
Conscientious Objection
and Catholic Teaching

“Never again war! No, never again
war, which destroys the lives of

innocent people, teaches how to kill,
throws into upheaval even the lives

of those who do the killing and
leaves behind a trail of resentment
and hatred, thus making it all the

more difficult to find a just solution
of the very problems which provoked

the war.”

-Pope John Paul II, 1991

EARLY CHURCH HISTORY
For two thousand years, individual Christians,
and entire dominations often referred to as
peace churches, have refused to participate in
war and the taking of human lives. People of
various belief systems continue this tradition as
conscientious objectors: those who hold sincere
convictions, motivated by conscience, which
forbid their participation in war.

Christians for the first three centuries almost
universally refused to serve in the Roman army
– they could not kill when the principal
Christian command was to love. This changed
as Christianity became the favored religion of
the Roman Empire. St. Augustine of Hippo
articulated the basis for what we now call Just
War theory in the early 400s (later expanded
upon by St. Thomas Aquinas).

CONSCIENCE
Conscience calls us to loyalty to God and God’s
teachings above loyalty to any person,
institution or nation-state. Catholics who
believe war and participation in war violate the
teachings of Christ are morally bound to obey
their consciences under the Church’s teaching
of the primacy of conscience.  

JESUS, SCRIPTURE, MORALITY AND WAR
Many individuals who sincerely love their
country have refused to kill in its name. The life
and teachings of Jesus, the Sermon on the
Mount, the fifth commandment, the call to
forgiveness, the recognition of all people as
God’s children and the command to love our
enemies are some of the reasons Christians are
conscientious objectors. The recognition that
war and the very structure of the military itself
which emphasizes obeying orders rather than
following conscience also leads many Christians
to refuse to participate in war.

JUST WAR THEORY
Even the basis of Just War theory is a desire for
peace; Just War theory lays out strict conditions
under which a war is acceptable. For a brief
discussion on Just War Theory by the U.S.

Catholic Bishops, see Excerpts from The Harvest
of Justice is Sown in Peace, at
www.usccb.org/sdwp/international/justwar.htm.

Many people of faith and religious leaders
question whether any war can be considered
just because of the potential damage that can
come from the use of nuclear, biological or
chemical weapons, as well as the massive use of
conventional weapons. Wars are no longer
fought primarily on battlefields between
militaries; instead, wars often kill and harm
civilians and destroy the infrastructure on
which their lives depend. By the 1990s, civilians
accounted for 90 percent of war casulaties.

CATHOLIC TEACHING AND
CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION
The Vatican and  U.S. Catholic Bishops support
conscientious objection for those for whom
military participation would be a violation of
deeply held moral convictions. In the U.S.
Bishops’ Declaration on Conscientious
Objection and Selective Conscientious
Objection, U.S. Bishops wrote, “...It is clear
that a Catholic can be a conscientious objector
to war in general or to a particular war ‘because
of religious training and belief.’...we should
regard conscientious objection and selective
conscientious objection as positive indicators
within the Church of a sound moral awareness
and respect for human life.” The Bishops
reaffirmed their support in their November
2002 statement on Iraq.

Selective conscientious objectors reject war or
military participation under certain
circumstances. Selective conscientious
objectors might believe it is immoral to serve in
a capacity where they would be responsible for
using nuclear weapons. Or they might decide
they couldn’t morally participate in a particular
war. Unfortunately, while selective
conscientious objection is recognized by the
Catholic Church, it is not recognized by the
U.S. military. Thus, Catholics in the United
States who follow Just War theory are not
permitted to become conscientious objectors.
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WHAT CAN YOU DO?
•Learn more about Catholic teaching on war,
conscientious objection and conscientious
objectors.

•Share what you learn with family, friends,
coworkers, places of worship and the media.
Help people understand that conscientious
objectors are not traitors or cowards but are
living out their faith and following their
consciences.

•Consider being trained to assist young people
(both those in the military and those who may
be drafted) through the complex process to
become a conscientious objector.

•Talk with young people before they enter the
military. Learn about the many reasons for
joining the military and the influence factors
such as race and class have on that decision and
on treatment while in the military.
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