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Abstract:   As a reaction against the failures of Just War theory in creating a more harmonious 

world, recent times have seen the emergence of Just Peace as a corrective to the tendency to 

use Just War as justification for, rather than a warning against, aggravated conflict. This article 

considers the contribution of Daniel Philpott to this literature, and argues that theoretical 

concepts alone will be insufficient for the institution of a Just Peace. In looking for 

complementary images, the article considers two images from the prophetic corpus to image a 

Just Peace. Strikingly, both prophetic passages draw on ecological imagery to imagine a world 

at peace. 
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Discourse concerning Just Peace or Just War pre-supposes geo-political conflict and the span 

of human history demonstrates that to be a reasonable position. The complexity of relations 

between individuals, communities, nations and allied groups is such that conflict is an ever-

present reality at all levels of human engagement. Just Peace theory, a much later development 

than Just War theory, is concerned with the possibility that that conflict might be resolved in a 

way that circumvents patterns of violence. While Just War theory has been commonly used to 

justify acts of warfare rather than making attempts to avoid or condemn such activities, Just 

Peace theory counters this tendency towards violence. While it begins in the geo-political 

realm, it is clear that it has a broader application. That is, it might not be the case that our 



neighbourhoods might descend into acts of violence on account of certain differences, yet 

simply living without violence is hardly a picture of human flourishing. I want to suggest that 

Just Peace works in the geo-political sphere in ways that make citizens safer, but that certain 

practices developed by Just Peace theorists—and, in particular here, the work of Daniel 

Philpott—may also be beneficial in the development of more harmonious communities at a 

smaller scale. 

Just Peace theory may well lay out necessary conditions for Just Peace, but it is unlikely 

that even the most well considered concepts paint a picture of what a Just Peace might look 

like. As a result, I turn to the prophetic tradition of the Hebrew scriptures to complement the 

theoretical work of Philpott. The emphasis on the prophetic literature may well seem counter-

intuitive, given that the prophetic corpus is marked by its own depictions of violence.1 Yet from 

within that broad corpus one can also find imaginative conceptualisations of peace that lie 

beyond the realm of theory.  The two presented here, one from Micah and one from Isaiah, turn 

our attention away from human conflict and imagine (Just) Peace in a broader, ecologically 

engaged way. This suggests that Just Peace theory may well need to think beyond its 

anthropocentric concerns in order to realise its ultimate aims. 

 

Six Just Peace Practices 

 

Daniel Philpott, in his work Just and Unjust Peace: An Ethic of Political Reconciliation2  has 

set out series of six practices which, undertaken together, create what he imagines to be the 

necessary conditions for a Just Peace. The use of reconciliation3 in the subtitle is significant. It 

                                                           
1 L. Juliana Claassens, "God and Violence in the Prophets," in The Oxford Handbook of the Prophets, ed. 

Carolyn Sharp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 343-49. 
2 Daniel Philpott, Just and Unjust Peace: An Ethic of Political Reconciliation, (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2012). 
3 I write from an Australian context where discourse around reconciliation between indigenous and non-

indigenous Australians continues to create tension and uncertainty. Calls for a treaty (in the manner of our cousins 



demonstrates that Just Peace is not to be understood as an absence of conflict, but rather as a 

relational drawing together of parties once in conflict. It is not about separation, segregation or 

demarcation to avoid conflict, but rather a constructive approach that seeks to heal social 

wounds.4 As Philpott maintains, reconciliation is concept of justice,5 an idea which is at odds 

with those of us who imagine justice as a matter of rights, punishment, entitlement, and so on. 

And yet reconciliation means a restoration of right relationships, which must surely be 

understood as a prerequisite for peace, and in particular, Just Peace. Philpott mines Jewish, 

Christian, and Islamic traditions to develop his scheme, and adds to it the restorative justice 

tradition which has been deployed in places of serious social fracturing, most notable the truth 

and justice commissions of South Africa and Guatemala. 

The first practice Philpott suggests is building socially just institutions.6 The practice 

suggests a situation in which human rights have not been available to all citizens, and indeed, 

situations in which human rights have been systematically violated. For Philpott, these 

assurances need to be set into law, and defended by the institutions that establish them. Such 

institutions need to tend to matters that guarantee those rights, and promote greater levels of 

equality throughout the society. Gross imbalance regarding property ownership, access to 

healthcare and education, representation and such are clear markers of an unjust peace.7 

The second practice is acknowledgement.8 Philpott defines this deed as the action of a 

spokesperson from the offending political order recognising the injury done to victims on 

                                                           
in Aotearoa-New Zealand) or a Voice to Parliament continue to divide the nation. See, Natassia Chrysanthos, 

"What Is the Uluru Statement from the Heart?," Sydney Morning Herald, May 27 2019. 
4 For a discussion of the concept of healing social wounds from a South African context, see L. Juliana Claassens, 

"Towards a Feminist Public Theology: On Wounds, Scars and Healing in the Book of Jeremiah and Beyond," 

International Journal for Public Theology 13, no. 2 (2019): 185-202. 
5 Indeed, Reconciliation as a Concept of Justice is the title of the opening section of his book. 
6 Philpott, Just and Unjust Peace: An Ethic of Political Reconciliation. 175.  
7 Gross imbalances in all these areas are a part of indigenous experience in Australia. For an overview of 

parliamentary efforts to remedy health related issues in indigenous communities, see Australian Human Rights 

Commission, "Close the Gap: Indigenous Health Campaign,"  https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-

work/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-social-justice/projects/close-gap-indigenous-health. Accessed 

November 1, 2019. 
8 Philpott, Just and Unjust Peace: An Ethic of Political Reconciliation. 181. 



account of the particular injustice they have suffered. Former Australian Prime Minister Kevin 

Rudd famously embarked on such a practice with his apology to the stolen generation.9 The 

practice is amplified by other citizens joining the act of recognition. Speaking truthfully about 

injustices is to peel back the lies which are spoken about the past; it seeks to redress wounds 

that are deeper than often imagined. Such honest recognition of failure is the only way 

relationships can be healed, the only pathway to a Just Peace. 

Acknowledgement has a number of dimensions. It brings a type of solidarity between 

the perpetrator and victim, demonstrating an awareness of the injustice committed, and 

crucially, the will to restore the suffering of the victim. In doing so, it allows for the breakdown 

of social isolation, and signals that the forces which created the reason for suffering are defeated 

or superseded. In such a way, the wounds suffered can be imagined as part of a past, rather 

than stretching into the present and future, and so memory and identity can begin to be 

transformed. This is not to reduce the suffering to a thing of the past, but rather to begin to 

redress the political dimension of the injustice, recognising that the wounds are far greater than 

these structural markers.  

The results of this type of restoration can lead to further developments. Speaking the 

truth regarding atrocities committed and exposing the lies which have held up the façade can 

serve to drain such ideologies of their popular power. Further, the willingness to speak honestly 

about the past signals a commitment to justice in the present. 

The third practice Philpott develops is reparation.10 He notes that all six of the practices have 

reparation at their centre, but this particular practice is narrowly defined: here it is the transfer 

                                                           
9 For text and video of the apology, see Kevin Rudd, "Apology to Australia's Indigenous Peoples," Parliament of 

Australia, https://www.australia.gov.au/about-australia/our-country/our-people/apology-to-australias-

indigenous-peoples. The stolen generation refers to a group of children born to indigenous families who were 

taken from their families under order of federal and state parliaments. This practice was common from around 

1910 through to 1970. See, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Islander Studies, "Stolen Generations,"  

https://aiatsis.gov.au/research/finding-your-family/before-you-start/stolen-generations. Accessed November 1, 

2019. 
10 Philpott, Just and Unjust Peace: An Ethic of Political Reconciliation. 183. 



of money, goods and services in response to the injustice suffered. Philpott stays close to the 

basic guidelines outlined by the United Nations General assembly: those have to do with 

restitution to the degree that is possible, liberty, human rights, citizenship, property and 

employment to the condition enjoyed prior to the violation of rights. Also included  are 

compensation for financially assessable damage and, finally, rehabilitation, including 

psychological, legal and social services. Not all of this is easily measurable, and the effect of 

intergenerational suffering makes the calculations of reparations a very complicated affair. For 

a peace to be just, this type of restorative act is significant for both sides, however, as it seeks 

to create a type of bond that may develop into the type of trust necessary for sustained justice 

and peace. 

The fourth practice grows from the second and is apology.11 Going beyond the 

recognition that injustices have been committed, apology requires an admission of culpability 

and a display of regret. Apology is a powerful tool. It enables the beginning of healing for the 

one who offers it. Further, it demonstrates a moral respect for the victim, acknowledging shared 

humanity, and demonstrating an endorsement of their restoration into the community. Apology 

promotes peaceful relations and often invites further apologies. Famously, in response to the 

apology of F. W. de Klerk regarding the moral failings of apartheid in South Africa, Nelson 

Mandela offered an apology for the failings of the African National Congress. 

The fifth practice is punishment.12 Rather than imagine punishment as retribution or 

consequentialist, Philpott speaks of an understanding of punishment that is restorative. That is, 

while the punishment communicates something to the perpetrator and to the community about 

the nature of transgression, it seeks to do this in a fashion that is concerned primarily with the 

healing of relationships within the community, reinforcing peace and stability. In this regard, 

                                                           
11 Ibid., 198. 
12 Ibid., 207. 



Philpott stays close to the ideology of the restorative justice movement which believes that the 

courts which decide the fate of perpetrators need be as close to the community and as 

participatory as possible. This matter is a complicated issue, particularly when the sort of 

geopolitical atrocities such as genocide and mass rape are in view. It has been reasonably 

common in some places to grant amnesties to perpetrators of certain crimes because this 

enabled the development of peaceful relations on both sides. Such measures are not likely to 

be embraced in all places. Nonetheless, for a Just Peace to operate, punishment for 

transgression is necessary. How the punishment is delivered is crucial, however: it must be 

conceived in a way that communicates the seriousness of the offence and yet creates space for 

the reintegration of the perpetrator into the community. 

The final practice is perhaps the most unexpected, forgiveness.13 Each of the first five 

practices are embodied in global norms and institutions, through international and local legal 

bodies. The practices of acknowledgement, punishment and reparation are all well-known. But 

what about forgiveness? The power of forgiveness is that it is issued by the victim. It is 

disarming. It is not owed. It is no right. And, in issuing forgiveness, the victim raises a dissident 

voice against revenge. In doing so, forgiveness opens the door to reconciliation. It is certainly 

true that of the six practices, it is forgiveness that is most likely to come under scrutiny. It is 

important to remember Philpott’s position that all six practices need to be held together, 

however. Forgiveness does not remove the need for reparation or punishment, but instead 

understands that those things only have abiding value if they serve the interest of reconciliation, 

restored communities, and Just Peace. 

By tying the performance of these practices to particular human outcomes, Philpott’s 

scheme raises certain questions: Is Just Peace simply the rule of human rights for all? Is such 

                                                           
13 Ibid., 251. 



a thing possible? Does Just Peace theory tend towards idealism, or perhaps worse, utopia?  Is 

it aspiring after the perfect world available to us only through the working of our imagination— 

an eschatological vision of the future goodness of which lies beyond human possibility in this 

age.  

 

On Justice and Peace 

 

It is worthwhile sketching out some thoughts about this dyadic construction, recognising that 

justice and peace need not be assumed to be comfortable partners. While Just Peace is not a 

religious idea,14 let alone a scriptural formulation, amongst its leading proponents are religious 

practitioners who understand a resonance between their religious convictions and social vision 

of Just Peace. Further, both justice and peace do appear as significant themes in the Scriptures, 

not least in the prophetic corpus. Given that conflict has, in some senses, moved from national 

lines to religious or ideological lines, the engagement of religious thought as a category within 

this discussion has increasing significance. It would be wrong to claim that the scriptures of 

the Old Testament offer a solution, or even set the agenda, for the way these ideas might be 

thought through and enacted. It could be possible that the scriptures common to the Jewish and 

Christian religions might make a meaningful contribution to the creation of a better world for 

all people, however, particularly through its conceptions of justice and peace. 

 

Justice 

The word justice has a range of possible meanings in English, and so too in biblical 

Hebrew.15 Justice can have a legal sense, relating to the regulation of behaviours in a range of 

                                                           
14 For a theory of Just Peace from a sociological vantage point, see Pierre Allan and Alexis Keller, "The Concept 

of a Just Peace, or Achieving Peace through Recognition, Renouncement and Rule," in What Is a Just Peace?, ed. 

Pierre Allan and Alexis Keller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 195-215.  
15 The Hebrew term is mishpat and, as in English, this single term holds the range of potential use and meaning. 



settings. Justice also relates to the rights of particular individuals by virtue of the social 

position. It is a matter of justice that cultic officials receive their food from farmers, that the 

eldest son receives a double portion of the inheritance. Famously, particular groups are 

protected from injustice, in what appears to be a comment of the possibility of irregular juridical 

decisions on the basis of wealth and power. Strangers and orphans are not to be denied justice: 

that is, their lowly state is no impediment to fair and equitable treatment. Justice also relates 

punishment by the way of retribution. The appropriate measure of chastisement, even up to the 

level of capital punishment, is recognised as an instantiation of justice.16 

The most common way of using this term in the current time is the expression ‘social 

justice’, an idea commonly found in the prophetic material and the psalms. Using a well-known 

passage from Amos as an example, the prophet rails against the unjust treatment of the needy 

and the poor through deceptive business practices (Amos 8:4-6).  It forms an ideological 

construction regarding the interaction between various social groups. Most commonly, groups 

such as widows and orphans are pictured as suffering at the hands of wealthier more powerful 

groups. Justice in this instance means an overthrow of oppressive social relations, with 

emphasis on the economic means of that oppression.  

Abraham Heschel draws the ancient world into the present: ‘Justice is not an ancient 

custom, a human convention, a value, but a transcendent demand, freighted with divine 

concern. It is not only a relationship between man [sic] and man [sic], it is an act involving 

God, a divine need.’17 By removing justice from customs or convention, Heschel’s conception 

is clearly differentiated from Philpott’s position regarding the preservation of justice by human 

instruments. For Heschel, justice stands beyond human constructions such as law codes and 

judiciaries. An act of injustice is not measured by legality or process, but by the harm done to 

                                                           
16 For a fuller treatment, see Harold V. Bennett, "Justice, Ot," in The New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, 

ed. Katherine Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon, 2008), 476-7. 
17 Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Prophets, Perennial Classics (New York: Harpercollins, 2001), 253. 



a person.18 Placing justice in the realm of divine activity, it becomes something greater than 

the preservation or protection of human rights. Certainly, there would be those who object to 

Heschel’s formulation precisely because of its affirmation of the divine, but Heschel counters 

that objection: ‘Its validity is not only universal, but also eternal, independent of will and 

experience.’19 

 

Peace 

Peace has two terms in biblical Hebrew, one being far more well-known than the other. In the 

Old Testament materials, the experience of peace is understood as a blessing of God for the 

righteous, while the wicked are consumed by the realities of warfare, which is to say, they shall 

have no peace. The first word, sheqet, means ‘to have peace, to quieten, to rest.’20 It is often 

used to describe the cessation of armed hostilities, and expressing freedom from international 

conflicts,21 commonly in the use of the expression ‘the land was at rest’.22 Solomon is also 

recognised as a man of peace, (1 Chron. 22:9), in contrast with his war-mongering father, and 

in this construction, it is the term sheqet which is utilized.  

The more well-known term is shalom. While it is used at times in ways similar to the 

term sheqet, its more common use is far broader and comes closer to daily human experience. 

Shalom is a greeting, a way of enquiring as to another’s well-being and health.23 It is also a 

way of expressing a blessing to another person, with the understanding that shalom is closely 

linked to divine favour.24  

                                                           
18 Ibid., 276. 
19 Ibid., 253. 
20 David J. A. Clines, The Concise Dictionary of Classical Hebrew (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2009), 

478. 
21 Daniel Smith-Christopher, "Peace in the Ot," in The New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Katherine 

Doob Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon, 2009), 423.  
22 See Judg. 3:30 as an example. 
23 Daniel Smith-Christopher, "Shalom," in The New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Katherine Doob 

Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon, 2009), 211-2. 
24 Clines, The Concise Dictionary of Classical Hebrew, 462. 



In relation to the dyad Just Peace, both of these understandings of peace are relevant. 

Any peace must feature a lack of hostilities and conflict, the type of peace suggested by sheqet. 

Just Peace, however, must surely be more than an absence of conflict. And here is where the 

more existential shalom takes prominence. As well as the ideas noted above, shalom often 

refers to tranquillity and friendship between human and non-human creation. All this is 

reflected through the root shlm, which is about wholeness and contentment.25 That is to say, 

the image of a Just Peace seems closely bound to the ideas indicated by the term shalom. 

A question, then, is how we arrive at a state of justice, which implies the overthrow of 

oppressive social institutions and conventions, in a way that maintains peace. How are 

perpetrators of injustice held to account in ways which do no violence? Given that Just Peace 

thinking is generally geared towards geopolitical conflict, how might it be applicable to life in 

Australia? Might it inform relations between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians? 

Might it be of use to communities torn asunder by other racial divisions? Might it be of use as 

we continue to struggle with the ongoing reality of a multi-religious society?26 

 

The Prophetic Call 

 

It is not the role of theory to provide images of what Just Peace might look like in lived 

experience. A turn to the prophets might help us, nevertheless, to imagine how a Just Peace 

might appear. The prophetic literature might not at first blush seem a promising place to look 

for images of peace, being home to some of the more disturbing images in Scripture, with a 

particular emphasis on violent judgement and punishment. Oracles of judgement are not the 

                                                           
25 Smith-Christopher, "Shalom." 
26 The 2017 Islamophobia in Australia Report discovered that over 50% of Australia’s population have a negative 

view of the role religion plays in contemporary society. This negative view is in no small part determined by the 

perception of religiously motivated violence. See, Derya Iner et al., "Islamophobia in Australia 2014-2016," 

(Sydney: Charles Sturt University, 2017). 



only genre within the prophetic corpus, however. Within the prophetic witness we also have 

images of hope and peace: it is this tradition which might serve as a resource for thinking about 

Just Peace. Specifically, two images come to mind: one from Isaiah, and one from Micah.  

It would be too bold to claim that the prophets teach the way to Just Peace, but they do 

provide us with images of what it might be like. What is compelling about these visions is that 

they both draw on non-human elements to present their vision. Of particular note in these two 

schemes related to Just Peace is that there is no reference whatsoever to any non-human 

element, the inference being that conflict has only human consequences. We know, though, 

that human conflict bears heavily upon Earth’s non-human population.27 The prophets, then, 

provide a corrective to this heavily anthropocentric view of peace. 

 

Patting Snakes 

 

Firstly, then, the image of Isaiah, or what we might calling Patting Snakes. Isaiah 11 paints a 

picture of reversal. The immediate context, the final verses of chapter 10, speaks of the 

mightiest of trees being felled. Lebanon will fall (Isa. 10:34), the prophet declares. Lebanon 

here is a synonym for Assyria, the great empire of the 8th century (BCE) which dominated 

Ancient West Asia, destroying the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and having the Southern 

Kingdom in fear for its own survival. Assyria is the enemy of Yahweh, the enemy of Israel. 

The great forest of Assyria is contrasted with a shoot, a small branch, coming out from Jesse 

(Isa. 11:1). Jesse, is the father of King David, the heroic figure of biblical Israel’s golden age. 

Isaiah here suggests that the return of a new David is imminent. Language of justice, 

                                                           
27 See the excellent recent volume, Anne F. Elvey, Deborah Guess, and Keith Dyer, "Ecological Aspects of 

War: Religious and Theological Perspectives," A Forum for Theology in the World 3 (2017). 



righteousness and equity punctuates this passage (vss. 3-5), leading to a description of peace 

(vss. 6-9). 

The prophet’s imaginative conception of peace is made up of relationships between 

animals that are normally natural enemies:  there are wolves lying with lambs, leopards with 

goats, calves with lions, all led by a small child. The lion becomes a vegetarian, and the little 

child plays with his friend, the snake. The reversal of patterns of enmity is summarised with 

the prophet’s observation that there will be no hurting or destruction because the Earth will be 

filled with the knowledge of the Lord (vs. 9). Hilary Marlow notes the artistry inherent in the 

groupings: predators (a wolf and a leopard) are set alongside their prey (a lamb and a kid), but 

further distinctions are evident. The untamed lion is present with a harnessed ox, the 

unpredictability of the snake contrasted with the innocence of the child.28  

Hugh Williamson further notes the vulnerability of the preyed upon animals through 

reference to their age. The lamb is a young sheep, the kid a young goat and the calf a young 

bull. Likewise, the human figure is described as qatan, or ‘little’, a reference again both to age 

and vulnerability.29 Williamson also observes that the verse does not simply describe the 

animals as being in proximity with each other, but they act together. What appear to be mature 

animals (a cow and a bear) watch over their young, who lie down and eat together.30 The human 

child plays in places that would once have been prohibited due to the level of potential danger. 

To indicate the care-free attitude of the child (and, on account of the absence of the child’s 

parents), Williamson suggests that ‘frolic’, rather than the more conventional ‘will 

play’(NRSV), is a better description, noting that the Hebrew form suggests something more 

akin to ‘delight’.31 

                                                           
28 Hilary Marlow, Biblical Prophets and Contemporary Environmental Ethics: Re-Reading Amos, Hosea, and 

First Isaiah (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 240. 
29 H. G. M. Williamson, Isaiah 6-12: A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, The International Critical 

Commentary (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 658-9. 
30 Ibid., 660. 
31 Ibid., 661. 



The one who is hoped for, the new Davidic king, is introducing a new and peaceful 

world order. The natural violence of the animal world is removed, indicative of the even 

broader reign of peace ushered in by the messianic figure. War and all manifestations of 

violence are abolished with his appearance. Boundaries between human and non-human are 

erased, making what was once impossible the new reality.32  

 

Sitting Under Trees 

 

The peace oracle of Micah 4:1-4 contains some similar elements to the work of Isaiah. It also 

differs in some significant ways. Importantly, rather than present peace through the means of 

reversal of patterns of non-human enmity, Micah presents a picture of the refashioning of the 

tools of war. Weapons once used for the destruction of life, namely swords and spears, will be 

refashioned and used for agrarian pursuits—ploughshares and pruning hooks. These weapons 

will no longer be used in acts of violence. Further, nations will no longer teach their citizens 

warfare any more. 

It is instructive to consider the person of Micah here. Micah is a farmer, from an 

outlying village some forty kilometres from Jerusalem.33  Much of Micah’s work raises a 

protest against the excesses of the capital, precisely because the policies of protection which 

safeguard the city put his community and those like them at risk. When enemies approach 

Jerusalem, it is the outlying villages that are most susceptible to early acts of violence. When 

Jerusalem raises an army to defend itself, it is the sons of village farmers that are conscripted 

into battle. When taxes are raised, it is the village farmers, already stretched to the hilt, that 

                                                           
32 Marlow, Biblical Prophets and Contemporary Environmental Ethics: Re-Reading Amos, Hosea, and First 

Isaiah, 241. 
33 Mark Roncace, "Moresheth," in The New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Katherine Doob Sakenfeld 

(Nashville: Abingdon, 2009), 140.  



carry the burden of feeding the urban elite. For Micah, protection of Jerusalem in not as 

important as the survival of his family.  

In 2 Kings 18:31, an Assyrian official, Rabshakeh, counsels the king’s advisors to make 

peace with Assyria. The official claims to be speaking the word of the Lord and offers 

something to the citizens of Jerusalem: Every one of you will eat from your own vine and eat 

from your own fig tree. It seems clear that Micah is aware of the offer, and is mounting an 

argument to accept it!34 Now clearly there are theological issues in play here, and the taking of 

the offer, any offer, can easily be equated with a failure of reliance in God. Hezekiah’s action 

in negotiating with Assyria averts national disaster. Sometime later, another King, Zedekiah, 

refuses to negotiate with an imperial power, and Jerusalem is destroyed. But when we talk of 

kings, we are talking of royalist and nationalist voices, like those of Micah’s contemporary, 

Isaiah of Jerusalem, rather than the pastoralist from way out of town. Micah is not trying to 

avert the destruction of Jerusalem. By that stage, it will be too late for him and his family. For 

Micah the issue is far more immediate: peace now. It is, in Daniel Smith-Christopher’s 

reckoning, an agrarian anti-war protest,35 driven by concerns that are perhaps only tangentially 

theological.  As Lemos notes, the basic human impulse is survival!36 

In verse 4, the nations stream to Zion for the purpose of learning. The nations are not 

led to Zion. They come of their own volition and are ready, eager even, to come and learn the 

ways of peace. In much the same way as in the Isaiah text (in which there is no violence on 

account of the world being full of the knowledge of God) in Micah, God’s word is issued and 

the result is the promotion of justice between the nations, and the decision to demilitarise 

weaponry. The result of the establishment of this peace is given in verse 4, which may be a 

                                                           
34 Daniel L. Smith-Christopher, Micah: A Commentary, The Old Testament Library (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 2015), 24.  
35 Ibid., 144. 
36 T. M. Lemos, Violence and Personhood in Ancient Israel and Comparative Contexts (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2017). 



rhetorical ploy by Micah, promoting the idea of accepting the Assyrian offer:it also stands as 

an image of rest and well-being. Each individual sits in their own place, enjoying the fruit and 

shade of their own handiwork. There is no threat to their lives, no anxiety about the fruit of 

their labour, no question that they are able to provide amply for themselves and their families. 

Sitting is important. It represents relaxation, safety, contentment. As Bruce Waltke 

summarises, ‘The concrete synecdoche depicts every person enjoying God’s blessing of lasting 

peace and prosperity in security.’37 Sitting under trees links peace with the environment. People 

are not under threat. Earth is at peace. 

A crucial point is made in verse 5. This peace comes not from a unity of religious belief, 

but in the realities of religious difference. People will ‘walk’ in the name of their own gods, 

suggesting that different ways of life and understandings of the world will be respected. So too, 

Israel will walk in the name of their own god. This respect between the peoples, which creates 

a world in which war is not taught, where military weapons are re-tooled, where people are 

able to sit in the shade of their vines and trees with no reason for fear, these actions seem to 

adhere to the concept of shalom which encompasses wholeness, integrity, safety. 

 

Both of these passages speak of a time in the future. The effect of this speech is to dislocate the 

ideas from conceivable reality. Not surprisingly, the passages have become almost 

eschatological in function or, to use another category, utopian.38 Are the images of Isaiah and 

Micah hopelessly ideological? Is an anti-militaristic stance really so radical? Is a world beyond 

violence a world impossible to imagine? Or, perhaps more pointedly, are we really prepared to 

ignore Micah’s vision? Are we prepared to say to those who suffer at the hands of the powerful 

that their experience does not matter? Are we willing to say that it is simply the nature of things: 
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the strong prey on the weak. Are we not able to find ways to order society in ways which not 

only protect the weak, but transform to strong?39 Is our vision of the world so warped that 

something like de-militiarization is categorized as utopian? Is our hope for the human project 

really so shallow? Are we condemned to be not only consumers of animals, but torturers of 

animals and each other, blind to the prophetic witness that the end of predation acts as a cipher 

for the rectification of relationships within the created order?40 

There is an imperative to redeem these images from the world of utopia and claim them 

as models for the world as it can be. They reveal the continued existence of structures that 

condemn those on the periphery to a life of struggle, and a life exposed to dangers of various 

kinds. They demand examination of the patterns of privilege that mark certain lives and call 

for laying those things down in order to promote the interests of others. They require a sacrifice 

of things that have been important, even constitutive of a way of being. But they do more than 

call for self-examination. They call for a collective uptake of the types of practices that 

delineate a Just Peace and a recognition of every person’s dignity and agency. They call for the 

repair of lives torn apart. They call for apology, repentance, and forgiveness. They do not tell 

us how, but they show what the world can be: a world where predatorial, combative, parochial 

patterns are put aside. This prophetic vision is of a world where those who were once enemies 

relax together, safe in the company of the other. It is a world where children are not taught the 

horror of human conflict but, rather, one where resources are not set aside for acts of violence, 

but acts of creativity. It is a world where one is free to sit under one’s own tree, or pushing 

Micah, where one is free to sit under another’s tree. That is, these images of Just Peace are 

laced with environmental overtones. For Isaiah, the animal world, including the vulnerable 

human child, at peace with itself. For Micah, human unity imagined under the shade of a tree. 

                                                           
39 Patricia K. Tull, Isaiah 1-39, Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2010), 240. 
40 W. Sibley Towner, "The Future of Nature," Interpretation 50, no. 1 (1996): 27-35.  



These are not simply images and ideas to make us feel good. These are images which call all 

to the hard work of peacemaking, the hard work of reconciliation, the hard work of justice. 

These are not images of utopia: they are images of Earth at peace, of an alternate way of being.  
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