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Religious freedom is increasingly a topic of debate within academic and political circles. Two
important historical works on this theme appeared in 2019.1 Twice in the last two years, the US
State Department has organized a Ministerial to Advance Religious Freedom, and in June 2020
President Trump issued an executive order “On Advancing International Religious Freedom.”
Within the Catholic orbit, a debate has been ongoing as to whether the Declaration on Religious
Freedom (Dignitatis Humanae – Second Vatican Council, 1965) is consistent with earlier
papal/conciliar pronouncements on the topic.2 And the International Theological Commission
has recently issued a document that updates Dignitatis Humanae in relation to the political,
social, and theological developments of the last fifty years.3
Many of these discussions refer in one way or another to the seminal influence of
Thomas Aquinas. His emphatic statement in Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 10, a. 8 that “under no
condition may unbelievers be compelled to the faith” appears to provide a solid foundation for
religious freedom. And insofar as the assent of faith is encompassed within his wider teaching on
conscience, this too would seem to support a robust affirmation of religious freedom. From his
assertion that the dictates of one’s conscience should always be adhered to, even when they
objectively err,4 it is natural to infer that adhesion to religious truths should never be compelled,
nor should anyone be forced to abandon a religious conviction that others deem patently false.
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Other statements by St. Thomas reveal a countervailing tendency to restrict religious
freedom within a narrow band of application. For instance, the prohibition against compelling
others to the faith (cited above) applies solely to persons who are raised outside of the Christian
community. Those who become members of the community through baptism are not allowed to
leave even should they wish to do so, a position St. Thomas affirms within the very same
passage (II-II, q. 10, a. 8).
The same dichotomy – affirmations of religious freedom on the one hand, tight
restrictions on the other – can readily be found in the writings of Thomas’s scholastic disciples.
Both Cajetan and Vitoria, for instance, denied that Christianity could rightly be spread by dint of
war; forcible conversion they unequivocally ruled out. “We would sin very gravely should we
seek to spread the faith of Christ in such a way,”5 the first wrote, and in a similar vein the
second: “[H]owever probably and sufficiently the [Christian] faith may have been announced to
the barbarians and rejected by them, this is still no reason to declare war on them and despoil
them of their goods.”6 Suarez likewise emphasized that someone’s refusal to accept revealed
truths – withholding assent to the supernatural teaching of God – would not justify a forcible
response of the part of Christians.7 The examples could readily be multiplied by reference to
other authors. Nonetheless, in line with Aquinas and indeed the wider Latin tradition that
stemmed from St. Augustine, medieval and early modern scholastics were highly selective in
their appeals to religious freedom: affirming some of its modalities and denying others.
In what follows, I begin with a survey of Aquinas’s thought on religious freedom and
then consider how Vitoria and Suarez approached this topic. The last two stand apart from other
scholastics insofar as they engaged in systematic reflection on the varying situations in which
individuals or even whole communities could be subject to religious coercion (in contrast to
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others, Duns Scotus8 or Durandus of St. Porçain,9 for instance, who restricted their inquiry to
special cases such as forcible child baptism) or be considered immune to it. Vitoria and Suarez
thought that such coercion was permitted by appeal to sound moral/theological principles: they
likewise sought to demarcate the zone where coercion could not legitimately intrude. They
recognized, however, that the boundaries of licit religious coercion were not entirely set within
Catholic teaching, hence they took care to situate their own viewpoints within the broader
spectrum of theological positions on this topic. In this way they provide good access to the status
quaestionis on religious freedom within early-modern scholasticism.
Understanding how these scholastics conceptualized religious coercion, its raison d’être
and scope can provide valuable background for today’s discussions about the theological
foundations of religious freedom. Whether these thinkers stand as progenitors of religious
freedom as it is often conceptualized today – a right to noninterference in religious belief,
affiliation, and practice – or articulate views in opposition to it, has elicited contrasting
assessments. After reviewing these assessments (section 1), in sections 2-4 I examine the
respective positions taken by Aquinas, Vitoria, and Suarez on religious freedom according to
three different aspects: freedom to embrace faith, to remain in the faith, and to use force in aiding
co-religionists who suffer from persecution or other restraints on their religious practice. Then, in
the conclusion, I briefly consider whether Aquinas’s strong affirmation of the inherent freedom
of belief can be detached from elements in his teaching that would undercut this affirmation in
our contemporary context.
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I. CONTRASTING ASSESSMENTS ON WHETHER AQUINAS AND HIS FELLOW
SCHOLASTICS PROVIDE SUPPORT FOR THE MODERN RIGHT TO RELIGIOUS
FREEDOM
On the affirmative side, while identifying Tertullian as its primary source, Robert Wiken
also cites Aquinas and Vitoria’s confrère Las Casas as having played a crucial role in
transmitting to modernity the early-Christian emphasis on the voluntariness of faith and the
inviolability of conscience.10 Wilken accords prominence to Aquinas’s formula “to believe
depends on the will” (it appears as epigram to the second chapter of Liberty in the Things of
God11) and quotes Las Casas to the effect that the native Americans “are free to accept or refuse
baptism on the basis of their ‘natural right of freedom [naturale ius libertatis]’.” Vitoria’s similar
statements in De Indiis12 would have served equally well in this connection.
On the opposite, negative side of the spectrum, Mary Keys expresses consternation over
“the undeniable excesses of Aquinas’s position on the political repression of heresy”.13
Suggesting that these “uncharacteristically immoderate articulations by Aquinas” might spring
from an “insufficiently checked indignation against those who would use their intellectual and
social preeminence to assault common goods,” she concludes that the “harsh nature” of
Aquinas’s teaching on the punishment due for “breached faith commitments” is inconsistent with
the overall tenor of his moral/political theory and must be rejected by those who would appeal to
him today.14 Martin Rhonheimer likewise deems Aquinas’s assertion of the inherent freedom of
faith as regrettably tarred by the “traditional” medieval assumption that “the Church has the right
to use coercion to protect Catholics from apostasy, with the help of legal-punitive state
measures.”15 For this reason, he concludes that religious freedom as Thomas and his successors
understood it (a viewpoint assumed into the teaching of nineteenth century popes) is ultimately
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incompatible with contemporary articulations of a right to religious freedom, as expressed most
notably in Dignitatis Humanae.
Melvin Endy mounts a similar criticism against Vitoria. Countering Vitoria’s reputation
as a full-throated proponent of religious freedom, Endy maintains that despite this Dominican’s
opposition to the forcible conversion of unbelievers, the founder of the School of Salamanca
nonetheless supported “a robust view of papal authority for war when necessary for the defense
of the church against heretics, schismatics, and pagans….”16 Proffering much the same judgment
against Suarez, Endy explains how for this Jesuit “the most important and easily justifiable
Christian use of war was for the defense of Christianity against its enemies and completion of its
mandate to spread throughout the world.”17 On a related matter – the imposition of capital
punishment on heretics – Charles Journet took strong issue with Suarez’s position that this
penalty was to be carried out under the primary initiative of the Church, thus as endowed with a
divine mandate (even though the execution itself was performed by civil authorities).18 On
similar grounds, Arthur Vermeersch questioned whether Suarezian political theology should be
deemed an authentic development in the Catholic tradition.19 On the opposite side of the coin,
Thomas Pink maintains that Suarez gave canonical formulation to the Catholic doctrine of
religious freedom;20 a formulation that Dignitatis Humanae did not negate, and which is still
applicable today.21 On Pink’s reading, the Church continues to assert its coercive power over its
recalcitrant members, although the modalities of its exercise will vary from time to time.22
What accounts for these contrasting assessments?23 Several factors come into play. First
and most obviously, under the same label “religious freedom” reference is being made to
different liberties.24 Those like Wiken who assign a formative role to the scholastics in the
elaboration of our modern right to religious freedom are most focused on change of religion: no
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one should be compelled to adopt a new faith, to enter a religion. Insofar as this embrace
requires inward freedom, the act must be held immune from external interference. Those like
Keys and Rhonheimer who emphasize a discontinuity of the modern right with narrower outlook
of the scholastics, focus by contrast on the freedom to leave a religion – with the moderns
claiming that this choice must be inviolate, while the scholastics hold the opposite. Some,
furthermore, argue that religious freedom implies a unitary forum internum, such that a
distinction between change and maintenance of religion is incompatible with the modern right.
Operating from this perspective, Keys warns that Aquinas’s sharp distinction between these two
modes of religious freedom (affirming the freedom to enter the Christian religion and denying
the freedom to leave Christianity) risks invalidating in the eyes of modern readers his wider
social and political thought. Because he advocated “political punitive aid in enforcing ecclesial
faith commitments,”25 Aquinas can appear “to justify our contemporary suspicion… that virtue
and common good theories in the political and legal spheres must ultimately be religious theories
paving the way to severe theoretical-political problems.”26
Alongside these controversies on the forum internum, another factor that accounts for
assertions of incompatibility between modern and scholastic conceptions of religious freedom is
the high priority that the latter placed on defending individuals or communities whose religious
liberties were compromised by the aggressive action of others. Because staying within Christian
faith tradition was thought to be of fundamental importance, hence an obligation, any action by
others to dissuade from that obligation, or worse, to prevent or impede its fulfillment, was
deemed a serious violation of religious rights and could rightly be countered by forcible action,
including, if necessary, resort to war. In this way, defense of others whose religious freedoms
were denied was itself placed within the category of religious freedom, a freedom that,
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importantly, applied unilaterally to Christians.27 Because Christianity was taken to be the “true”
(i.e., most complete)28 religion, holders of temporal authority were authorized by the Church to
use armed force against those who would suppress its practice and the effort of missionaries to
communicate the Christian message to outsiders. Violations, if sufficiently egregious, were
deemed a casus belli and defense of true religion became an integral aspect of just war theory.
This was the chief ground that Aquinas advanced in favor of crusading action in the Holy
Land.29
Aquinas (as well as Vitoria and Suarez) assigned broad scope to the forcible protection of
co-religionists. It could entail punitive action against members of other religions who
proselytized Christians, engaged in speech critical of the Christian message, or worshipped in an
overly public way thereby inducing Christians to apostasy. Dissident Christians could likewise
be punished on the same defensive rationale, namely that they might induce other believers to
stray into heresy.
The scholastic assertion of a right to defend by force the interests of Christianity is
incompatible with the conception of religious freedom that is part and parcel of the modern
human rights regime.30 The incompatibility in question is unsurprising and requires no lengthy
documentation. Open to debate, however, is whether this scholastic teaching is detachable from
other teachings (especially the inherent freedom of the act of faith) that are advanced as
providing a positive foundation for the modern right of religious freedom. Some authors, for
instance Endy and Pink, suggest (albeit for different reasons and with contrasting normative
assessments) that these elements are not detachable.31 Other authors, Journet and Keys, for
instance, maintain the opposing viewpoint.32
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II. AQUINAS
The locus classicus for Aquinas’s discussion of religious freedom is STh II-II, q. 10, a. 8
(“whether unbelievers should be compelled to the faith”).33 The articulus is set within a quaestio
on unbelief (infidelitas). After examining the sinfulness of unbelief (aa. 1 and 3), its seat in the
intellect as moved by the will (a. 2), its impact on wider moral action (a 4), and its different kinds
(aa. 5 and 6), Thomas considers whether unbelievers can be induced to abandon their wrongful
state of mind. On the one hand (art. 7), believers could debate with them, not so much to
persuade them about the inherent truth of faith (an impossible task as faith transcends reason), as
to refute misconceptions about the faith, thereby removing obstacles that impede unbelievers’
reception of faith through grace. On the other hand, believers could use threats and even outright
force to compel unbelievers to relinquish their denials and false beliefs about God. In a famous
canon (“the Church must compel the wicked to the good”),34 Gratian reproduced a passage from
Augustine’s Epistle 185 to Boniface, where the holy bishop had explained (referring to St. Paul’s
conversion on the road to Damascus, when Saul was forced to the ground and blinded by a bright
light) how coercion can beneficially put unbelievers on the path to faith. Given the canon’s
prominence, and its basis in Holy Scripture (Acts 9:7), Aquinas (who cites the relevant passage
from Augustine in ad 3 of the present articulus) would need to weigh the allegedly positive role
that force might have in leading us to faith. In this connection, he could not fail to recognize that
other authoritative passages from Church fathers (Augustine included) and synods would seem to
prohibit coercion in matters of faith.
To sort out the apparent contradiction of authoritative sources on this issue, Aquinas
arranged the prohibitive statements in the opening series of objections, while the statements
approving such coercion he placed in the parallel replies to objections. In so doing, he did not
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seem to be operating with a presumption in favor of one position of the other, as both are
energetically affirmed in the responsio (albeit by reference to two different sorts of unbelievers,
those external to Christianity, i.e., Jews and pagans, and those drawn from within its ranks, i.e.,
apostates and heretics). That said, the prominent sed contra slot was reserved for a statement that
approved of religious coercion, perhaps because Thomas could find a scriptural passage that
(according to the standard exegesis of his day) directly affirmed this position (Luke 14:23, story
of the wedding feast when the master said “compel them to come in”), while no scriptural
passage could be found that unambiguously supported the opposing prohibition. Indeed, the two
scriptural verses that appear as objections to the thesis that coercion to the faith is justified are
less than straightforward. Obj. 1 cites the parable of the tares (Matt 13:28) to indicate how
compulsion should be avoided in view of its undesirable side-effects. Obj. 4 cites Ez. 18:23 “I do
not want the death of the sinner,” to illustrate how one particularly egregious form of religious
coercion – capital punishment – should be ruled out.
Against this background, particularly the dearth of scriptural verses affirming religious
freedom, it is striking how Aquinas begins his responsio with a very strong statement in favor of
such freedom, not on grounds of the lessor evil (avoidance of side-effect harm), but because
deliberate action to impede this freedom he deemed wrong in itself, as though doing so would
involve the violation of a right:35 under no condition may [unbelievers] be compelled to the faith,
so that they might believe [in what the faith teaches] – because [the act of] believing pertains to
the will.”36 Thomas’s antecedent statement makes clear that this freedom applies solely to
individuals who are faced with a choice to embrace a faith not yet possessed (entry into a
religion37). These unbelievers ad extra (external to Christianity) he equated with the Jews and
gentiles. Other unbelievers, those who had once received the faith but wished to reject it (what
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above I termed “departure from a religion”), to his mind enjoy no right to religious freedom.
They can legitimately be coerced. These unbelievers ad intra (internal to Christianity) Thomas
equated with heretics and apostates.38 This contrast between the two sorts of unbelief, internal
and external to Christianity is neatly summed up in STh II-II, q. 12, a. 2:
The Church does not have a mandate to punish unbelief [ad Ecclesiam non
pertinent punire infidelitatem] in those who have never received the faith,
according to the saying of the Apostle (I Cor. 5:12 “What is it for me to judge
them that are without?). A sentence of punishment can however be passed on the
unbelief of those who have received the faith.
On what theological grounds did Thomas base this twofold claim, the one favoring religious
freedom, the other rejecting it? The first ground was cited by Thomas in obj. 3 “there are many
things one can do unwillingly, but to believe [in God] happens only when one so wills,” and was
taken from Augustine’s exposition on John 6:44 “No one can come to me unless the Father, who
sent me, draws him [nisi pater traxerit eum].” The second appears in Thomas’s reply to the same
objection and is taken from a gloss (“making a vow is a matter of will, keeping it is a matter of
necessity,” i.e., an obligation) on psalm 76, verse 11: “Make vows to the Lord and keep them.”39
Thomas reaffirms these two claims in his responsio: the first by the phrase under no
condition…, whereby religious freedom is affirmed; and the second (whereby religious freedom
is denied) in a sentence that explains how among those unbelievers who once received the faith,
but later renounced it, force can rightly be applied to compel their adherence to a commitment
previously made. Within this responsio a third claim is also advanced, namely that the faithful
are entitled to use force (even to the point of waging war) against unbelievers ad extra, when the
latter, by their words or actions, oppose the Christian faith. In this instance, Thomas affirms one
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mode of religious freedom (a right to defend co-religionists who are under attack) while denying
another mode (a right to counter Christianity in words or to proselytize on behalf of another
religion).

Belief requires libertas
In his Tractate 26 on the Gospel of John, St. Augustine interpreted “no one comes to me
unless the Father draws him” as affirming that belief in God entails voluntariness: “to believe is
indeed not possible,” Augustine wrote, “unless one does so willingly [credere vero non potest
nisi volens].”40 Acknowledging that a man could be taken to a church unwillingly, dragged to the
altar and made to partake of a sacrament against his will, he denied that one could receive
Christ’s teaching in faith without being so inclined by an uninhibited motion of his heart. If
belief were a motion of the body, it could indeed be subject to external violence, and thus “men
might be made to believe against their will.”41 Eager to emphasize the voluntariness of belief,
Augustine explained how if it is truly by an inclination of the heart that we draw near to Christ,
then assent to his word in faith must also exclude any internal pressure, even as effected in us by
God himself. The inclination to believe must arise freely through love, when we are “drawn to
Christ by delighting in his truth, his righteousness, his everlasting life and all that he is.”42
We see then that Thomas’s reference to Augustine in objection 3 (of STh II-II, q. 10, a. 8)
sets a high standard for the voluntariness of faith. The full obiectio reads as follows:
Moreover, St. Augustine says that “although many things can be done by us
unwillingly, to believe [God]43 happens only when one so wills.” But the will
cannot be forced. It seems then that unbelievers should not be compelled to the
faith.44
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In his contemporaneous exposition on John,45 Thomas discussed at greater length why faith
requires a high standard of voluntariness. Commenting, apropos of verse 6:44, that “no one
believes unless he wills to do so [credere autem nullus potest nisi volens],” Thomas adds that to
be drawn by the Father in this fashion, namely through one’s own will, cannot result from
violence (violentiam); it is not the sort of act that can be forced (cogitur).46 He thereby excludes
from the assent of faith not only the application of brute force, but also the conditional violence
of coercion, as by threats of harm one person induces another to choose a course of action that he
or she would otherwise avoid . Or to put the same point positively, faith involves not only
freedom of choice (libero arbitrium), but freedom of desire (libertas47) as well.
Thomas explains48 how constraint (violentia or coactio) can be imposed in two different
ways. In one way, a person’s ability to choose is entirely removed; one becomes the passive
recipient of action that originates wholly from an external agent. This he terms violentum
simpliciter, “being forced unqualifiedly.” In another way, a person’s ability to choose is
adversely affected, but not removed, as when someone selects an undesirable course of action in
order to avoid an evil that is perceived as even greater; this Thomas terms violentum secundum
quid, a topic he discussed under the heading of the “mixed voluntary.”49 Medieval canon lawyers
similarly drew a contrast between “absolute” and “conditional” constraint (coactio).50 In
contemporary philosophical discussions the first is ordinarily termed “compulsion,” while the
second is named “coercion.” 51
The assent of faith, itself an act of the intellect, results from a motion of the will52
oriented toward divine truth as my supreme good.53 Affection for this highest truth is the
motivating reason for the assent of faith. If this assent were to occur for a motive other than love
of God, the underlying rationale for faith would be missing, and the resulting act would not
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qualify as theological faith. Thus, I read Thomas as asserting that theological faith requires
voluntariness in the strong sense of the term:54 In choosing to believe God my heart must be
directed to the reason motivating faith – divine truth as source of my beatitude – for its own
sake.55 Should my heart be directed for some other reason, say to evade a penalty, or to secure a
temporal benefit, God’s truth will be assented to not as an end, but for the sake of something
else, and thereby will be loved only as a means.56 The condition sine qua non for theological
faith will be absent.57 On this reasoning, coercion is antithetical to the very nature of faith. Its
employment to motivate others into adopting the faith must consequently be ruled out.58 In this
respect, Thomas supports a strong doctrine of religious freedom, one that affirms the inherent
liberty of the embrace of faith. “No one can be led to the faith by violence [ad credendum vim
inferre]; it is only willingly [volentes], not despite ourselves [inviti], that we are saved,” Thomas
affirms, citing the canon De Iudaeis from the Fourth Council of Toledo (633).59

Compelling a return to faith or preventing departure
As I have already noted, the contrary position is highlighted in the sed contra of article 8
with reference to Luke 14:23:
It is written “Go out on the highways and hedges; and compel them to come in.”
Now people enter the house of God, i.e., the Holy Church, by faith. Therefore,
some ought to be compelled to the faith.60
As becomes apparent in the replies, solely people who have abandoned the faith are the intended
referent of the parable (apostate baptized Jews are mentioned in ad 2 and heretics in ad. 3). It is
they who are forced back into the Church or are prevented from leaving. Based on what seemed
the unquestionable authority of scripture, numerous medieval legal rulings asserted that
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recalcitrant Christians would rightly be coerced to remain in a faith had they had sought to leave
or forced back to faith they had abandoned.61 Canon lawyers considered this teaching definitive
and it was impossible for Thomas to ignore it. Prima facie, however, it ran counter to his settled
view that the assent of faith must remain free of coercion. To show how these two assertions, (i)
“under no condition may [infideles] be compelled to the faith” and (ii) “some [aliqui] ought to be
compelled to the faith” are not contradictory, Thomas offered the following explanation:
[T]here are those who at some time have accepted the faith, and professed it, such
as heretics and all apostates. These unbelievers should be made to undergo even
bodily compulsion, that they may fulfill what they have promised, and hold what
they at one time received.62
Key to this brief explanation is the notion of promise. Thomas’s supposition is that becoming a
Christian entails an irrevocable commitment to remain in the faith. Apostates and heretics have
reneged on this promise to God. Due to this voluntary fault (renunciation of the faith
commitment), an act that was originally free (assent to God in faith) may now be induced in
them through coercion, including threats of physical harm. Thomas leaves the explanation at
that; nowhere else to my knowledge did he return to this precise issue, so it is up to us to
reconstruct the steps in his reasoning
A clue lies in Thomas’s distinction between “acceptance” of the faith and its
“profession.” The first involves an interior act of the mind (the topic of STh II-II, q. 2, “De actu
interiori fidei”) that is not scrutable to the outward eye, hence should a promise be made at this
level it would not be known to others and its violation could not be made subject to external
penalties. Profession, however, involves the communication of one’ thought, including promises
made, by means of gestures, words, and other outward signs, a topic Thomas discussed in STh II-
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II, q. 3 “De exterior actu fidei,” where he calls the act in question confessio; it consists, he says,
“in giving outward expression to the things we hold inwardly in faith.”63 At this juncture,
Thomas makes no mention of any promise made in faith. However, in the subsequent discussion
of vows (“De voto”) in STh II-II, q. 88, a. 2, ad 1, we find him establishing a connection between
faith in God, the promise (promissio) that accompanies it, and its outward profession. The setting
for this linkage is baptism, for it is then, he says, that those receiving the sacrament (or parents
on behalf of their children) make a vow (i.e., a promise to God64) to renounce the devil’s pomps
and maintain faith in Christ (fidem Christi servare).65 Significantly, for our purposes, in the
corresponding objection Thomas again reverts again to psalm 76:11 (“Make vows to the Lord
God and keep them”66), which he had earlier referenced in STh II-II, q. 10, a. 8, ad 3 to explain
why heretics, having abandoned their promise to God, can rightly be coerced back to the faith
(“compellendi ut fidem teneant”). Reading these two passages together, we can infer that the
precise object of the said constraint is the outward profession of faith that is incumbent on us by
virtue of our baptism.67 Thomas alludes to this linkage in his treatment of apostasy in STh II-II,
q. 12. Defining “apostasy” as the act whereby a person withdraws from the faith, Thomas adds in
a. 1, ad 2, that the withdrawal in question covers not only what is “believed in the heart”
(credulitas cordis), but “the external words and deeds by which we bear witness to this inward
profession of faith.” Then, in article, 2, he explains that it is within the competency of the
Church “to pass a sentence of punishment on the unbelief of those who have received the faith.”
Thomas thereby implies that a failure to fulfill the obligations incumbent on one’s faith, or
engagement in external acts directly contrary to those obligations,68 is what the Church thus
punishes.
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At baptism we receive an indelible character that makes us permanent members of
Christ’s Church.69 Vowing ourselves to permanent fidelity, and publicly declaring such (baptism
being an external, public act), it is expected that we renew this commitment by similarly public
acts. Should we refuse to do so, the Church would be entitled to enforce, by the administration of
coercive penalties, compliance with commitments we had expressed in our baptismal vow. It is
not the internal faith act that would be coerced; rather, the precise target of this coercive action
would be faith’s expression (the “confessio” or “protestatio fidei”) in external acts, acts that
would presumably (Thomas does not provide the details) include submitting oneself to the
sacrament of penance, presenting one’s children for baptism, and so forth. On this reasoning,
there is no direct contradiction in asserting that external unbelievers should never be coerced to
the faith while at the same time affirming this may justifiably be done to internal unbelievers –
because the first assertion bears on the interior faith act and the second on its outward profession
and the promise expressed therein.70

Can a Coerced Baptism be Valid?
Thomas contrasted two different effects of baptism,71 the character on the one hand, and
grace, its “ultimate effect,” on the other. “Rectified faith” (recta fides, faith informed by charity)
is the condition sine qua non for reception of the latter; while the former can be given even
should such faith be missing. What we receive by way of grace must be free from all coercion;72
this is the conclusion Thomas drew from his meditation (via Augustin) on John 6:44. The same
does not necessarily hold for the baptismal character. Whether it could be received into a subject
who was coerced into accepting baptism (either from fear of some penalty or the prospect of a
temporal reward) is not a question Thomas directly addressed. Even apropos the special case of
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children baptized against the will of their parents – a practice Thomas expressly opposed
because it would constitute a violation of parental natural right73 – he does not say whether the
baptismal character would be conferred in such a circumstance, say should someone baptize a
Jewish child who was in danger of imminent death.74 Given this silence, it is difficult to
determine how Thomas assessed the sacramental effect of a coerced baptism.
One the one hand, the weight of his doctrine – as presented above – would suggest that
God would never infuse the baptismal character into the soul of someone who was coerced into
receiving the sacrament, because in such a circumstance the condition sine qua non of gracegiven theological faith would be absent.75 Indeed, in discussing the intention that is requite on
the part of individuals undergoing baptism (STh III, q. 68, a. 7), Thomas says that they must
intend what the Church itself intends in conferring baptism, namely spiritual regeneration (a
“new life” in Christ). Someone lacking that intention, as would appear to be the case should
one’s acceptance of baptism be coerced, could not be said to have received the sacrament with a
necessary condition; thus the baptism would not be valid and the character would not be
imprinted on the receiver’s soul. Consequently, such a person could not be bound to observe the
obligations resulting from a baptismal vow that was not validly made.
On the other hand, based on the Toledan canon De Iudaeis, medieval canon lawyers
generally held that a coerced baptism could be valid, such that the receiver would be considered
a Christian and held accountable for the attendant obligations. We thus read in Gratian’s
Decretum that
Jews are not to be forced into the faith [ad fidem cogendi]; although even if they
accept it unwillingly [quam tamen si inuiti susceperint], they must be forced to
retain it [cogendi sunt retinere]. Whence in the Fourth Toledan Council it was
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enacted: Just as Jews are not forced into the faith [ad fidem cogendi], so too once
converted, they are not permitted to withdraw.76
Continued profession of faith could thus be forced on recalcitrant Christians by the relevant
authorities. Taken at face value, this canon seems contradictory, insofar as it both denies and
affirms the validity of coerced conversion (although this inconsistency is somewhat concealed by
the use of two different terms, cogendi and inuiti). However, contradiction would formally be
obviated if cogendi is understood as referring to compulsion and inuiti to coercion. The sense
would then be that anyone physically forced into baptism, such that their free will was entirely
removed, would be compelled, and in this case the baptism would be invalid and no obligations
would flow from it. By contrast, someone induced to baptism by fear of a temporal penalty (or
prospect of a reward) would not thereby lose their capacity for free choice, although their liberty
would be reduced. Such a baptism would be valid and the requisite obligations would retain.
This was how some canon lawyers interpreted this passage.77 Undoubtedly aware of this legal
determination on the validity of coerced (in contrast to physically compelled) baptism,78 Aquinas
would have had to take it into account; he generally recognized that Church practice, including
influential legal rulings, provided a framework for theological inquiry and would set boundaries
on what could be theologically affirmed.
As we have seen, Thomas rejected the supposition that embrace of the Christian faith
could be compatible with coercion, insofar as not just free will, but libertas also, he deemed
essential to the act of faith. In his eyes, would this implication obtain for the reception of baptism
as well? Jennifer Hart Weed maintains that it does. As evidence, she notes how Thomas, when
referring to De Iudaeis in STh II-II, q. 10, a. 8, ad 2, omitted inclusion of the phrase quam… si
inuiti susceperint (“even if they accept it unwillingly”) and instead retained the general point that
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Jews who at one time had embraced the faith would be bound to keep it.79 Nonetheless, to my
mind, this omission does not entirely settle the question at hand; in this Summa passage Thomas
had for task to explain the inner act of theological faith; baptism he would address later in the
Tertia pars. At the relevant juncture (q. 68, aa. 8-9), we find him opening a space between the
condition needed for valid reception of the sacrament (which would imply an imprint of the
baptismal character) and the prerequisite for donation of salvific grace via baptism. As to the
first, receiving the sacrament with the intent of procuring spiritual renovation would be
sufficient; for the second, formed faith (recta fides) is required. Could the first be compatible
would some measure of fear- (or reward-) induced pressure, while the second obviously would
not? If one adopts a minimal reading of “intending what the Church intends in baptizing”, on a
par with the way Thomas describes the intention needed for administering the sacrament (in
extremis even an unbaptized person could validly perform the baptismal rite – STh III, q. 67, a.
5), then its reception would not be wholly incompatible with coercion, and the sacrament would
be validly (but perhaps not licitly) conferred.
During Thomas’s second Parisian regency, King Louis IX of France “ordered the
attendance of Jews at evangelistic sermons preached by Pablo Christiani, a Dominican and
former Jew.”80 Had some conversions followed, it would not be correct to say they happened
wholly without coercion. It is difficult to parse Thomas’s settled view on this matter of coerced
(versus compelled) baptism. I read him as fundamentally opposing such a practice (in its
different forms) as it was incompatible with the view he had formed of theological faith. But
inversely, he could not overtly reject the Church practice (reflected in the position of mainstream
canon lawyers) that allowed for the validity of coerced baptisms. This, I conjecture, led him to
introduce (in aa. 8-9 of q. 68) the distinction between reception of the character, on the one side,
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and reception of salvific grace, on the other, so as to create a small (albeit reluctant) opening for
the prevailing practice, which enjoyed the support of ecclesial law.
Finally, and apropos of forced evangelizing (e.g. compulsory attendance at sermons),
Thomas did show some reserve toward Augustine’s view that such coercion can have a salutary
effect on unbelievers, by breaking down barriers that impede the interior assent of faith.81 For
Augustine, it is not that fear itself will elicit in us divine belief (based on John 6: 24, Augustine
admits this is impossible). Rather, under the fear of threatened harm, our dispositions for error
are eroded so that subsequently we become able – presuming God’s light is offered – “to hold
willingly what one formerly denied.”82 Thomas alludes to this conception in STh II-II, q. 10, a. 8,
ad 3 (citing Augustine’s Letter 185 to Boniface83): “they [the Donatists] should remember that
“Christ at first compelled Paul and afterwards taught him.” But Thomas makes no reference to
this supposedly beneficial impact of fear in the corresponding responsio. Instead, returning to
this issue later in the same quaestio, he cautions against this procedure, not only as employed
against pagans, but against heretics as well. It is better, he suggests, to let them perform their
rites, “so that [left unmolested] they might gradually be converted to the faith.”84 Later, speaking
about schismatics, he similarly comments that “coercive penalties of the secular arm
[coercionem branchi saecularis]” should be employed against them only as a last resort, after
other, less repressive measures (excommunication is mentioned) have been tried but failed.85

Freedom to defend Christians whose faith is under attack
This far, I have examined how Aquinas conceptualized the freedom unbelievers ad extra
enjoy in entering the Christian faith and the freedom denied unbelievers ad intra who wish to
depart from it. The responsio to art. 8 alludes, in addition, to a third mode of freedom, namely an
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entitlement – possessed by Christians – to defend the practice of their faith against unbelievers
who would actively oppose it. Thomas presents this entitlement immediately after the first
sentence of the responsio, where he had affirmed that coercing external unbelievers into the faith
is wholly impermissible. Having said this, he proceeds to explain how these same unbelievers
may nonetheless
be compelled by the faithful, if it be possible to do so, that they do not impede
[impediant] the faith by their blasphemies [blasphemiis], evil persuasions [malis
persuasionibus], or open persecutions [apertis persecutionibus]. It is for this reason that
Christ’s faithful often wage war on unbelievers [contra infideles bellum movent], not
indeed for the purpose of forcing them to believe [ad credendum cogant], because even if
they were to conquer them and take them prisoner, their liberty to believe
[libertate…credere] would remain, if that is what they desire; rather [such war is waged]
in order to constrain them from impeding the faith of Christ [eos compellent ne fidem
Christi impediant].86
This passage includes an affirmation and a denial. Thomas affirms that Christians are entitled to
wage war against external unbelievers87 for three reasons: (i) to repel physical attacks that these
unbelievers direct against Christians; (ii) to curtail derogatory speech about Christianity, and (iii)
to counter attempts at getting Christians to abandon their faith and adopt a new one. Thomas
underscores how this justified warfare against unbelievers is defensive in character. He
consequently denies that its purpose is to convert pagans to Christianity. As evidence that such
warfare is not animated by proselytizing zeal, Thomas notes that unbelievers will be allowed to
retain their religious practices (“freedom of belief”) in the event they are taken captive. He
underscores nonetheless that this warfare has a religious purpose: to prevent unbelievers from
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actively undermining adherence to and promulgation of the Christian religion (at this juncture no
mention is made of just war (bellum iustum) to defend the civil polity from attack88). Although
Muslim rulers are not here named, the passage appears to be directed against them; it was a
widespread conviction among Latin Christians that these rulers were aggressively seeking to
expand the scope of their faith community, especially in the Levant, by compelling vulnerable
Christians to embrace Islam.89
One author has objected to the “almost unlimited permission to fight infidels”90 that is
implied by the conception of defensive warfare that Thomas outlined in the passage above.
Indeed, beyond asserting that Christians can come to the aid of their brethren who suffer from
the armed onslaught of unbelievers, Thomas also makes provision for warfare against
unbelievers who blaspheme against Christianity or proselytize on behalf of their own religious
law. Regarding the first, in a related quodlibetal question,91 he cites the story of Jesus and
Beelzebul (“blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven,” Matt 12: 22-32) to explain that
although Jesus did not resist injury to his humanity (Matt 5:39), he refused to tolerate verbal or
symbolic offenses directed against his divinity – with the implication that Gospel teaching allows
and even requires Christians to counter, by arms if necessary, speech deemed injurious to God’s
transcendence. Regarding proselytization on behalf of another religion, Thomas cautioned that
unbelievers should be prohibited from regular interaction with uneducated Christian folk
(simplices, whose faith he describes as “feeble” –infirmi in fide) precisely to guard against such
an eventuality. Close friendship between unbelievers and these simplices was thought by Thomas
to be especially dangerous, as the latter might easily succumb to the false teachings of the former
(q. 10, a. 9).92
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Judged from the perspective of contemporary human rights law, Thomas’s endorsement
of restrictions on the speech of non-Christians and the corresponding liberty of Christians to
counter – even to the point of using armed force – perceived violations of these restrictions,
cannot but seem excessive.93 A related flaw would be the unilateral character of the penalties
involved: Christians (presumably persons in authority, but Thomas does not elaborate
specifically on this issue) were entitled to repress the blasphemies and proselytizing of their nonChristian counterparts, but the reverse would not hold. For instance, should an unbeliever acquire
dominium or other authority over Christians, he would not be entitled to proselytize them or to
repress their speech in the event he deemed it blasphemous vis-à-vis his religious law. Indeed, it
was to prevent proselytization on behalf of alien faiths that the medieval Church forbade
unbelievers to acquire authority over the Christian faithful.94 Even when the dominium of
unbelievers over the Christian faithful was pre-existing of long date, and thus allowable by
natural right, it could still be overturned by Church decree if the faith of Christians was thought
to be at risk. Thomas’s rationale was this: “dominium (dominium) and authority (praelatio) are
of human right (ex iure humano), while the distinction between believers and unbelievers
[fidelium et infidelium] is of divine right [ex iure divino].”95 Should a conflict emerge between
these two orders of law, divine right must take precedence. On this basis, vis-à-vis unbelievers
residing in Christian polities, there would be a strong presumption against letting them exercise
authority over the faithful. Decrees canceling such authority would be the norm. De jure, in areas
lying outside the temporal jurisdiction of the Church, such decrees could still be issued but given
the scandal that would likely result (and presumably the difficulty in exercising such a right),
Thomas concedes this should rarely be done. 96
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III. VITORIA
Francisco de Victoria’s most cited treatment of religious coercion is undoubtedly his De
Indiis (On the American Indians) that he prepared for the academic year 1537-8 (but not
delivered until early 1539). Writing apropos of STh II-II, q. 10, a. 12 (“whether the children of
Jews and other unbelievers are to be baptized against the wishes of their parents”), it is this
relectio that mainly accounts for Vitoria’s reputation as a stanch advocate for freedom of
religion. Hypothetically, he speculates, should it be demonstrated that the Christian faith had
adequately been proposed to the native Americans, and they manifested obstinacy (mortal sin) in
rejecting it, even then, on this ground alone, there would be no just cause to use force against
them. In support, Vitoria repeats Aquinas’s assertion that “belief is a matter of the will.”
Aristotle’s point that fear diminishes voluntariness is further advanced to explain how coercion
(not just compulsion) is incompatible with faith: “To come to the mysteries and sacraments of
Christ merely out of servile fear would be sacrilege.” “War,” he adds for emphasis, “is no
argument for the Christian faith,” for, should it be waged for this purpose, the infidels would be
moved not “to believe, but only to pretend that they believe and accept the Christian faith.” This,
he concludes “would be monstrous and sacrilegious.”97 “[D]ifference of religion cannot be a
cause of war” was how Vitoria famously summed up this line of argumentation in his companion
relectio on the law of war (De iure belli).98
If we turn, however, to Vitoria’s earlier lectures on STh II-II, q. 10, delivered in the
academic year 1534-5,99 a somewhat different picture emerges. Commenting on article 8,
“Whether unbelievers should be compelled to the faith,” Vitoria does not limit himself to the
special case of Jews and gentiles (including Muslims) in Africa, America, or other remote places
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far from Christendom; he also examined the problem of forcible conversion in relation to
unbelievers residing on Christian lands.
Vitoria opens his investigation with the proposition, inherited from Church teaching, that
Jews and gentiles may not be coerced into the faith. He begins by observing that the New
Testament offers little direct guidance on this question:
[B]y what law is it prohibited to forcibly convert unbelievers [quo iure sit
prohibitum compellere infideles ad fidem]? … I conclude that it is prohibited by
divine law. [But] a doubt arises as to where the prohibition may be found. Not in
Scripture, because if it was there St. Thomas would have cited it among his
authorities, being a most careful researcher in this respect. I reply that this is not
stated clearly in the authoritative sources… although there are some passages
from which this prohibition may perhaps be inferred [elicitor].100
In the absence of an unequivocal Scriptural statement prohibiting forced conversion, Vitoria asks
whether this practice should be prohibited principally by reason of its negative consequences,
chiefly the social unrest and dissimulation it would provoke. But as arguments based solely on
side-effect harms are rarely decisive, he proceeds to list some plausible counter arguments
justifying such coercion. Scotus’s discussion of forcible child baptism is cited in this connection,
as it provided Vitoria with a well-known foil from which to elucidate his own position.101
Referring to Sisebut (king of the Visigoths from 612 until his death), popularly regarded as “a
most pious prince,” who had ordered the conversion of the Jews under threat of the lash, Scotus
maintains that despite the Toledan Council’s subsequent revocation of the king’s decree, it
should not thereby be inferred that all use of force to compel conversion is inherently wrong. The
prohibition of De Iudaeis was framed, he suggests, in view of the negative consequences that
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ordinarily issue from attempts at compelling conversion. If a way could be found to eliminate
these side-effect harms, say by introducing precautionary measures, then the manifest good of
bringing someone to the faith, thereby saving them from spiritual suicide, would justify an
imposition of moderate force to that end. A doctor does no harm in compelling a patient to take
medicine for his own good; ignorant of its beneficial effect, the patient might not want the
medicine at first, in this sense his reception of it is involuntary, but because he more
fundamentally desires health, ultimately his reception of the medicine must be counted as
voluntary. In matters of faith, the prince has a function parallel to that of a physician.102 Like the
pious king Sisebut, Christian princes have authority to enact laws for the common good even
with respect to religious observances (materia religionis). Thus, Scotus concludes, Christian
princes may licitly compel acceptance of the faith, provided one can foresee that feigned
conversations and similar wrongs do not result. Far from being wrong, the practice would then
be licit and even desirable.103
Having presented Scotus’s position, Vitoria advances his own determination on the
liceity of religious coercion. He begins by distinguishing between unbelievers who live in a
Christian commonwealth and are subjects of its prince, from unbelievers who live outside of its
boundaries.104 Fear and threats, Vitoria argues, may not be used against unbelievers residing on
their own lands, as an application of the said coercion will be illicit in the absence of any proper
jurisdiction. A Christian king would have no more authority to compel these unbelievers to
religious observance than a private citizen would have over his own compatriots.105
To the claim that refusal to accept the Christian faith, itself a mortal sin, would
necessarily be opposed to natural law, Vitoria replies that while this is de jure true, it nonetheless
does not follow that a Christian prince, or even the pope, would be entitled to punish such a
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violation.106 Only those sins against nature that directly cause harm to innocent human beings,
cannibalism or euthanasia of the old and senile, for instance, may be sanctioned by whomsoever
is able; but disbelief in the Christian message is not of this sort. In and of itself this does injury
solely to the unbeliever (and to those who are an extension of himself, namely his offspring).107
And to the claim that God used force in converting St. Paul (casting him to the ground and
blinding him), so likewise should we Christians do this to pagan unbelievers for their own good,
Vitoria responds: “it is not licit for us to do all that God is permitted to do, because we are not
masters of humankind as Christ is…. He could have left this power to the Church but he did
not.” At any event, he affirms that the antecedent is false; it was not intimidation (terroribus) that
made Paul believe but divine inspiration (inspiratione divina), something we are powerless to
effect in another.108 Finally, to the contention that unbelievers “blaspheme continually” (in
professing a religious law that is incompatible with Christianity) – hence even unbelievers who
live abroad must be compelled to abandon religious practices that contradict the Christian faith –
Vitoria explains that forcible measures are justifiable as defense only when the said blasphemies
cause us actual harm, say “if they [infidel blasphemers] were to send us a letter full of injuries.”
“But,” he continues, “if they keep their blasphemies to themselves, we cannot use this alone as
grounds for declaring war against them.”109 In sum, the prohibition against using force to compel
conversion holds unqualifiedly vis-à-vis unbelievers who live on their own lands outside of
Christian jurisdiction. At the limit, Vitoria acknowledges that their idols may in principle be
destroyed, but this cannot have for chief object to make them convert.110
By contrast, regarding those unbelievers who reside within the confines of Christendom
(for instance Muslims remaining in Spain after the Reconquista, or Jews before their expulsion),
Vitoria shows how the received teaching on permissible religious coercion was considerably
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more relaxed. This, he indicates, was the context for Scotus’s discussion of the forcible baptism
of children. Vitoria’s argument is oriented around two main claims.
First, he denies that it is inherently wrong (intrinsice malum) for princes to coerce
unbelievers who are their own subjects. Unlike perjuring an oath, which is always prohibited,
bringing pressure to bear on unbelievers so they are induced to accept the faith “is not so evil that
it cannot sometimes be a good deed.”111 In other words, “it is not by definition so evil as to
involve an inevitable breach of charity towards God or one’s neighbor.”112 The accretion of new
members to the Church clearly serves God’s interest, and likewise this is beneficial to the
neighbor, who is given access to the sacraments and a pathway to eternal life. In sum, “to compel
these unbelievers to the faith is itself licit, or at the very least is not illicit”113 – hence the burden
of proof rests with those who would maintain otherwise. In this respect Vitoria agrees with
Scotus. Vitoria thereby argues that various forms of indirect coercion (indirecte compelli
infideles) will, in principle, be justifiable, say the imposition of “taxes and levies by which [as a
beneficial side-effect] they may be encouraged to become converts to the faith.”114 Forcible exile
is likewise mentioned, if Saracens for instance “pose a probable threat of subverting the
faithful…[for in this case] even if [the king] knows that it may induce them to be converted to
the faith, they are not thereby forced to convert,” 115 as they remain free to opt for exile.
Second, Vitoria argues that even if indirect coercion in matters of faith is not evil per se,
it nonetheless can be expected to generate wrongful side-effects. Vitoria has in mind here the sort
of preparatory coercion that had approvingly been discussed by Augustine. On this
understanding, coercion can indirectly foster belief by removing earthly attachments (for
instance attachment to my social group) that left in place might disincentivize the embrace of
faith. Following Aquinas, Vitoria seems to think that the imposition of these and similar coercive
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strategies, even by legitimate rulers over their own subjects, will usually backfire. The negative
consequences will ordinarily outweigh the positive benefits. Feigned conversions will result, and
even worse, hearts will be hardened against the Christian faith. This does not inevitably happen,
but all too often does.116 For Vitoria, these “undesirable consequences (inconvenientia)… are
confirmed by experience… [as] Saracens never become Christians.”117
It is at this juncture that Vitoria disagrees with Scotus. The latter (like Augustine before
him) seemed more sanguine that the negative consequences of coercive stratagems in favor of
faith could be avoided so that the positive impacts would predominate. Taking his lead from
Aquinas, Vitoria views the prospect of this outcome as both uncertain and unlikely, hence there
exists a presumption against it: “The rule which Scotus sets up against St. Thomas is, if you like,
the exception to St. Thomas’ rule,”118 and as confirmation Vitoria notes how Church practice
from its earliest days militates in favor of the viewpoint endorsed by Aquinas. This
notwithstanding, Vitoria is willing to concede that should an effective method be found to
circumvent the said inconvenientia, “it will be licit” to adopt these coercive stratagems, “as
Scotus says.”119 In the last analysis then, Vitoria offers only a pragmatic, not a principled,
argument against their usage. Here we do not encounter an unalienable right to religious
freedom, as it is standardly understood today.
It remains to be explained why Vitoria thought unbelievers within Christendom could
allowably be made targets of religious coercion in a way that unbelievers on the outside could
not. Why should this distinction be relevant to the matter at hand? The main reason, which
Vitoria shared with his theological contemporaries and virtually all medieval thinkers before
them, was that civil society should not be conceptualized as existing in an order apart from faith.
Temporal authority might be of a different order than spiritual authority, princes should be
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differentiated from bishops, the emperor from a pope, but where Christians live together they
form one body, a body that maintains its essential unity amid the diversity of functions:
[T]he civil and spiritual commonweaths [respublicae] cannot be made into two
bodies, but only one…. In a single body everything is connected and subordinated
to one another, the less noble parts existing for the more noble. So too in the
Christian commonwealth, all offices, purposes, and powers are subordinated and
interconnected…. [T]emporal things exist for spiritual ones, and depend on
them.120
On this picture, when Christians form a majority in a land they constitute a Christian nation, and
such a nation must be organized with a shared faith at its core. To contest this faith, or not to
participate in it publicly, imperils the unity of the social body. Unbelievers represent an everpresent danger to that unity, thus, whenever feasible, measures should be adopted to draw them
into the faith, under the premise that it is a condition sine qua non of civic unity.121 It is for this
reason, Vitoria concludes, that “…Christian princes may compel their own subjects not only in
civil matters (materia civili), but also in religious (materia religionis) ones; in these matters the
commonwealth (respublica) holds authority over its own subjects by natural right, and the prince
has the same authority over his subjects, be they pagans or not.”122 On this account, opposition to
Christianity would constitute a sin, not only against theological faith and charity, but also against
the unity of temporal polity and the obligations of natural justice we bear in its regard. When
Christian faith is considered integral to the temporal order, opposition to it is tantamount to
sedition.
IV SUAREZ
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Writing at the beginning of the seventeenth century, Francisco Suarez123 adopted
Aquinas’s tripartite distinction (discussed above) between (i) unbelievers raised in families that
had never received the Christian faith but showed it no hostility, (ii) unbelievers who sought to
impede Christian belief and practice, and (iii) Christian apostates and heretics. Suarez
endeavored to explain how force could be applied for religious ends, most narrowly in relation to
unbelievers in the first category, with considerably broader scope vis-à-vis unbelievers in the
second, and with widest impunity vis-à-vis those in the third. This last category was relatively
unproblematic for Suarez because he viewed it along the lines of Aquinas as reducible to
enforcement of the moral and legal obligation to keep one’s baptismal promises and the
membership in Christ’s Church this was thought to entail. And if an entire community
abandoned this commitment, as Catholics thought had happened in the early days of the
Reformation, it could become the target of justified war.124
Regarding unbelievers who lived outside the confines of Christendom, no force should be
used to compel them into the faith.125 This restriction held even if these infidels had been
adequately exposed, through missionary preaching, to the tenets of Christianity. Nor, for that
matter, should they be forced to give Christianity a hearing, say by being compelled to attend
sessions in which missionaries would instruct them in the basics of the faith. Against some
theologians (John Major [1469-1650] is cited) who had argued that as Jesus said “teach ye all
nations” (Matthew 28:19), the Church was entitled to back up this precept by force, Suarez
maintained that the Church had jurisdiction solely over those who had already accepted (by their
own free volition or those of their parents) the faith, and by this manner alone could they
become its subjects. The unbaptized living on their own lands could thus ignore the preaching of
missionaries without incurring any penalty. And even should they lend an ear to Gospel

32

preaching, but subsequently refuse to heed its message, their hardness of heart, while counted a
sin (and a grave one at that) should nonetheless not fall under civil sanction.126
By the same token, infidels living in their own polities could not justifiably be forced to
give up their religious rituals, even if these were manifestly idolatrous.127 Likewise against John
Major who had argued that “offense to God” would warrant the suppression of pagan rites,128
Suarez asserted that such jurisdiction was lacking on the part of Christian rulers. The one
exception would be a situation in which the rites in question would involve manifest harm done
to innocent members of the pagan community, as for instance the practice of human sacrifice.
This could be stopped by Christian outsiders, not because it was opposed to true religion, but
solely on grounds of justice.129 Under such an eventuality, “it is allowable to use force in order
that [those carrying out such rites] may be prevented from sacrificing enfants to their gods.”130
Enunciating an early version of what today is called “humanitarian intervention,” Suarez affirms
that engaging in such a just war was not only “permissible in the order of charity,” but was a
“positive duty” (preceptum est) for those princes able to carry it out.131
Unbelievers living outside of Christendom were immune from outside religious
interference, provided they refrained from interfering with the religious activities of Christians
who might be residing in their midst. Should infidel rulers prohibit Christian missionary activity,
for instance, this could justify armed intervention by Christian princes, themselves acting under
the behest of the pope, spiritual leader of Christendom.132 Similarly, if an infidel ruler actively
sought to dissuade Christians living in his polity from adhering to their beliefs (“dragging them
into error or compelling them to desert their faith”), or prevented them from practicing their
rituals, a Christian ruler would be entitled to intervene (have “just ground for war”) on their
behalf.133 Suarez does not, however, believe that this rationale for armed intervention would be

33

equally available to infidel rulers who wished to protect their co-religionists from similar
restrictions in foreign lands. To cite his example, a Turkish emir would not have a right to wage
war against a pagan ruler who refused to let his subjects convert to Islam. Suarez explains
himself thus: “to prevent the acceptance of the law of Christ does indeed involve grievous
injustice and harm, whereas there is no injury at all in prohibiting the acceptance of another
[religious] law.”134 The harm in question is directed at a vital function the Catholic Church,
namely to spread the Gospel message through the whole world.135 Suarez takes as a given that
the Church is a supernatural society directly mandated by God; for this reason, the Church is
uniquely entitled, indeed “has a right [habet ius]” to receive the armed protection of Christian
princes.136 This is a religious prerogative not possessed by other communities of believers and
their leaders. In this respect Suarez articulates a Christian exceptionalism.
Regarding non-believers who dwell within Christian polities, Suarez thinks that some
measure of religious coercion will be apposite.137 He takes care to explain that this intrusion must
be justified on political rather than religious grounds, for, as we have seen, neither the popes and
bishops, nor by extension Christian princes, have any spiritual jurisdiction over unbelievers. So
whatever jurisdiction the former might have over the latter, must be grounded in something other
than the unbelievers’ condition of unbelief. This jurisdiction Suarez locates in the special role of
Christian princes, who have among their chief tasks the maintenance of peace and security
within their kingdoms. Such peace and security will be maintained only when virtue is fostered
within the populace. But this in turn requires that due homage be paid to God, as recognition of
God’s rulership over humanity is the chief source of virtue. On this basis Suarez argues that in
every human polity that is well governed, care must be taken to enable the subjects to choose the
true religion and the worship of god.138 This task is not inherently spiritual; rather it proceeds
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from the temporal power of princes and as such is directed to a natural (not supernatural) end:
“preserving the peace of the polity, natural justice, and the goodness appropriate to it.”139
Having postulated this principle, Suarez deduces four implications:
First, although unbelievers living in a Christian polity can never directly be compelled to
adopt the Christian faith, they can nonetheless be forced (cogere) to give this faith a hearing.140
Attending instructional sessions taught by Christian preachers can be made mandatory, with civil
penalties imposed for refusal.
Second, although no one can directly be forced to embrace the faith upon hearing it
adequately presented, as members of a civil polity (membra reipublicae civilis) that is governed
by a Christian prince, unbelievers may justifiably be subjected to indirect forms of coercion
(coactione indirecta). Coercion is indirect when a burden or penalty is imposed for one reason,
but with the awareness that a beneficial side-effect will likely follow.141 Suarez notes, for
instance, that a Christian prince has the authority to expel unbelievers from his kingdom if their
presence were deemed dangerous to the faithful (similarly, unbelievers conquered in a just war
and whose lands were annexed may rightly be punished by exile).142 By the same token, burdens
such as proportionately higher taxes can be levied against resident unbelievers.143 In either case,
the burden or penalty could rightly be waived should the unbeliever agree to convert. While
hoping for this beneficial outcome, the prince is not entitled to impose the said burden solely in
view of it; to be justifiable the burden must be imposed for a reason other than promotion of the
unbeliever’s conversion. In Suarez’s eyes, this indirect coercion will be warranted only when the
one exercising the coercion (i.e., the prince) has jurisdiction to impose the said burden, the
burden is applied within the bounds of justice (not to excess), and precautions are taken so that
feigned conversions do not result.144
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Third, when it is a matter no longer of internal belief, but of external religious practice,
Suarez maintains that various restrictions can justifiably be imposed on unbelievers living within
a Christian polity. The prince can legitimately outlaw pagan rites, especially when they involve
the public worship of idols. Suarez cites in this connection the practice of illustrious rulers such
as the Emperors Constantine and Theodosius, who ordered the closure or destruction of pagan
temples.145 Suarez adds that only princes are entitled to exercise such coercion; private
individuals lack the proper jurisdiction.146
Fourth, Suarez explains how a special status must be accorded to the rites of Jews and
Muslims. Even though these rites are contrary to the Christian faith, they should nonetheless be
allowed within a Christian commonwealth due to their monotheistic orientation, which is in
keeping with the moral content of the natural law.147 Given this foundation in natural law, Jewish
and Muslim rites cannot be assessed as inherently wrongful (in contrast to the idolatry of
pagans), and Christian princes have no legitimate authority to exclude these rites from the
commonwealth. Any such attempt would amount to impermissible direct coercion. But because
these rites are inconsistent with fundamental Christian doctrine (for instance as with Jewish
rituals that signify a messiah who is still to come148), in a Christian polity restrictions ought to be
placed on them. Suarez mentions how no new synagogues (or mosques, presumably) are to be
built, none should be located in close proximity to Christian churches, any such edifices that
have been converted to churches should not be restored to their previous use (and if an injustice
has occurred the loss must be made good in some other way), and that major celebrations such as
the Passover feast must be held in private, so as not to diminish the honor of the Christian
religion. And “Jews may be required to wear an outward sign so that they are externally
distinguished from the Christian faithful.”149
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CONCLUSION
In the preceding pages I have sought to show how Aquinas’s strong affirmation of religious
freedom – with respect to the inner act of believing, where libertas is unconditionally required –
was limited to a narrow band of application. Individuals who wished to depart from the Christian
faith (after having previously embraced it) were prohibited from doing so. And those who chose
to remain outside of that faith – pagans, Jews, and Muslims – could adhere to their own religious
practices solely if they observed a set of restrictions. Christians enjoyed a correspondingly wide
freedom in opposing perceived violations, especially vis-à-vis those unbelievers who lived
within the boundaries of Christendom. Vitoria and Suarez outlined these restrictions in abundant
detail and were not shy in explaining the forcible measures that Christian rulers could undertake
against transgressions.
Aquinas’s contemporary disciples accordingly face a quandary. If we seek support in his
teaching for a right of religious freedom – along the lines of Dignitatis Humanae – we can either
downplay the aspects of his teaching that cut against it or offer some account of how the
affirmation of this right can be detached from the restrictions he placed on it. Thomas Pink
provides an example of the former approach. Arguing for the applicability today of “the
underlying doctrinal basis for the Church’s previous use of the coercive services of the state”150
as had been theorized by Suarez, Pink focuses on measures of “soft” coercion
(excommunication, removal from office, restrictions on movement, etc.).151 By the same token
he downplays the harsher measures, including capital punishment of heretics, forced exile, the
placement of restrictions on public worship by Judaism and other “practitioners of false
religions” (p. 104), the punishment of “disrespect shown by non-Christians for Christ,”152 and
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war for the protection of missionaries, all measures that, as we have seen, were actively
promoted by Suarez for the defense of faith.153 Pink mentions these measures in passing as
though they were regrettable exceptions of a benign policy to “protect the public space of the
Christian religion.”154 He speaks as though these measures were only contingently related to
Suarez’s theory of Church-directed coercion but offers no explanation of why this might be so.
Mary Keys takes the opposite tack in arguing that Aquinas’s acceptance of coercive
measures – against heretics and others who deviate from the true path of faith – was inconsistent
with his wider teaching and should have been rejected by him. She attributes this failure not so
much to a lack of objective resources, but to an uncharacteristic lack of intellectual humility.
Thomas’s understanding of the special epistemic status of faith should have enabled him to
realize that given the subjective uncertainty of faith as assent to supernatural mysteries
transcending the capacity of the human mind, “it would be most incongruous to employ human
law and authority in punishing lapses of faith.”155 Instead, Aquinas gave way to an “unchecked
spiritedness” that led him “to endorse in unusually immoderate terms an unjust and unwise
ecclesial-political policy.”156 However, rather than follow this conclusion, it would be more
accurate to say that given the epistemic status of theological faith – objectively most certain as it
is directly rooted in God’s self-revelation, but subjectively uncertain, because no created mind
can naturally know (thus have direct evidence of) supernatural truths157 – Thomas was led to
endorse coercive measures as a means to protect the ordinary faithful from the vulnerabilities
attendant upon this epistemic condition. On this reasoning, contact with unbelievers could easily
foment doubt on matters of belief, thus the precaution of quarantining these unbelievers, and
when necessary purging them from the society of Christian believers. Had Thomas lived in an
age such as ours, when education (including religious instruction) is vastly more accessible than
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in previous periods, he might have entertained alternative routes toward protecting faith from the
corrosive impact of ambient error.
Instead of speculating about the subjective dimensions of Aquinas’s thought on coercion,
Charles Journet proposed a structural explanation for the restrictions that Thomas (and by
extension his scholastic followers) had placed on his otherwise strong affirmation of religious
freedom. In an address given at Vatican II in the closing debates on Dignitatis Humanae,158
Journet explained how, from the time of Constantine and for many centuries forward, Church
leaders reverted to the “secular arm” in order to assure religious conformity. Heavy means of
coercion, including war, were utilized to this end. This was done under the rationale that shared
faith was inherent to the unity of the temporal order, whenever Christians lived together in
organized political communities. Deviation in matters of faith was an existential threat to civic
peace and had to be suppressed accordingly, or the dissolution of temporal society would
inevitably result. This linkage between shared faith and civic order was an unquestioned
assumption throughout the medieval period and beyond. It was only in late-modernity that
Catholic theology started to conceptualize other possible foundations for civic order, and with
them new ways of bringing faith to bear in the temporal order. Faith is still required for the right
direction of society, but on this new conception it is no longer deemed a prerequisite for unity in
civic sphere, nor a fortiori a condition for full membership in the temporal polity. Freed of its
constitutive political role, faith no longer requires the support of coercive means as supplied by
the state. Christians must still oppose error in matters of faith and morals, but henceforth they
must do so by persuasion, using “arms of light,” not “arms of war.”159
Space constraints do not allow for further elaboration on Journet’s account of the
limitations that were placed on religious freedom within the context of “sacral Christendom,” or
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his explanation as to why these limitations can be shed today without endangering the
“subordination of temporal to spiritual affairs,” under the guidance of the Church.160 This is a
promising line of analysis that merits closer examination.161
Finally, if we assess Thomas’s endorsement of special restrictions on unbelievers by
reference to the law applicable in his own day, it will appear in a much more moderate light. His
writing on this topic closely reflects the teaching of Innocent IV (pope 1243–1254), who had
sought to undercut the view, prominently defended by Henry of Susa (better known by his
nickname “Hostiensis,” who lived 1200–1271), that the exercise of dominium flows from the
Christian faith such that unbelievers possess no entitlement to self-rule or ownership of land. On
the Hostinian account, a Christian prince was thus entitled to wage war against unbelievers, not
because of any specific wrong they had committed, but simply to counter their condition of
unbelief. By contrast, acknowledging that “infidels should not be forced to accept the faith,
since everyone’s free will is to be respected,” Innocent argued that by natural right “dominium
and jurisdiction is permitted to infidels,” hence Christians were prohibited from waging war on
them except in instances where unbelievers had unjustly done prior harm on Christians. And
only under circumstances of “extreme necessity” could these infidel rulers be lawfully removed
from their dominium over Christians; otherwise short of “extreme danger to Christians” or “great
offense” done by these unbelievers, “the pope ought to put up with them insofar as he can.”
Alongside physical attacks on Christian faithful, the offenses in question would include refusal to
admit preachers of the Gospel or other actions that might otherwise impede the practice and
expression of the faith. Innocent nonetheless denied that a condition of positive reciprocity with
Muslims whould hold: the pope, he wrote, should not be willing to “accept those who want to
preach the law of Mohammad… for “they are in error and we follow the path of truth.”162
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Writing as a theologian, Thomas did not take it as his task to frame laws relevant to the
Church’s exercise of jurisdiction over (and on behalf of) the faithful. In this domain he sought
merely to select the most reliable sources (hence his preference for Innocent IV over
Hostiensis163) and to explore the theological implications. It would be an anachronism to expect
otherwise of him, as though – on matters such as punishment of heresy or restrictions on nonChristians – he could operate wholly outside the legal framework of his day. By the same token,
were Thomas writing today, he would surely amend the social and political aspects of his
theology to fit the new expectations of our age and the underlying legal codes, civil and ecclesial,
that have accordingly emerged.164
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