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In mid-December 2001, after a long process of reflection and dialogue, a group of about 70 
Catholic people, many of them leaders in religious communities and Catholic organizations, issued 
a statement declaring the present war on terrorism morally unjustifiable. We wrote in response to 
the invitation of the U.S. bishops in their pastoral letter issued in November to differ with their 
conclusion. Since then, over 4,000 others have signed the statement, which calls for a new 
framework for making decisions about war and peace. My remarks this morning will reflect the 
content of that statement (copies available) and the thinking of those who wrote it. 
 
Let me be very, very clear as I begin: We utterly condemn the attacks on September 11th as 
horrendous violations of the sacredness of life. We, like you, were devastated. Some of us lost 
family members. Nonresponse was unthinkable. Many of us have worked long and hard to end the 
impunity of those who violated human rights in Latin America, in Africa, in Eastern Europe and 
elsewhere -- especially to hold accountable the intellectual authors of heinous crimes. We reject 
inaction. We believe that as Catholic Christians we are obligated to resist evil. The question is, 
“How do we resist this evil? How do we resist evil in this world now?” 
 
Whole books have been written about this topic and much of value has been said but it seemed to 
us that all the good words about the importance of nonviolence (that has taken a more and more 
central role in Catholic thought in recent decades) were lost when the Bishops spoke because what 
they said -- nuanced as it was -- was immediately interpreted as moral justification of the war (in 
fact, for “carte blanche” -- either you are with us or you support terrorism). 
 
But too often a call for nonviolence sounds like a call for nonresponse. We have failed to do the 
work necessary to prepare a nonviolent state ethic, so we have no confidence in other possibilities.  
 
Since September 11th I have been listening with great care to Maryknollers and others who 
experienced that dreadful day from beyond our borders. There are different opinions within the 
Maryknoll world on how the U.S. should have responded, but what I have been hearing (beyond 
tremendous sympathy) almost universally is an urgent desire to help the U.S. public put this whole 
trauma in a global and historical context -- to listen to the victims of war and terror who urge us to 
find other ways than military to resist evil. As a global church with a deep commitment to 
accompany those on the margins of our world we know what war does and how rarely it produces 
lasting solutions. 
 
I know we all agree 

• that central to this whole discussion has to be our shared belief in the value and dignity of 
every human person and the integrity of creation;  

• and that we will never build a global culture of peace without addressing the root causes of 
the violence we observe and experience. We have to ferret out the connections between 
terrorism, human misery and hopelessness; terrorism and cultural, political and economic 
marginalization; terrorism and extremist manipulation of religion. 
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But what do we do in the short run?! Surely the attacks on September 11 gave us just cause to strike 
back. Why do we oppose this war against terrorism, calling it morally unjustifiable? 
 
First, we believe that the military action in Afghanistan like so many other modern wars violates 
the strong moral requirement of immunity for non-combatants. By all counts the number of civilian 
casualties is rising. The pattern is all too familiar (more and more of those killed in modern wars 
are civilians -- 50 percent after WW II, 75 percent by 1980s, 90 percent? now). We cannot wait to 
the end of a war and then discover that the civilian casualties were in fact much higher than anyone 
said at the time. Good intentions are not enough. Waging war “with deep regret” 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. 
 
Second, we think this war violates the principle of proportionality. The cost of the war has to be 
counted thoroughly - in human lives lost, environmental damage, lasting trauma, dollars robbed 
from the poor and other needs around the world. We have to count more hidden costs ( have we, for 
example, demonstrated to youth around that world that violence is the only way to solve problems? 
We have to count the full cost of what is being called a victory and weigh those costs against the 
real good that is being accomplished. 
  
Which leads to the third reason we oppose this war: We think there is little probability of success, 
another criterion for a just war intended to prevent an irrational resort to force. The U.S. 
government’s stated intention is to end terrorism worldwide through political pressure and military 
force. But no country, even one as powerful as the U.S., can successfully end terrorism by war. In 
fact there is probably no short term solution to the reality we now face. An overwhelming military 
response fuels anger and hatred, and serves to inspire new recruits to the causes espoused by those 
who commit acts of terror (though it may take ten years to see that effect. The war in Afghanistan is 
being called a success (and relatively easy) -- yet, we did not capture Bin Laden or al Qaeda leaders 
-- and even if we had captured them, would we have stopped terrorism? 
 
We think that rather, we need to address injustices and root causes that create the fertile soil from 
which disinherited and disillusioned people are recruited into terrorism. We need to completely 
rework our relationships with the world. 
 
I would add another reason to the list -- not explicitly included in our statement -- and that is right 
intention. Force may be used only in a just cause and solely for that purpose. Ulterior motives 
(including oil) for this war abound. 
 
What could we have done? How can we think outside the box of traditional military defense? Does 
nonviolence mean nonresponse? I think not. In an interesting essay among the many that were 
circulating as we tried to get our arms around the dreadful reality last fall (2001), John Reuwer said 
“A superpower whose military capacity exceeds that of its enemy by a factor of thousands is also in 
a prime position to demonstrate enormous nonviolent power.” 
 
Some steps we have taken do move in the right direction: 
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• Extensive, coordinated investigation of physical, personal and financial links that support 
terrorism and a concerted international effort to break them (takes huge political will) 

• Increased security at key locations, including airports (building public awareness 
• Careful tracking of hazardous chemicals, nuclear products and biologicals; drying up 

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

 
But, in addition to a complete review of our foreign policy priorities (many specifically named by 
the bishops) many other steps would make sense. We should 

• stop using the rhetoric of war; refer instead to grave criminal actions;  
• support establishment of an international tribunal empowered to deal with the immediate 

situation; 
• build international institutions capable of dealing with this kind of a situation (The U.S. 

absolutely refuses to strengthen multilateral efforts that could provide the kind of 
collaborative response that is so often desperately needed);  

• invest as much in developing resources for a nonviolent response to terrorism as we do in 
war making -- what if we had spent $300 billion per year developing a comprehensive 
nonviolent approach? All the military might we have did nothing to protect us on September 
11. 

 
We need enormous creativity and what we get is more of the same. 
 
What if, immediately after the September 11 attacks (again, thanks to John Reuwer), the U.S. 
launched a massive “Listening Project”? In place of sending troops, we had recruited 10,000 
college students or other interested volunteers in a revolutionary new kind of Peace Corps? In 
addition to being well trained in active listening they received intensive training in intercultural 
sensitivity, active nonviolent conflict resolution and basic survival skills, and were sent to several 
areas of the world where people seem to hate U.S. Americans. What if they lived and worked 
among the people for a year, listening for wisdom about what people think about the U.S., about 
terrorism, about their own security and well being, about social justice. What if they were afforded 
the same honor and benefits now bestowed on soldiers and were expected to return home to begin 
an unprecedented national debate about how to shape U.S. relationships with the rest of the world -- 
about what makes for security in the U.S. and overseas? 
 
What if, instead of launching a war in Afghanistan, the U.S. had announced that, as far as we were 
able, no Afghan child would go hungry and immediately began collaborating with the family of 
nations to make that a reality. What if, instead of dramatically increasing our budget for war, we 
dramatically increased our budget for human needs?  
 
We believe it is time to flesh out a new Catholic paradigm for a Just Peace to replace the Just War 
Theory. The latter is much too often used to justify war and never used to stop it. We have to make 
it a top priority to never again be caught empty handed in the face of tyranny or violence. Creative 
minds and financial resources need to be redirected to find new answers. 
 
------------------------- 
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Catholic tradition 
Post World War II -- Just War 
 
Vatican Council II -- Condemnation of total war/Praise for nonviolent resisters/call for a new 
attitude toward war 
 
Challenge of Peace -- Conditional acceptance of deterrence/recognition of nonviolent tradition 
[State ethic (just war) -- Private vocation/personal option (nonviolence)]  
 
Centisimus Annus -- Praise for nonviolence (credited with fall of communism) 
 
Humanitarian intervention a just cause (not automatically just war) 
 
Harvest of Justice in Sown in Peace 
 
*Reworking of order of nonviolence and just war 
*Groundwork for nonviolent state ethic (moral obligation to establish state institution that enables 
us to respond nonviolently) 
* Narrowing of just war norms 
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