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promptly arrested him. An account of his trial
in October 298 records the following
exchange between the judge Agricolanus and
Marcellus:

Agricolanus: “Did you say the things that
are recorded in the prefect’s report?” 

Marcellus: “Yes, I did.”
Agricolanus: “You held the military rank of

centurion, first class?”
Marcellus: “Yes,”
Agricolanus: “What madness possessed you

to throw down the symbols of your military
oath and to say the things you did?” 

Marcellus: “No madness possesses those
who fear the Lord.” 

Agricolanus: “Then you did say all those
things that are set down in the prefect’s
report?” 

Marcellus: “Yes, I said them.”
Agricolanus: “You threw down your

weapons?”
Marcellus: “Yes, I did. For it is not fitting

that a Christian, who fights for Christ his
Lord, should fight for the armies of this
world.”

Agricolanus: “What Marcellus has done
merits punishment according to military
rules. And so, whereas Marcellus, who held
the rank of centurion, first class, has con-
fessed that he has disgraced himself by pub-
licly renouncing his military oath, … I hereby
sentence him to death by the sword.”

Marcellus (being led out to execution):
“Agricolanus, may God reward you.”

There is debate among scholars about why
many Christians in the first centuries refused
to serve in the military. Was it because Jesus
said we should love our enemies? Was it the
biblical injunction against killing? Was it
because at the summit of the military hierar-
chy stood an emperor who claimed to be
divine?

Probably all of the above played into the
courageous decision of Marcellus not to
pledge allegiance to emperor and empire.
Similar issues of violence and patriotism that
shades into idolatry should give Christians in
the United States pause about pledging alle-
giance to flag or country today.

Marcellus died on Oct. 30, 298. This year
on that date I expect to visit the church in

northern Indiana where his bones supposedly
rest. Regardless of whether the relics are
authentic, the memory of a courageous con-
scientious objector is lodged a few miles from
my home. I honor his decision not to pledge
allegiance to emperor and empire. 

Such symbolic acts penetrate the soul,
affecting us in ways we cannot fully anticipate.
Worship of God and the Lamb should be our
pledge of allegiance, the regular ritual that
shapes hearts and minds in the likeness of
Christ. 

J. Nelson Kraybill is president of Associated
Mennonite Biblical Seminary, Elkhart, Ind.
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A Christian pledge of allegiance

In public school classrooms, civic clubs and in
many other settings, millions of Americans say the
Pledge of Allegiance to the flag. For Christians
who want alternative wording, Associate
Mennonite Biblical Seminary professors June
Alliman Yoder and J. Nelson Kraybill drafted the
pledge below. “This pledge follows cadences of
the pledge to the flag,” Kraybill says, “but the focus
is on loyalty to a Trinitarian God known most fully
in Jesus Christ. It highlights the fact that our high-
est allegiance is to a global people of God, not to a
territorial political entity.”

Worship of

God and the

Lamb should

be our pledge

of allegiance,

the regular

ritual that

shapes hearts

and minds in

the likeness

of Christ.
I pledge allegiance to Jesus

Christ,

And to God’s kingdom for
which he died—

One Spirit-led people the
world over, indivisible,

With love and justice 
for all.




