe Milbank’s
presentation of ontological violence and peace, and then show that his portrayal
both fails to distinguish carefully between power and violence and posits a
problematic acceptance of a “tragic dimension.”
Milbank fears that if theology no longer seeks to position, qualify, or
criticize other discourses, then inevitably these discourses will position
theology. In contrast his project reasserts theology as a master discourse, and
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he provides a comprehensive treatment of the relationship between theology
and social theory from Plato to Deleuze.4 Milbank’s interdisciplinary
scholarship aims to reveal theology’s captivity to other ideologies.5 For Milbank
theology comes to be seen as social theory, since the description of reality is no
longer in the hands of the sociologist, political scientist, political economist,
Hegelian, Marxist, or nihilist. Although theology may make claims that draw on
these ideologies, these claims are always disciplined by theology. So, while
theology may make metaphysical claims for instance, such claims are (usually)
positioned by prior theological commitments.6
Having (re)positioned all other ideologies in relation to theology,
Milbank begins to make his own theological moves. The key one is the
explication of the metaphysics of a nonviolent creation in the hope of providing
a counter ontology to the pervasive metaphysics of violence embedded both in
Christian and non-Christian discourse.7 Instead of conceding that reality is at
bottom conflictual (a war of everyone against everyone), Milbank, while
refusing to ignore difference, asserts a peaceful reality that can be reclaimed
within an alternative community.
In the beginning was violence, according to Nietzsche – violence that
was celebrated by the pagan virtues.8 Nietzsche and neo-Nietzscheans perceive
reality as anarchy that cannot be controlled except by subjecting it to “the will
to power” in one way or another.9 Nietzsche’s perception dictates that violence
must be the master of us all and leads to the intolerable notion that “difference”
is the only truth – a truth that in its unleashed and unrestrained power has led
to twentieth-century concentration camps and to ethnic cleansing. Even when
this kind of violence is not fully recognizable, it lurks near the surface, barely
concealing the original primordial conflict that is often restrained by sacral
order, but only just. Given this belief, Nietzsche was right to see Christianity as
the enemy, since Christianity is unique in refusing ultimate reality to conflictual
phenomena.10
Milbank is especially concerned by Nietzsche’s presentation of the truth
of difference, since this nihilistic ontology is being promoted by many
postmoderns who see in Nietzsche the only true master of suspicion.11 Against
such formidable opponents Milbank seeks to assert an ontology of peace that

50

The Conrad Grebel Review

cannot enter into dialogue with the Nietzscheans. Rather, we must understand
that an ontology of violence is a mythos, and as such
to counter it, one cannot resuscitate liberal humanism, but one can
try to put forward an alternative mythos, equally unfounded, but
nonetheless embodying an ‘ontology of peace’, which conceives
differences as analogically related, rather than equivocally at
variance.12
This then is Milbank’s answer to the nihilists: a counter-ontology which sees
peaceful phenomena, not conflictual, as ultimate reality. Christianity is
seemingly unique in the assertion of this counter-ontology, though Judaism may
affirm a similar one. In any case, the ontology of peace is implied in narratives
about divine creation and redemption – true peace comes not from violence, but
ex nihilo from God.13 The distinction between ontological violence and peace
is stark in Milbank’s view. The uniqueness of Christianity is seen most clearly
here and legitimates Nietzsche’s focused attack on Christianity as a religion of
the weak – not because it is weak but because it undercuts the story of the
strong, the übermensch.
Any peace or pacification that is sought outside of Christianity’s
ontological peace is “founded” as legitimate order or necessary outcome. This
founding is fundamentally different from the Christian narrative which merely
re-proclaims or re-enacts a peace that is already there.14 Milbank positions
Christianity against the postmodern view of reality as conflict. Nevertheless, he
wants to affirm that part of the postmodern insight which reduces
substance to transition, but questions the transcendental reading
of transition as conflict . . . . The postmodern realization that
discourses of truth are so many incommensurable language games
does not ineluctably impose upon us the conclusion that the ultimate,
overarching game is the play of fate, force and chance.15
Milbank is heavily influenced by Augustine. For Fergus Kerr, Milbank’s
project is a retrieval and reworking of Augustine’s theological reading of history
in De Civitate Dei.16 This reading helps us to “imagine a state of total peace”
which “allows us to unthink the necessity of violence, and exposes the manner
in which the assumption of an inhibition of an always prior violence helps to
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preserve violence in motion,” and serves to show “there is a way to act in a
violent world which assumes the ontological priority of non-violence.”17
For Milbank, as for Augustine, peace and non-violence are
ontologically prior to, and more basic than, the anarchy and strife,
which on most views of the world, including gnostic forms of
Christianity, are primordial and foundational, so that the religious
strategies (if any), like political ones, can do no more than hold it
in check.18
In Milbank’s view ontological peace is more important than an emphasis
on virtue. In fact, virtue presupposes justice, and real justice involves real
peace. This relationship of virtue and justice necessitates that peace be prior
to, and thus more important than, virtue. Milbank makes this argument as part
of a larger discussion of Alasdair MacIntyre’s virtue ethics. He does not reject
MacIntyre’s work, but wants to go beyond it. For MacIntyre, arguments against
nihilism and a philosophy of difference (arguments that Milbank also makes)
are made in the name of virtue, dialectics, and the notion of tradition in general.
This is inadequate for Milbank, for whom the most important watershed for
ethics is not before and after virtue, but war and peace.19
Milbank is careful to avoid the impression that an ontology of peace is
‘unrealistic.’ He readily admits that the state of peaceableness has not been
reached. Peace is not to be slowly constructed; rather it is already given but not
yet realized.20
In Christ peace has not, indeed, been totally achieved (a building
remains to be built) yet it is proleptically given, because only the
perfect saving of one man from the absolute destruction of death,
this refusal of the loss of any difference, can initially spell out to us
perfect peace.21
To focus on Christ alone, however, is not sufficient, since this would produce
an ahistorical, abstract figure. Rather, the emphasis must be on Christ as part
of the experience of the church, according to Milbank. In Rowan Williams’
opinion, “The insistence on thinking Christ in inseparable relation with the
Church is . . . one of the most constructive elements” of Milbank’s book.22
Milbank sees the Gospels as being relatively unconcerned with Jesus as an
individual but as presenting Jesus as exemplifying perfect humanity and

The Conrad Grebel Review

52

sonship, and through this exemplification making a later repetition of that
sonship possible within the church.23 The church, then, is the narrative
community which enables us not only to understand ontological peace but to
live in peace.
Here Milbank leans especially on Augustine, whose contrast between
ontological antagonism and ontological peace is grounded in the contrasting
historical narratives of two cities. Within the narrative of the church, we learn
to practice peace as a skill and to acquire its idiom – all of which goes far beyond
an abstract attachment to non-violence. In order for this possibility to exist, the
church and not Christ alone must be at the center of the Christian metanarrative
of Augustine’s City of God.24 The practice of the historical church must also be
emphasized. If peace is real, then it must appear in the practice of the church
as Christian social praxis that seeks to negotiate and embrace difference.25
If we are to say “salvation is a fact,” “salvation has appeared on
the historical stage,” then we have to enunciate, not just an
ecclesiology, but also an ecclesiology which recounts and resumes
the church’s actual, concrete intervention in the human social order,
where the rules of “non-interference” have not really applied. (Italics
in original)26
Milbank’s positing ontological non-violence is important. It offers a real
alternative to the despair of nihilism and gives a basis for hope. The grounding
of this peace in a historical, contingent community of the church which
embodies peace, resists the temptation to discuss peace in the general or the
abstract, a move that has limited potential and is ultimately a concession to
liberal thought, which is anathema for Milbank.
II
As impressive as Milbank’s project is, it is not impervious to criticism. How is
violence to be understood? What is the relation between violence and
difference? Can those who are weak accept or experience ontological peace in
the same way available to the strong? Can the forgiveness practiced in the
church ‘show’ peace? Finally, does Milbank’s allowance for a ‘tragic
dimension’ concede too much to ‘reality’?27
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While generally supportive of Milbank’s position, Nicholas Lash
considers whether Milbank ought to distinguish power more carefully from
violence. He points out that Milbank follows Nietzsche in defining power as
violence and domination. Lash would prefer Milbank to reject the view that all
power as such is tainted28:
Rather than eschew all talk of ‘power’, rather than deny that it is
virtuous to be peaceable, the theological task is better seen as
taking good words up and purifying them of misuse by setting
them in the context of a Christian understanding of God’s love.29
Debra Dean Murphy concurs with Lash, but from a feminist perspective. She
agrees with Milbank’s characterization of nihilistic postmodernism, but finds
that
his collapsing of the terms “power” and “violence” risky and
problematic – not so much for his critique of nihilism but for the
limits it places on his own theological enterprise with its emphasis
on “analogically related difference.”30
The lack of a clear distinction between power and violence leaves
Milbank vulnerable exactly where he needs to be most precise. He predicates
ontological peace on the notion that Christianity, embodied specifically in the
church, can out-narrate nihilistic violence by subsuming difference without
doing violence to it. Just how this must happen, if the exertion of power is
essentially the same as violence, is unclear and therefore at the heart of the
critiques levelled by both Lash and Murphy. Lash asks the question this way:
“Is it quite certain that the strategy for laying violence to one side rather than
dialectically engaging with its supposed necessity has the same configuration for
the weak as for the strong?”31 If total peace is to be real, it must somehow be
accessible not only to those who are already in positions of power but also to
those whose history is not yet healed or even heard within the church.32
The feminist critique of Milbank illustrates this point. How might a
woman tell the story of peace and promise?33 Murphy suggests that
to collapse the meanings of ‘violence’ and ‘power’ is itself an
inherently sexist move which betrays Milbank’s debt to
Enlightenment/capitalist/male-identified modes of structuring power
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that he is seeking to negate. Love is power, peace is power,
forgiveness is power, for these things do not require passivity and
idleness . . . . To allow ‘power’ to be co-opted by Enlightenment
ideology . . . is already to fall captive to that very ‘ontology of
violence’ that has been exposed as mere mythos, sheer
contingency.34

Further, many women who live under the real threat of physical violence need
some kind of power to be delivered or to deliver themselves from it.35 To speak
of the necessity of power to escape or counter violence does not lead inexorably
to more violence that replaces the original violence. The danger is of simply
replacing one violence with another, a danger underscoring the crucial necessity
of distinguishing between power and violence.
A close reading of Theology and Social Theory partly supports Lash and
Murphy in their critique but also reveals a misreading of Milbank. It is true that
his distinction between power and violence lacks precision and, perhaps more
seriously, a concrete display of power without violence is also missing. But to
accuse Milbank of not knowing the difference between the two is not accurate.
To cite only one example, he discusses the notion that power is an idea, or a
fiction, albeit one in which we can become inextricably caught. If this is so, he
asks, “Can there not be an alternative invention of a social and linguistic process
that is not the dominance of power (that is to say, of power in the sense of
violence)? (italics added)36 However, since Milbank is not precise and seems
to use power as a synonym for will-to-power, he is open to Lash and Murphy’s
critique. What is needed is a clearer sense of how power without violence might
be construed.37
Milbank’s assertion of ontological peace also suffers from imprecision
regarding the practice of forgiveness. In his view, peace and the treatment of
difference must find their locus in the church’s emphasis on forgiveness and
reconciliation.
Christian theology imagines temporal process as the possibility of
a historical process into God, and as something recuperable within
memory whose ultimate point is the allowing of forgiveness and
reconciliation.38
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To make his argument, Milbank again draws heavily on Augustine, who claims
that without mutual forgiveness and social peace, no-one will be able to see
God. The pagans were unjust because they did not give a priority to peace and
forgiveness.39 Forgiveness of sins is the way in which we can begin to unthink
the necessity of violence.
Given the persistence of the sin of others, (as well as our own
sinfulness, which we cannot all at once overcome, but remains
alien to our better desires) there is only one way to respond to
them which would not itself be sinful and domineering, and that is
to anticipate heaven, and act as if their sin was not there, by
offering reconciliation.40
While Milbank’s point is well taken, his description of forgiveness invokes a
sense of being incomplete. To “act as if their sin was not there” is to act as if
the victim is not there.41 Even recognizing that there is no such entity as a ‘pure’
victim, one cannot ignore the fact that acting as if sin was not there is an entirely
different thing for some than for others. Rather, “it is only by acknowledging
that their sin is there, but dealing with it through a judgement of grace, that we
can genuinely achieve reconciliation.”42 L. Gregory Jones is one theologian
who has attempted to describe such a concrete display of forgiveness. While he
draws much from Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory, he also suggests that
the real task is not just to ‘unthink’ violence but to live differently.43 Milbank
is virtually silent here – missing from his book is a concrete display of
forgiveness and reconciliation that makes God’s peace present.44
Finally, Milbank’s project must also explain the role of ‘tragic necessity’
in ontological peace. For example, he suggests that Augustine admits the need
for coercion – a need offset by the possibility that the recipient can later come
to understand and retrospectively consent. Such action may not be peaceable
but can be redeemed.45 In an article responding to comments on Theology and
Social Theory, Milbank writes, “Circumstances can force us to sacrifice some
good we feel essential to our integrity, or even some person who must be
forever missed.”46
This admission of a tragic dimension allows Milbank to make a
somewhat surprising move – the rejection of pacifism. In the same article
referred to above, he asserts that “in no sense does Theology and Social Theory
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recommend ‘pacifism’, and the formal specification of truth as peaceful
relation cannot be applied as a criterion authorizing non-resistance.”47 This is
consistent with a piece he published in 1989, where he engages Stanley
Hauerwas’s endorsement of pacifism:
One might ask in relation to a situation like that in South Africa,
whether it is not the case that the church there is simply robbed of
certain possibilities of realizing certain practices that should define
its nature . . . . Here exercising peaceableness may be precisely
not exercising other Christian virtues such as justice, or even comfort
and support of others . . . . One can, however, hold out for a tragic
refusal of the pacifist position without denying that it is likely that
any implication in violence is likely to prove futile in the long
run.48
While other implications of this move are somewhat unclear (would Milbank
follow Augustine in just war theory?), obviously an ontology of peace that
includes a tragic dimension is, in the end, a peace that is more tragic than
peaceable.
To recommend pacifism (against Milbank) is not to deny tragedy in this
world. However, it may be that we are called to absorb a certain amount of
tragedy, or perhaps to learn what it may mean to forgive in such a way as to
forego the temptation of tragic measures. It may also be that the tragic
dimension is better understood as the suffering required to pursue peace. This
is a very different kind of tragedy from that of justifying coercive measures or
sacrifice of the good.
Perhaps we must see peace as something other than an ontology.
However, as noted above, Milbank hesitates to focus on the specifics of Jesus
and the Gospels. He sees Jesus as the exemplification of perfect humanity and
sonship, as the central origination of the church. The focus for peace becomes
the church, which continues to practice, in new ways with variations, the life of
the Kingdom. The actual practice of Christ remains much less central than the
story of the Church.49 Hauerwas has suggested that Milbank’s Christology
remains underdeveloped, and hopes that when Milbank does turn to these
matters he will not be unsympathetic to the portrayal of Jesus offered in the
writings of John Yoder.50 If that is the case, Milbank’s assertion of ontology as
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a basis for peace, however qualified by theological commitments, needs to be
positioned by an understanding of Jesus, his exercise of power, and his life of
peace.51
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