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Nonviolence and Just Peace: A new moral framework for Catholic theology in the context of a violent world.

The Appeal to the Catholic Church to re-Commit to the Centrality of Gospel Nonviolence, which was issued by our April 2016 conference on nonviolence and just peace, specifically asked the Catholic Church to devote its considerable moral, ecclesial and financial resources to fostering active nonviolence and shifting to a just peace framework for the default Catholic response to violence, including war. Such a shift could, we believe, make a tremendous contribution to the culture of peace for which the human community so ardently yearns. 

In his 2017 World Day of Peace message on Nonviolence: A Style of Politics for Peace, Pope Francis said, “In the most local and ordinary situations and in the international order, may nonviolence become the hallmark of our decisions, our relationships and our actions, and indeed of political life in all its forms.” 

Several conversations with Vatican leadership after the Rome conference convinced us that a robust dialogue in the Catholic community was needed in order for the Church to more fully develop its teaching on Gospel nonviolence. So for the past three years we have been deeply engaged in a worldwide virtual roundtable process reflecting on different topics related to nonviolence that I mentioned earlier– from a systematic theology of nonviolence to the practice of nonviolent strategies in different contexts.

From August 2017 to July 2018 sixteen moral theologians, peacebuilders, scholars and activists from different countries, who had different perspectives on the issues we would address, met regularly to identify essential characteristics of a new moral framework for the Church to apply in response to the violence and injustice of our times.  The goal of this roundtable was to articulate an ethic and a set of practices for preventing violence, protecting vulnerable people, promoting reconciliation, and building a just peace based on a contemporary application of the Sermon on the Mount.  

At first we identified some of the challenging topics that we would have to discuss and tried to find a common definition for the basic terms we would be using -- nonviolence, just peace, pacifism. 

We agreed that active, creative nonviolence is not pacifism, nor is it a naïve approach in a dangerous world. Rather, nonviolence is a spirituality, a distinct virtue, a way of life, and a very powerful tool for transforming conflict, for challenging all forms of direct, structural, and cultural violence, and for protecting people and the earth.  Nonviolence encompasses a broad array of strategies, including diplomacy, restorative justice, trauma healing, trauma informed relief and development work, anti-racism efforts, nonviolent resistance, nonviolent civilian protection, peace education, and a multitude of peacebuilding strategies.

The roundtable on a New Moral Framework  also recognized that for active nonviolence to play a greater role in the Church, it would have to provide tools for positive, just governance, in addition to civil resistance. Stability, security, and the rule of law are among those social conditions that make for peace. Can active nonviolence, we asked, meet the need for just governance that is a bedrock affirmation in Catholic understandings of the social order? 

As a witness to the in-breaking reign of God, we recalled, the Church urges humanity toward a reality (a just peace) that enables the flourishing of each person and all of creation. Stirring the imagination of a human community that is mired in repeating cycles of violence, the Church as institution and people of God has repeatedly rejected war and killing as fundamentally incompatible with respect for the dignity of every human life and the inherent value of the natural world. 

Given the reality of violence, including extreme violence, in our broken world, we saw the Church as calling for an immediate and long-term commitment to “sustaining” peace – to applying on a consistent basis in every country the lessons we have learned about what makes for enduring peace and what prevents armed conflict. In fact, recognizing the interconnected roots of violence, poverty and ecological destruction, Catholic social teaching already defines a nonviolent way of life that, if fully realized, would sustain a just, sustainable, and integral peace. 

As we explored ways relevant in these times to deepen our understanding of and commitment to active nonviolence and just peace, efforts to include experience and perspectives from the independence/liberation struggles of Africa and Latin America seemed extremely important.  A small consultation in Nairobi; a series of interviews, mostly in El Salvador, where the civil war seemed to meet many “just war” criteria; and a visit to Honduras, a country plagued by multiple expressions of violence, helped confirm for me the failure of violence and the potential of nonviolent strategies, even in extremely difficult circumstances. 

Thirteen participants met in Nairobi in April 2018 – a bishop, theologians, professors from Catholic and other universities, practitioners of nonviolence in local communities, a psychologist with experience in trauma healing, and several people working in local communities, particularly with women. They came from five African countries, all of which have first hand experience of war and other violent conflicts and shared a strong message about the importance of taking a contextual and pastoral approach to a new moral framework,  reading the signs of the times and starting where people are living. In an African context they talked about, for example, re-humanisation, renewed relationships, gender dynamics (including within the Church), multidimensional demilitarisation, global solidarity and the need to address fear.

In El Salvador, we interviewed 20 people last November – women and men, politicians, pastoral workers, professors, a sociologist, priests, a former guerrilla leader, women religious, members of Christian base communities, and theologians. 

Every person we met was deeply affected by violence – by the repression, the civil war and the gangs. Brothers and sisters, children, parents, spouses, beloved friends were killed or disappeared. Horrific experiences of structural violence and war interrogated our assumptions about the power and effectiveness of active nonviolence.  

Many people we interviewed in El Salvador believed that the civil war was a last resort to stop horrific repression, that the cause was just, and that the war was proportional. A few believed that the violent struggle contributed to a negotiated peace, but almost everyone we met said that the civil war did not lead to the just society envisioned, but rather to continued violence. Over and over we heard about the ongoing nonviolent struggle to create a culture of just peace – from trauma healing and family education to promoting basic human rights and integral human development; from addressing corruption to the formation of communities with critical consciousness and awareness of their own power and voice. 

Archbishop Romero, we were repeatedly told, was a sacrament, “the presence of God with us.” In an extremely difficult situation, he always insisted that the only way to peace was through dialogue. Romero never supported the taking up of arms. 

Finally, visiting Honduras two weeks ago, I witnessed multiple forms of violence that plague that country. We heard about assassinations and death threats to human rights workers; the cultural violence against indigenous communities and women; the structural violence perpetrated by security forces against communities protecting their land and water; the systemic violence of corruption, dehumanizing poverty and deep economic injustice; gang violence and more.

More importantly, however, we were privileged to witness creative nonviolent strategies being used by countless individuals and by almost every community and organization we met. 

Again, we believe that a shift by the institutional Catholic Church to a just peace framework for the default Catholic response to violence would make a huge contribution to a more peaceful world.  Drawing on the Gospel, the full Catholic social justice tradition, and the experience of local communities already applying nonviolent strategies to stop egregious violence and to protect themselves, universal Catholic education about and advocacy for nonviolent approaches to end all forms of violence – armed, direct, structural, cultural, ecological – could help eliminate war and accomplish the dynamic and generative just peace that has always been the defining goal of the Catholic social vision. 
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