
                                                                                                 April 10, 2014

      Dear Pope Francis,  
                    As Catholics, our hope for the Church has been re-kindled by the dominant themes of the first year of your papacy.  Your call for the faithful to go forth from their churches and into the streets to help those who are poor and oppressed strikes a deep chord in us. All over the world, your message of solidarity with those who suffer has inspired Catholics and non-Catholics alike. We long for you to take an even more prophetic stand by addressing another great cause of human suffering—war. 

 
This year marks the 86th anniversary of the Kellogg-Briand pact, also known as the General Treaty of Renunciation of War as an Instrument of National Policy, which was signed by most of the world’s nations in Paris in 1928. Instead of being a great boon to mankind, this still binding treaty has been ignored, leading to untold misery from the continuing scourge of state violence. We believe that a major reason nations cling to armed conflict is the belief that there can be a just war.  It is time for the Church to make a break with all attempts to justify killing as policy and give her full support to nonviolent means of rectifying injustice. 

          
For centuries, the Church has given her blessing to war. Ever since St. Augustine formulated a Christian version of the just war theory, it has been possible for men (and women) in arms to kill each other believing that it is God’s will. As recently as the pontificate of Pius XII, conscientious objection to war was frowned upon by the Church. Yet just a few years later, the Church moved away from its unequivocal support of the just war theory. The Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, from Vatican II, grants conscientious objection equal status with participation in a just war. In St. John Paul II”s encyclical, Centesimus Annus, written just after the mostly nonviolent overthrow of communism in Eastern Europe, he calls for the adoption of alternative methods in  situations of conflict. His support for such nonviolent heroes as Lech Walensa and Oscar Romero is well known.  Today, it is our conviction that the Church should go one step further in her endorsement of non-violence. We ask that she publicly reject the just war theory.  



Addressing the issue of political violence and war is particularly timely today.  Never in history have so many people around the world resisted injustice with nonviolent actions. Current research is finding that, contrary to conventional wisdom, nonviolent action, also called “people power,” succeeds more often than violent power in liberating people from repressive regimes. In the last 30 years people power has overthrown dictatorships in the Philippines, the Warsaw Pact countries, Serbia, and elsewhere. African women have been honored with the Nobel Peace Prize for  nonviolently ending a civil war  in Liberia. Tunisians and Egyptians were able to depose long-time dictators with minimal violence in 2011.  Moreover, groups like Christian Peacemaker Teams and the Nonviolent Peaceforce are placing trained civilian peacekeepers in conflict areas where military forces have failed to bring peace, with remarkable results, all the while operating on budgets that are infinitesimal compared to the 1.75  trillion dollars the world spends annually on preparations for armed conflict. 



War and violence are utterly antithetical to the peace of Christ; nonviolence, which is more powerful at effecting positive change, has no such contradiction. It springs from belief in the unity and dignity of humankind. Jesus said, “Love your enemies.”  How much more force his words would have if the leader of 1.2 billion Catholics were to call on us to return to that visionary moment in Paris and remember that we once renounced war. Over the centuries, the Church has spoken out in opposition to particular wars, like the recent war in Iraq, but her protest has been muted by her continuing acceptance of the just war theory, which has never been used to stop a war and is frequently employed to justify immoral military campaigns. 



Dear Pope Francis, your words and actions on behalf of the poor have touched the hearts of people of good will everywhere. The time is right to issue another challenge-- that we once again reject war and the preparations for war which the just war theory requires. The business of preparing for war, by bleeding resources from essential goods and services, hurts the poor most of all.  As Jesus’s teaching suggests, assisting the poor and nonviolence go hand in hand.  Please reject the just war theory and call for a redirection of our talents toward nonviolent security and true peace.   

Sincerely,


