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Agenda
10 a.m. Welcome, Prayer
Morning "Theological Foundations of Commitment 

to Nonviolence,“ Dr. Kathryn Getek Soltis, 
director of the Center for Peace and 
Justice, Villanova University

12 p.m. Lunch
Afternoon Facilitated Discussion, Marie Michele

Donnelly, RSM
2:45 p.m. Closing Prayer



Opening Prayer









Leader: Blessed God, you know 
each of our fears, release 
us from them all by your 
love and give us courage 
to act.



Side One: against rejection
and for your love



Side Two: against oppression
and for justice



Side One: against poverty
and for life abundant



Side Two: against loneliness
and for companionship



All: against violence
and for peace,
against death
and for life. Amen



13



Theological Foundations 
of Nonviolence

Saturday, April 14, 2018
Kathryn Getek Soltis



Replica of “The Knotted Gun” (“Le Canon Noué") by Swedish artist Carl Fredrik Reuterswärd; from Flickr, Dominique Lenoir



1945 –
Nagasaki, Japan

Photo released by 
Pope Francis on
December 30, 2017



Defining Violence

“The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or 
actual . . . that either results in or has a high likelihood of 
resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment, 
or deprivation.”    

(World Health Organization)

“extreme form of aggression, e.g. assault, rape, murder”             
(American Psychological Association)



Defining Violence

“avoidable insults to basic human needs” 
(Johan Galtung)

Dehumanization, discord with human dignity
 Hostility or indifference to the integrated

flourishing of other
 Habit of seeing the other as subservient to my 

power or desire



Defining Violence

We can consent to ideologies of violence even if we are not 
violent in our direct actions.

Violence always appears as justified
• Violence can protect and stop the suffering of others
• Violence is deserved; an indignity came first.
• Violence sends a clear message of pain and outrage.
• Violence simply because I desire and my claim is more 

compelling.



Defining Violence

And yet . . .



Nonviolence in Scripture

Christ’s death and resurrection as ultimate image of 
nonviolence

Sermon on the Mount, esp. Beatitudes as foundation 
of Christian nonviolence

 Matthew 5: 38-41 – Walter Wink’s
interpretation of the third way

Woman Caught in Adultery (John 8: 2-11)



Matthew 5:38-41

You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye 
and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, offer 
no resistance to one who is evil.                  

[antistenai = do not resist violently]

When someone strikes you on [your] right cheek, 
turn the other one to him as well.



Matthew 5:38-41

If anyone wants to go to law with you over your 
tunic, hand him your cloak as well.

Should anyone press you into service for one mile,
go with him for two miles.



The Woman Caught 
in Adultery
John 8 :2-11

Peter Howson, The Woman Caught in Adultery



John 8: 2-11

What is Jesus doing for the woman? 
What is Jesus doing for her accusers?

Listen into the pauses 
as Jesus writes in the sand, 
as the accusers hold their stones waiting. 

Follow a would-be stone thrower as he walks away. 
What is on his mind and heart?



The Woman Caught 
in Adultery
John 8:2-11

Peter Howson, The Woman Caught in Adultery



Pope Francis on Nonviolence

“make active nonviolence our way of life”

“Everyone can be an artisan of peace,”



Pope Francis on Nonviolence

“For Christians, nonviolence is not 
merely tactical behavior but a 
person’s way of being, the attitude 
of one who is so convinced of 
God’s love and power that he or she 
is not afraid to tackle evil with the 
weapons of love and truth alone. . . . 



Pope Francis on Nonviolence

. . .The Gospel command to love your 
enemies (cf. Lk 6:27) “is rightly 
considered the magna carta of 
Christian nonviolence. It does not 
consist in succumbing to evil…, but 
in responding to evil with good 
(cf. Rom 12:17-21), and thereby 
breaking the chain of injustice.”

-Pope Francis quoting Pope Benedict XVI, 
Angelus, 18 Feb 2007



Virtue Ethics: An Overview

Teleological approach to ethics. All human 
action is to be directed toward the end (telos) 
of flourishing.

Virtues are dispositions or habits to act, desire, 
and feel in the right way.  We strive to become 
virtuosos at being human.



Virtue Ethics: An Overview

Virtues are cultivated and actualized in practices.

Not “What should I do?” but “Whom shall I 
become?” (James Keenan)

• Who am I?
• Who ought I to be?
• How do I get there?



The Virtue of Nonviolence

Nonviolence is practiced.  Nonviolence is relational. 
Nonviolence is concerned with the transformation of 
character. Being nonviolent is itself the goal.

• Eli McCarthy, drawing on Bernard Haring, 
defines the virtue of nonviolent peacemaking 
as a habit that realizes “the good of conciliatory 
love that draws the enemy toward friendship.”



The Virtue of Nonviolence

Nonviolence is practiced.  Nonviolence is relational. 
Nonviolence is concerned with the transformation of 
character. Being nonviolent is itself the goal.

• Nonviolence as the disposition of active love that 
upholds dignity.  Filipino People Power 
Movement:  nonviolence as alaydangal = “offer 
dignity to”



The Virtue of Nonviolence

1) Love of Enemy
2) Willingness to Suffer
3) Creativity and Counternarrative

And a special kinship with the Virtue of Humility

Ansgar Holmberg, O Root



Love of Enemy

 Concern for the liberation of oppressors and
oppressed

 Love of those “difficult to love”

 Must face our own evil within



Love of Enemy

"If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously 
committing evil deeds and it were necessary only to 
separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. 
But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the 
heart of every human being. And who is willing to 
destroy a piece of his own heart?" 

-Alexander Solzhenitsyn



Willingness to Suffer

 Risk vulnerability and renounce protection

 Violent one says “Do what I want or you will
pay. I will make you  suffer. Practitioner of
nonviolence says “Do what I want, or I will
pay. I will suffer.”

-Terrence Rynne



Willingness to Suffer

“We will match your capacity to inflict suffering by our 
capacity to endure suffering. We will meet your physical 
force with soul force. Do to us what you will and we will 
still love you….But be assured we will wear you down by 
our capacity to suffer, and one day we will win our 
freedom. We will not only win freedom for ourselves; we 
will so appeal to your heart and conscience that we will 
win you in the process, and our victory will be a double 
victory.” -Martin Luther King, Jr.



Creativity and Counternarrative

 Counters narrative that violence is the
only way to protect.

 Does not avoid conflict but causes
conflict in an alternative way



Creativity and Counternarrative

“Some 200 women blocked the warring [Liberian] 
factions from leaving the room where the peace talks 
were taking place. Security forces attempted to arrest 
[Leymah Gbowee] for obstructing justice, one 
warlord tried to push and kick the women away, and 
Gbowee threatened to strip naked in public, seen as a 
powerful curse in West Africa. The men got back to 
the talks and two weeks later, the terms of the Accra 
peace treaty were announced.”  

The Telegraph, 7 Oct 2011



The Virtue of Nonviolence

“Jesus’ nonviolence was the nonviolence of resistance and 
building up of the human community.”  -Terrence Rynne

√   Uphold dignity     

√   Draw enemy toward friendship

The virtue of nonviolence 
is a virtue for those who are

doing the work of confronting injustice.

He Qi, Crucifixion



Two Hands of Nonviolence

Ellen Murphy illustrating the two hands of nonviolence. Photo by C.J. Pace

“Barbara Deming gave us the image of 
two hands: inside us there is the yes 
and the no. I imagine my right hand is 
palm up and facing outward saying ‘no,’ 
I will do everything I can to stop the 
injustice I am witnessing, and my left 
reaches out saying to the antagonist, 
‘yes,’ I invite you to your wholeness. 
We belong to each other.”

Ellen Murphy
Lifelong nonviolence practitioner



The Woman Caught 
in Adultery
John 8:2-11

Peter Howson, The Woman Caught in Adultery



Virtue of Humility

Meekness and humility in the Sermon on the 
Mount are the basis of true Christian 
nonviolence.  

-Thomas Merton

Humility as the virtue of knowing one’s place 
in God’s world. 

-James Keenan

John August Swanson, Festival of Lights



Virtue of Humility

• Distrust our own hidden drive to self-
assertion

• Are we willing to learn something from 
the adversary?

• Awareness of our limitations
• Awareness of what we are capable of and 

gifted for
• How are we blind to our own complicity?
• Do we cherish positive and trustful 

expectations of others?
John August Swanson, Festival of Lights



Diane Nash

Diane Nash (far right) receiving the Rosa Parks Award from Rosa Parks and 
Martin Luther King, Jr., accompanied by former husband James Bevel.

Agapic Energy

The energy that 
powered the civil rights 
movement

The love of humankind

Energy that disarms, 
heals, and transforms

“People are never your enemies. Racism, sexism, 
war,  and unjust political system are your enemies.”



Practices of Nonviolence

• Seeing our sisters and brothers in the perspectives 
of the Reign of God

• Seeing suffering of other – regardless of 
circumstance – as a loss to me

• Seeing beyond the traditional options 

• Reading from the Sermon on the Mount 
every day (Gandhi)



Practices of Nonviolence

Nonviolent resistance to racism 
(Margie Pfeil)

Renunciation of social privilege

 Examine complicity

 Accept complicity
 Dismantle complicity



An Examen for 
Practitioners of Nonviolence

Are we interested more in truth or in being right?

Are you fighting for everybody? 

Have you undertaken a spiritual discipline to confront 
the oppressor within? 

Do we use nonviolence to bring out evil in the 
adversary and justify ourselves?



An Examen for 
Practitioners of Nonviolence

When we preach nonviolence is there an unconscious 
desire to preserve the status quo against violent upheaval?

Do our practices of nonviolence merely antagonize the 
adversary without making her willing to communicate in 
any way except bullets?



An Examen for 
Practitioners of Nonviolence

Do we seek to show up the adversary without opening his 
eyes to new values?

Do we give in to the “fetishism of immediate visible 
results”?



The Bishop of Digne from Les Miserables

Darin Ashby
The Bishop of Digne



Questions for Reflection

What in your own character is most in need of transformation by 
the virtue of nonviolence? 

What does it mean to be a part of a nonviolent community? 

What does nonviolence imply for the way we communicate?

What are some specific practices that would enable you and your 
community to become more nonviolent?

What are the violent ideologies that you maintain even as you 
and your community seek to dismantle structural injustice?
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Nonviolent
Communications
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Reflection Questions
1. What connections can you make between this morning's

presentation and the video of the five chairs?

2. In which "chair" do you find yourself most often? 
Why do you think that is?

3. What learning will you take away from this afternoon's video
that will assist you in practicing non-violent communication?
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Observation
Feelings 
Needs 
Request

Components of Nonviolent Communications
Marshall B. Rosenberg, Ph.D.
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The concrete actions we are observing that are affecting 
our well-being

How we feel in relation to what we are observing

The needs, values, desires that are creating our feelings

The concrete actions we request in order to enrich our 
lives.

Non-Violent Communication Process
Marshall B. Rosenberg, Ph.D.
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Commitment 
to Nonviolence



Closing Prayer



Side One: God of mystery, beauty, and awe
God of love beyond our understanding,
Thank you for the gift of this day.
For the chance to see your love for us reflected
In the eyes of another person, in a flower,
In the song of a bird, in the gently falling rain.
Thank you for sending your Child to us,
For the wisdom Jesus brought,
For his example of the ways of your peace.
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Side Two: We know that you are with us
as we begin, and continue
the struggle to be a non-violent people.
Help us to bring our many and diverse gifts
to work for creation-wide justice.
Guide our feet into the way of peace.
Guide also our hands, to build your peace,
our mouths to speak your peace,
our ears to hear your peace spoken by countless 
others, and our lives to reflect your peace. 
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