
How should the Catholic theological tradition on the use of force 
approach the war on terrorism? 

 
The following paper was delivered by Marie Dennis, director of the Maryknoll Office for Global 
Concerns, at the Archbishop Quinn Colloquium, March 1, 2003. 
 
A year and a half ago the United States began waging in Afghanistan a war against terrorism. We did so 
with abounding assurances that the war was a just war - that the cause was ample and conduct would be 
careful. The vast majority of U.S. people still believe both to be the case, but that does not bring back the 
family of an eight-year old Afghan girl I met in Kabul last June – or the Canadian soldiers killed by 
mistake by U.S. bombs, or lessen the trauma of unexploded cluster bomb fragments littering the 
vineyards in the Xamali Valley. 
 
Just a few weeks before that war began, planes had careened into the soul of U.S. Americans in a manner 
previously unthinkable, immediately bringing life and death, truth and our vulnerability into sharp focus. 
The events of September 11, 2001 – as every one of us knows in our souls – were catastrophic in a very 
real and a powerfully symbolic sense.  
 
I believe we have not done nearly enough to probe that wound - to use that epitome of brokenness and 
vulnerability in our national experience to ponder the possibilities for developing alternatives to war, to 
enhance the making of peace/shalom – in our times and for future generations.  
 
For a short while after 9/11, there was an intense rethinking of our priorities as a people – of what we 
really value. The scenes in the rubble of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon were painful but 
spectacular illustrations of what was important in life – and it was not economic or military power or rank 
or job description or income level or color of skin or nationality – but life itself and the relationships that 
nurture life. 
 
That, I know we all agree, has to be the basis of an ethical response to war and terrorism, threats of war 
and insecurity in the 21st century: Each life is unique, precious, of utmost value to loved ones, 
community, nation and in the eyes of God.  
 
The buildings themselves – the Twin Towers and the Pentagon – were important symbols of economic 
and military power, but when New Yorkers were asked what they wanted done with the WTC site, very 
few were satisfied with only replacing the office and commercial space lost, square foot for square foot. 
They wanted something much more befitting of the loss and maybe of the lessons learned there. I was 
very impressed by the insistence of people close to the tragedy that no speeches be given at the ceremony 
marking the completion of the site clean up. One friend who was present described the solemnity of that 
event and the weighted symbolism of the last twisted girder that evoked profound silence as it passed 
through the crowd. No politicians or preachers were needed to give that moment meaning.  
 
Why, on that foundation, have we been unable to build peace or nurture security? Why, as we gather here, 
are our hearts so heavy - not only with the yet fresh pain of the terrorist attacks last year, but with sharp 
awareness of suffering inflicted in response and palpable fear for the future? War clouds are gathering in 
Iraq. Afghanistan remains on the brink of chaos. Conflict in the Middle East grinds on.  
 
We all utterly condemn the attacks on September 11th as horrendous violations of the sacredness of life. 
We are not friends of Osama bin Laden or Saddam Hussein or of any individuals or nations that abuse 
human rights or threaten the world with weapons of mass destruction. Non-response is unthinkable. I 
believe that as Christians we are obligated to resist evil and tyranny – to promote life. The question is, 
“How do we resist these evils? How do we resist evil in this world now?” 
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The potential was surely there to make September 11th a watershed event for our nation’s soul, but that 
instinct has not been nurtured – perhaps because we as a people, a nation, lack the capacity to imagine 
right relationship (in a biblical Jubilee sense) or shalom. Are we now ready, or will we be ready after Iraq 
is in shambles – to stand in the rubble, if you will, and to seek another way? I don’t know. 
 
In spite of the war we have been fighting on multiple fronts for the past year and a half, can we still 
discover new life as we relive the trauma and continue to experience the fear? Will a renewed, more 
radical spirituality begin to nourish our souls or will we succumb to something more familiar? How can 
we allow the spirit (Spirit) that was so vital on 9/11 and in the immediate aftermath to reshape our way of 
life, our relationships with the rest of the world, and our response to threatened - or even real - attacks? 
 
Were there any seeds of life planted on that horrendous day?  
 
In 1986 with about 20 other internationals, I accompanied a group of about 500 Salvadorans back to their 
own land near Suchitoto, which was then still under intense conflict. Many of them had been living at 
Calle Real refugee camp in San Salvador for seven years and they were bone tired of being unable to 
plant crops and care for their families. After a few very difficult days we were arrested - forced by the 
Salvadoran military to leave the returning families a few heavily mined kilometers from their destination. 
We and they were not sure they would survive. But they did. They planted their crops and when they 
reaped their first harvest of beans and corn a few months later, they sent each of us a little packet of black 
beans and corn kernels. I have treasured them since as powerful symbols of courage and life. 
 
I lost my first cousin in the World Trade Center – he worked at Cantor Fitzgerald and left his wife and 
two very young children. About a week after the attack I wound my way down to the site of the 
devastation and planted a few of those seeds from El Salvador in a small park as close as I could get to the 
destruction. In some ways it was a futile gesture – indicative of my inability to imagine a more practical 
gesture of support for his family. On the other hand, those seeds carry great weight – the weight of what 
might blossom were we to open our hearts as a nation to a way of life provocative of peace even as it does 
justice, and practically, really integrate the personal and community level lessons learned on 9/11 into the 
political decisions that shape global relationships.   
 
I believe that the world inhabited by Maryknoll missioners offers powerful insight into some of the new 
possibilities that might emerge from brokenness like that experienced on 9/11. We have touched and been 
touched by many situations defined by human suffering and by devastating destruction. Those 
experiences, I believe, tend to suggest a very different pathway to peace than that set by our national 
political leaders when they went to war on October 7 last year. The problem is that we never seem able to 
enflesh these lessons in real international relations at a macro level. 
 
The basic elements of such a pathway, I believe, are the “heart of the matter,” the best impulses in every 
major religious tradition: Every being is an abode of God, worthy of respect and reverence (Hindu); 
Conquer evil by good – through love alone will hatred cease (Buddhism); Love your enemy 
(Christianity). Wherever you go, I will go. Wherever you dwell, there shall I dwell. Your people will be 
my people and your God my God. (Judaism) 
 
Unless there is some effort by individuals, but especially by our nation, to understand and experience this 
kind of right relationship – your people will be my people – I don’t think we have a chance of responding 
to terrorism in an effective or morally acceptable way. We have to simultaneously stop tyrants and 
terrorists and “make” peace – not a peace synonymous with my “feeling good” or with our national 
security – not global control by the U.S. or any other nation – something much deeper than that – shalom, 
an integral well-being that embraces all human beings and the rest of creation.  
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Mary Ann Cusimano-Love says “Morality matters in the war on terrorism.” I believe that the contours of 
a moral response to terrorism are made much more visible by the habit of accompaniment and by the 
virtue of solidarity, which Maryknollers and many, many others practice very well. I am sure you know 
people right now who have traveled to Iraq in recent weeks or who are there now – not in an empty 
political gesture, nor only to serve as human shields, but to build bridges of understanding and solidarity, 
essential counter-terrorist tools.  
 
At least one component of what went on in Maryknoll souls as we tried to absorb what happened on 
September 11th last year emerged from the fact that we knew many, many others around the world who 
had experienced a very similar kind of destruction and fear, whether from war or poverty or repression. 
That did not necessarily help us cope with our own insecurity. We knew that some action had to be taken 
in response to the attacks, but that the route to our security could not be built on the backs of the poor and 
the vulnerable. It set some non-negotiable parameters around any acceptable response and a much higher 
bar, if you will, than what we now use. 
 
In fact, the just war theory has been used much more often to justify war than to preclude it, and once a 
war has begun, moral principles are very inadequately applied to limit the use of force “in bello.” I 
believe that the dangers of modern warfare, the opportunities of modern communications and technology, 
and the reality of globalization require that we articulate a new moral framework for dealing with threats, 
including from terrorists. Waging war “with deep regret,” for example, about what it does to peoples’ 
lives is not acceptable. Given the reality of modern weapons and ways of fighting war, if we want to 
protect civilians we cannot go to war in the first place. Ninety percent of the casualties in modern wars are 
civilians.  
 
At the same time, in the light of the Gospel and the most fundamental precepts of our faith, we have to 
think again about our differentiation between noncombatants and combatants. Every life is precious in the 
eyes of God - every life. 
 
With that said, I would add that even a rigorous application of the just war theory would be an 
improvement over what we are doing now.  I would just reiterate: 

• Any effort to justify military action has to consider fully its complex consequences, including the 
toll in human life; psychological trauma; the impact on the environment; regional destabilization 
and displacement of communities; the fueling of resentment and rage; and the impact on the poor, 
social programs and on other needs around the world. The very fact that our annual military 
budget stands at almost $400 billion without the war in Iraq, and that a $500 billion military 
budget is on the horizon, is an insult to the poor people in my neighborhood (within a “stone’s 
throw” from the White House), not to mention our impoverished friends in the Sudan and 
Mozambique and Haiti and Bolivia and East Timor and Bangladesh and on and on. 

• Multiple and ulterior motivations for a given action beyond stopping terrorism must also be 
weighed in deciding for war (access to natural resources such as oil and water, protection of 
private sector economic interests, geopolitical interests, and so on).  

• The conduct of a war on terrorism must be rigorously constrained by a framework of morality and 
international law that rules out torture, extrajudicial detentions or executions, the use of or threat 
to use nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass destruction, and so on.  

 
On the other hand, I believe that we must find alternatives to war if we are going to birth a stable and 
secure world. No one I met when I visited Pakistan and Afghanistan last summer thought that a war in 
Afghanistan – worse yet, a war in Iraq – would bring an end to terrorism. If not by war, then how do we 
stop terrorists?  
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Non-response is not an option, but, again, the route to peace and security can not be built on the backs of 
the vulnerable and the children – or on the backs of the soldiers either, for that matter. 
 
The fact that we have failed to do the work necessary to prepare a nonviolent ethic useful to states that 
can be consistently applied in different situations, is no excuse for dismissing the possibility that one 
exists. In fact, we have seen ample demonstrations to the contrary. Nonviolence is not non-response. We 
have simply excused ourselves from the moral and ethical imperative of finding a nonviolent way to 
respond to tyranny and terrorism. And so we have not. 
 
A morally acceptable response to terrorism may be quite different from a morally acceptable response to 
tyranny or oppression, but both require that we identify the full range of historical and contemporary 
factors at play in the situation or we will never understand the full range of responses needed to establish 
true security for the people of the world. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one example. Unless we are 
serious about resolving that unending conflict in a just manner, there is no point in talking about ending 
terrorism in the world. Another is the ad hoc nature of U.S. foreign policy. Pakistanis, Afghans, Iranians, 
Iraqis and many other people around the world complain bitterly about the inconsistency of U.S. policy 
and the gap between the values espoused by the United States and its actions. A third is the lack of a 
future for millions of young people in the world. We were told repeatedly in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
that the most effective antidote to terrorism would be good education and decent jobs. 
 
Another important component of a more fruitful anti-terrorist route would be to contribute energetically to 
an international consensus in response to terrorism.  
 
Some steps we have taken are probably in the right direction: 

• Extensive, coordinated investigation of physical, personal and financial links that support 
terrorism and a concerted international effort to break them; 

• Increased security at key locations such a ports and airports, building public awareness; 
• Careful tracking of hazardous chemicals, nuclear products and biologicals; drying up sources of 

plutonium and fissionable uranium; and 
• Police action to apprehend leaders, isolate groups of extremists and bring them to account – 

within a rigorous human rights framework. 
 
But we have not yet begun to take other steps that are absolutely essential. According to terrorism experts 
worldwide, to overcome or minimize terrorism it is necessary to isolate the terrorists politically, 
economically, and morally. Instead of isolating terrorists, the United States has been isolating itself – by 
“unsigning” the treaty to establish the International Criminal Court, repudiating the Kyoto Protocol, 
moving ahead with the missile defense system and abrogating the AntiBallistic Missile Treaty; refusing to 
sign international treaties to ban landmines, control the traffic in small arms, or protect the rights of 
children; refusing to support the Biological Weapons Verification treaty; walking out of the UN 
Conference on Racism, Xenophobia and All Forms of Racial Discrimination in Durban, South Africa. 
Perhaps of mist concern, the U.S. has promulgated a national security strategy that further elaborates its 
unilateralist intentions. 
 
We have to commit ourselves unequivocally as a nation to pursuing the global common good in full 
cooperation with the family of nations. At issue is how we define world order, from whose perspective 
and through what lens. U.S. unilateralism in pursuit of its own national interests will inevitably sour our 
contribution to peace and security, including our own.  In fact, unilateral, preemptive war with Iraq is 
very likely to fuel further terrorist attacks and undermine efforts to bring terrorists to justice. 
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To stop terrorism we need good relations with all possible countries, including countries struggling to 
overcome poverty and violence. Instead of global cooperation and a commitment to help eradicate 
extreme poverty and deadly disease, the U.S. seems to have chosen the role of global cop, intimidating 
others by our military might and negotiating a global economy that unrelentingly benefits the already 
well-off minority and a few countries, including our own.  
 
On another note, concern about weapons of mass destruction is surely justified in the context of terrorism 
but it seems to me even here that there are two major non-military, nonviolent steps in the right direction 
that could be taken: 

• First, the U.S. should move seriously toward the elimination of all of its weapons of mass 
destruction, including nuclear, biological and chemical weapons;  

• Second, the U.S. should fully fund and expand Cooperative Threat Reduction programs like those 
that have dismantled over 6000 nuclear warheads and made the Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Belarus 
nuclear weapons free states. Again, according to Mary Ann Cusimano-Love, these programs have 
employed former Soviet weapons scientists, bought and removed stores of fissile materials and 
increased security, control and accountability at weapons and research lab sites throughout the 
former Soviet Union. The programs have also been expanded to chemical and biological weapons 
labs and sites and could be expanded geographically to great advantage as well. 

 
In mid June, I had the privilege of traveling to Afghanistan and Pakistan for Pax Christi International. The 
purpose of the trip was to bear witness to the human costs of war, to bring a message of solidarity to the 
Afghan people as the U.S. war on terrorism was being fought in their country, and to listen to their 
wisdom and experience in order to promote a more lasting peace – to see from their perspective how to 
respond – or how not to respond – to terrorist threats. 
 
Images are burned in my memory from that trip– one is of a narrow pathway to a little community where 
displaced families were trying to reclaim life. Stones carefully painted half red and half white marked the 
pathway into the community. The white half of each stone faced in, indicating that the path itself was 
cleared of mines. The red half of the stones pointed out to the rest of the yard around the house, indicating 
that there could well still be landmines or cluster bomb fragments buried there. How does a family live 
with children or animals under those circumstances - trying to eke out an existence in a geography riddled 
with danger? 
 
Mines unearthed in Afghanistan tell their own gruesome story of war after war. From 1980 to 2002, each 
round of conflict in the country left its own layer of deadly debris. Afghan deminers have one of the most 
difficult jobs in the world. Now their job is enormously complicated by the urgent need to clean up tens 
of thousands of highly explosive cluster bomb fragments - from the war on terrorism fought on Afghan 
soil.  
 
Another image burned in my memory is of eight-year-old Amena, who was in the kitchen when bombs 
aimed at the Taliban or Al Qaeda struck her house near Kanduz. Her mother, her brothers, her sisters, her 
cousins, her aunt and her uncle were killed -16 people in all, including a two-day-old baby. Her father 
survived but with horrendous physical and emotional injuries. The bombs went terribly awry – the closest 
Taliban were 10 km away – but regrets about a serious targeting error will not bring back Amena’s 
family.  
 
My experience in Afghanistan was deeply unsettling. It gave me a visceral understanding of the futility of 
war – even in response to terrorism. We listened very carefully to reactions in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
to the U.S. bombing campaign. Everyone we talked to expressed relief at the ouster of the Taliban – for 
which the U.S. was given credit – but we met too many people, including very young children, whose 
families and lives were devastated by the bombing for me to believe that war is the answer. Surely, we 
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can find alternative routes to a stable and secure world – and a new paradigm to help us evaluate the 
morality of these different routes. 
 
Such a paradigm should consider that 

• Human life is sacred – the lives of Osama bin Laden, Saddam Hussein and the children of 
Afghanistan or Iraq are as precious in the eyes of God as the lives of my grandchildren  

• The reality of globalization exacerbates the impact of terrorism and the impact of the war on 
terrorism; at the same time, it may offer significant alternative possibilities, for example, for very 
effective investigative and policing strategies 

• Extreme care has to be taken to understand and honor the rich cultural differences between 
peoples; no one country, even one with enormous military might, has the right to make over the 
world in its image and according to its values; cross cultural and interfaith dialogue may do more 
to quell terrorism than anything else 

• There are no short term solutions; any real response to terrorism has to address the nature of our 
relationships with the rest of the world, the reality of a world sharply divided between rich and 
poor;  

• There are no unilateral solutions; our national security strategy is moving in exactly the wrong 
direction; emphasis should be on strengthening multilateral cooperation at every level and in 
every direction. 

 
Creative minds and financial resources are needed to find new answers. Never again can we be caught 
empty handed in the face of tyranny or violence. It is time to move beyond both terrorism and justified 
war. 
 
 
Marie Dennis 
Director, Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns 
Vice President, Pax Christi International 
Pax Christi USA Ambassador of Peace 
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