
Why not war?  
 

Just before the US invaded Iraq, Pope John Paul II sent his personal 
representative, Cardinal Pio Laghi, to again admonish President Bush that a “preemptive” 
war would be unjust and illicit. Other Church officials condemned the war, including 
Archbishop (now Cardinal) Renato Martino, the legate to the United Nations.  
 Many Catholics are still surprised to learn that the Church rejected the Iraq 
offensive as unjustified. Those who knew it still worry that the Church was ineffectual or 
did not understand the degree of the threat. Some defended the invasion as necessary to 
stop the use of WMDs or as an appropriate retaliation for the 9/11 attacks and the foiled 
plan to assassinate President George HW Bush.  
 After all of Iraq’s  provocations, why would the Church consider war to be 
unjustified? The Church’s Social Doctrine states that, “to be licit, the use of force must 
correspond to certain strict conditions: ‘the damage inflicted by the aggressor on the 
nation or community of nations must be lasting, grave and certain;” then, “all other 
means of putting an end to it must have been shown to be impractical or ineffective; there 
must be serious prospects of success; [and] the use of arms must not produce evils and 
disorders graver than the evil to be eliminated.”(Compendium of the Social Doctrine of 
the Church #500). This is the “Just War” doctrine which began with St. Augustine and 
has since developed. 
 The Modern Catholic Dictionary states that to be morally acceptable, war must be 
“declared by  the sovereign, the cause must be just (a nation’s rights are being violated by 
an actual or immanent attack), the belligerents must have a right intention (all other 
means must be exhausted or ineffective), and the war must be waged by proper means.  
As well, the hoped for benefits must outweigh the foreseen evils. These are complex and 
high standards, but the suffering is so great, and so many lives are at stake, the Church 
must insist that any contemplated war be measured by them.  
 War is not first political or even military, it is preeminently moral. The sanctity of 
life and dignity of the person require that every non-violent option be exhausted before 
war is prosecuted. Resisting armed conflict and upholding the Just War doctrine is 
essential to the protection of innocent human life. With President Obama’s escalation of 
the war in Afghanistan, this principle is the more crucial.   
 
FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THE CHURCH’S TEACHINGS ON WAR GO TO: 
 
http://www.usccb.org/bishops/iraq.shtml 
 
http://www.usccb.org/sdwp/peace/consciencewar.shtml  
 
 


