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Beating Swords Into Plow

By Brian D’ AGosTino

‘ ‘ EACE REMAINS POSSIBLE.
And if peace is possible,
it is also a duty!” With

these words, in his 2004
World Day of Peace Message, Pope John
Paul II formulated what he called an
“axiom” of the Church. But how can
this ideal be put into practice in a
world of terrorism and coun-
ter-terrorism, genocide
and weapons of mass
destruction? Was the
Holy Father calling for
pacifism—the absolute
rejection of any use of force
under any circumstances? Is
the Just War Doctrine—first
formulated by St. Augustine and
developed by theologians over
the centuries—still relevant
to our world? How should
Christians relate to the
United Nations? Answers
to such questions can be
found in the full text of
the Pope’s message,
his penultimate in a
series of New Year’s
addresses on peace
begun by his prede-
cessor in 1968.!
Warning against
fatalism about vio-
lence, John Paul II
proactively identi-
fied three institu-
tions upon which
a more peace-
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ful world can be built: international law,
the United Nations and the Civilization
of Love—the Church’s own unique
contribution to peace. The evolution of
international law, he wrote, “led with
increasing force to the formulation of
universal principles which are prior to and
superior to the internal law of States, and
which take into account the unity and the
common vocation of the human family.”
During the Second World War, the Pope
noted, these principles were dramatically
negated, plunging the world into an “abyss
of violence, destruction and death.”” This
very catastrophe underscored the central-
ity of international law for the human
future, leading governments to institute
the United Nations, to “save succeeding
generations from the scourge of war.”

A question that naturally arises after
the 9/11 attacks on the United States is
whether international law and the United
Nations are relevant in today’s age of
terrorism. Some policy analysts believe
that international security today—which
faces genocide and other human rights
violations, weapons of mass destruction,
and terrorism—demands more force-
ful responses than those possible under
international law or Catholic Just War
Doctrine. These problems are not really
so new, however. Chemical weapons were
used in World War I, which was itself
triggered by a terrorist assassination.
World War II witnessed the unprecedented
destructiveness of Nazi genocide, atomic
weapons and widespread bombing of
civilians by both sides. Accordingly, Pope
John Paul II pointed out that the United
Nations and our current regime of inter-
national law were created precisely under
such circumstances.

On the subject of terrorism, he wrote:
“... democratic governments know well
that the use of force against terrorists
cannot justify a renunciation of the prin-
ciples of the rule of law. Political deci-
sions would be unacceptable were they
to seek success without consideration for







