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American Catholic Opinions of the War In Vietnam 

 Much like the society surrounding it, the Roman Catholic Church in America underwent 

immense changes during the 1960s. Pope John XXIII opened the Second Vatican Council in 

1962, and his successor, Pope Paul VI, concluded it in 1965. Aside from the revolutionary shifts 

in worship, Vatican II fundamentally changed the Catholic Church’s role in the world and its 

beliefs surrounding government and war. In the context of the 1960s, the Vietnam War and its 

implications confronted the American Catholic clergy and laity alike in a manner that challenged 

long held positions on a global scale. From their staunch anticommunist past, American 

Catholics developed a diverse response to the changes brought on by Vatican II, modern warfare, 

and the American political climate.  

The diverse responses of American Catholics to the war in Vietnam spanned the political 

spectrum and shifted with time. Starting in the mid-1950s, Catholic leaders influenced 

Washington to increasingly support South Vietnam. The ardently pro-Catholic regime of Ngo 

Dinh Diem saw widespread support from Catholics across the US, and many were devastated by 

the leader’s eventual downfall. The American bishops initially supported the war effort but, like 

the American people more generally, slowly changed their tone as Vatican II changes took hold 

and their lay constituents shifted their opinions on the war. On the other hand, the Catholic 

antiwar movement opposed the war ardently from the initial stages of the conflict, using not only 

thoughts and prayers, but active resistance and the destruction of government property to demand 

change. Lastly, one of the most influential Catholic media outlets, the Jesuit-published magazine 

America, shifted its outlook on the morality and effectiveness of the war over time as changes in 

Vatican II, the American bishops, the antiwar movement, and the reality on the ground in 

Vietnam took hold. 
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Catholic Anticommunism and the Cold War 

 Prior to the 1960s, American Catholics “shared the sense of being members of an 

embattled minority in a more or less unfriendly environment.”1 During the first half of the 20th 

century, Catholic Americans faced widespread bigotry from the Protestant majority of the 

country. The Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s warned that Catholics were little more than puppets of 

the pope, and Al Smith, the first Catholic nominated to the presidency by a major party, faced 

similar charges of disloyalty from large swaths of the electorate during the 1928 Presidential 

election.2  

According to Patrick Allitt, “the Catholic Church presented a monolithic image to the rest 

of the nation in the years before Vatican II.”3 However, Americans increasingly accepted 

Catholicism following World War II, as the nation entered the Cold War. The end of the 1950s 

and early 1960s, when the first Catholic president took office and church attendance and 

activism were high among the lay population, marked a golden era for the American Church.4 

Following the election of John F. Kennedy, anti-Catholicism in America decreased drastically, 

with increasing numbers of Catholic-Protestant alliances forming along political and social 

lines.5 Not least among the political issues that brought Catholicism into the forefront of 

mainstream political culture in America was Rome’s staunch opposition to communism. By the 

beginning of the Cold War, anticommunism provided the perfect rallying point for American 

Catholics to prove their loyalty to their nation as well as the ideals of the church, which at that 

 
1 Patrick Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 1950 - 1985. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ. 

Press, 1995), 12. 
2 Hiram W. Evans,  “The Catholic Question According to the Ku Klux Klan,” Current History (New York) 26, no. 4 

(July 1, 1927): 563.  
3 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 16. 
4 Jeffrey M. Burns, “No Longer Emerging: ‘Ramparts’ Magazine and the Catholic Laity, 1962-1968,” US Catholic 

Historian, Summer, 1990, vol. 9, No. 3, Labor and Lay Movements: Part One, 321. 
5 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 12. 
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time opposed nearly all things communist because the ideology called for the abandonment of 

religion.6 

 The Catholic Church opposed communism from the 19th century, when multiple popes 

warned that communism’s materialism was incompatible with Christian values.7 In 1949, Pope 

Pius XII went so far as to excommunicate every Catholic communist in the world.8 The 

anticommunist strand in the American church went back  at least as far as the 1880s, when 

ecclesiastical leaders voiced concerns over the growing radicalism of groups such as the Knights 

of Labor.9 By the 1920s, American Catholic anticommunism intensified after the Soviet Union 

suppressed religion, as Father Edmund A. Walsh, who served as the Director of the Papal Relief 

Mission to Russia from 1922-1923, saw first-hand.10  

After his service in the Soviet Union, Father Walsh began a long and illustrious career as 

a geopolitical pundit and leading Catholic anticommunist. Walsh, a Jesuit, served as the director 

of Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service, consulted for both the War Department 

during World War II and officials at the Nuremburg Trials on issues relating to international 

relations and religion, and garnered popularity as a writer and lecturer on Soviet communism at 

the dawn of the Cold War.11 Walsh influenced the thinking of some of America’s top leaders, as 

the audiences for his lectures included the FBI academy and military officer training schools, 

while congressional committees and multiple presidents sought out his expertise on Soviet 

 
6 Ibid., 20. 
7 Richard Gid Powers, “American Catholics and Catholic Americans: The Rise and Fall of Catholic 

Anticommunism,” U.S. Catholic Historian 22, no. 4 (2004): 17. 
8 James Carroll. An American Requiem: God, Vietnam, and the Struggle for My Father's Soul. (Boston, MA: 

Houghton Mifflin Co., 1996), 50. 
9 Patrick McNamara, A Catholic Cold War: Edmund A. Walsh, S.J., and the Politics of American Anticommunism, 

(New York, NY: Fordham University Press, 2005), 51.  
10 Ibid., 28.  
11 Ibid., 3, 55, 108, 121. 
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revolutionary ideology.12 Walsh held particular sway in the Truman administration, and some 

have even attributed the anticommunist crusade of Senator Joe McCarthy, an Irish-American 

Catholic, to Walsh’s inspiration.13 Although Walsh died in 1956, before full-scale American 

involvement in Vietnam, his impact on spreading anticommunism to the mainstream of both 

Catholic and general American political opinion cannot be understated.  

 Other sources of Catholic anticommunism gained notoriety before the Cold War began. 

Catholic journalists, such as Patrick Scanlan of the Brooklyn Tablet, vehemently opposed 

communism for its disdain for the Catholic Church.14 Father Charles Coughlin preached to 

millions via his radio show about the dangers of communism, which he blamed largely on Jewish 

conspirators.15 By coaching Catholic union leaders on how to squash communism in their ranks, 

the American church ensured that it did not have to fight for the loyalty of the largely working-

class Catholic population, a demographic that communist sympathizers frequently targeted.16 

The growth of anticommunist sentiment in America empowered the nation’s Catholics, who still 

faced nativist discrimination on a large scale, to display their patriotism to the rest of the nation, 

integrate further into American society, and support a position held by their church for decades.17 

Even Dorothy Day, who established the socialist Catholic Worker Movement in the 1930s and 

led the Catholic peace movement during the 1960s,18 considered communism a heresy.19 

 Perhaps the single most influential Catholic anticommunist was Bishop Fulton J. Sheen. 

When Bishop Sheen’s television show, Life is Worth Living, ended in 1957, a national poll listed 

 
12 Ibid., 91, 71, 138.  
13 Ibid., 143, 157-158.  
14 Powers, “American Catholics”, 19. 
15  Ibid., 22. 
16 Powers, “American Catholics”, 21. 
17 D.G. Hart, American Catholic: The Politics of Faith during the Cold War, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2020), 31.  
18 Thomas E. Quigley, American Catholics and Vietnam, (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 1968), 143. 
19 McNamara, A Catholic Cold War, 100.  
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him as one of the top ten most influential public figures in the nation.20 The Auxiliary Bishop of 

New York and a successful author, Sheen gained mainstream notoriety via his Catholic Hour 

radio show, on which he argued against communism before millions of listeners.21 Sheen came 

to be known as “the Catholic spokesman on the Cold War,” but he also attempted to 

deemphasize the uniquely Catholic viewpoints of his religious rhetoric so as to “promote an anti-

communist alliance with Protestant and Jewish viewers.”22 After turning successfully to the new 

medium of television, Sheen’s notoriety grew even greater, thereby bringing “religion out of the 

Sunday Schools… and into the living rooms of millions of Americans.”23 Sheen’s anticommunist 

rhetoric took a pointedly apocalyptic point of view, as he relied on the religious imagery of an 

epic battle between good and evil at the end of times to describe how the West had to fight to 

overcome the Soviet juggernaut or reap the consequences in this life and the next.  

Bishop Sheen’s apocalyptic outlook coincided with later Catholic conservatives, who 

“believed [that] the Cold War must be seen as an eschatological struggle in which Christian 

Western civilization, the preserver of truth and faith, confronted its demonic nemesis” in the 

form of Eastern Marxism.24 Brent Bozell took this belief a step further. Bozell believed that the 

Christian West should not fear apocalypse and death in this life given their belief in the afterlife, 

something that atheistic communists lacked. Therefore, the West should have a very aggressive 

foreign policy and even welcome the possibility of preemptively using nuclear weapons against 

the USSR if necessary.25 

 
20 Michael Epple and Irvin DS Winsboro, “Religion, Culture and the Cold War: Bishop Fulton J. Sheen and 

America’s anti-communist crusade of the 1950s,” The Historian 71, no. 2 (Summer 2009): 209. 
21 Ibid., 210-213.  
22 Ibid., 222-223. 
23 Ibid., 221. 
24 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 61. 
25 Ibid., 69. 
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Following the lead of anticommunist intellectuals, Catholics in the early to mid-20th 

century typically analyzed political conflicts across the world along the lines of the ideological 

struggle of the faith against atheistic communism. For example, during the Cristero War of 1926-

1929, American Knights of Columbus collaborated with Mexican Catholic activists in opposing 

the anticlerical and anticapitalistic post-Revolutionary Mexican state.26 While American 

socialists volunteered to fight on the side of the Republicans during the Spanish Civil War, 

American Catholics widely supported Francisco Franco, believing that the future dictator was a 

stalwart supporter of the faith, and, perhaps just as importantly, an opponent of communism.27 

This sentiment deepened as the USSR’s position in the global order rose following WWII. 

According to Allitt, “ Catholic lay conservatives coming of age in the 1950s generally… 

[believed] that opposition to communism, foreign and domestic, was their most immediate vital 

task.”28 This belief played out in Catholics such as political commentator William Buckley, who 

supported US involvement in conflicts that pitted communists against anticommunist forces, 

such as during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.29 

 

As Vietnam grew as an American foreign policy concern, Catholics instinctively 

understood the conflict through their anticommunist predisposition. For example, Dr. Tom 

Dooley, a Catholic Navy physician, gained notoriety after writing about the brutal treatment that 

Catholic Vietnamese refugees received at the hands of Northern communists.30 At the time, 

thousands of North Vietnamese Catholics migrated to the South to escape what they perceived as 

 
26 Julia G. Young, “Knights and Caballeros: Cross-border Catholic Activism During Mexico’s Cristero War,” 

Mexican Studies/ Estudios Mexicanos 33, no. 2 (Summer 2017): 245-247. 
27 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 24. 
28 Ibid., 60. 
29 Ibid., 61. 
30 Ibid., 29. 
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a brutal communist regime led by Ho Chi Minh. The CIA contributed to this process by 

distributing leaflets throughout the north that encouraged emigration to the south and warned that 

the Northern government used barbarous tactics against dissidents.31 Dooley added fuel to this 

fire by spreading the claims of communist repression against Catholics to America via his 

writings and appeals for donations.32 Robert Scheer, the Vietnam correspondent for Ramparts, a 

progressive lay Catholic magazine, doubted Dooley’s assessment of the state of affairs in 

Vietnam. Scheer stated that “Dooley believed that Ho Chi Minh and the other leaders of the Viet 

Minh movement, being communists, were therefore ‘devils’ in the medieval sense of that 

term.”33 Nevertheless, Dooley’s writings appealed directly to American Catholics and 

anticommunists alike, making him a notable public figure who played a pivotal role in sparking 

the American interest and support for a communist-free Vietnam.34 Dooley’s anti-Viet Minh 

writings further solidified the apparent need to support Ngo Dinh Diem’s regime in the south as 

an anticommunist, pro-Catholic haven.35 

Ngo Dinh Diem came to power in South Vietnam in 1954 through the support of the 

American government and lobbying done on his behalf by prominent Catholics. James Carroll, a 

priest who was active in the anti-war movement, described Diem as a “Catholic mystic,” and a 

staunch opponent to communism, making him appear as a viable, humane, moderate pro-US 

option to lead South Vietnam.36  

Diem’s public relations manager, Harold Oram, founded the Friends of Vietnam, an 

organization that was devoted to gaining American support for Diem. The Friends of Vietnam 

 
31 George C. Herring, America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 150-1975. (New York, NY: Alfred 

A Knopf, 1986), 44. 
32 Carroll, An American Requiem, 166. 
33 Robert Scheer, “Hang Down Your Head Tom Dooley,” Ramparts 3 (January/ February 1965) 25. 
34 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 30. 
35 Scheer, “Hang Down Your Head Tom Dooley,” 25. 
36 Carroll, An American Requiem, 164-165. 
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included American businessmen, academics, and Catholic leaders, such as John F. Kennedy,37 

Monsignor Joseph Harnett,38 the American director of Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam, and 

Cardinal Francis Spellman, the archbishop of New York.39 Spellman, “the most visible 

anticommunist in the American episcopate,”40 initially met Diem while he was studying at 

Maryknoll Seminary in the early 1950s.41 Spellman later lobbied the Eisenhower administration 

to support the Diem regime.42 This lobbying made Diem “as much of a favorite of the liberals as 

the American Catholic Church.”43 During the 1950s, Diem’s Vietnam received millions in US 

aid, which was largely dispersed by the Catholic Relief Services.44 

By using his support from the Kennedy family and Spellman, Diem and his lobbyists 

successfully portrayed the conflict in Vietnam as one where millions of Vietnamese fled the 

horrors of the communist North in order to live in the free south.45 The CIA was crucial in this 

effort. The agency employed a propaganda campaign in Vietnam to encourage northern 

Catholics to flee to the south, where they acted as bulwarks of anticommunism.46 The work of 

the CIA, the Diem lobby, and Dr. Dooley led Robert McNamara and other US leaders to believe 

that Vietnam was an “Asian Poland,” despite the fact that Catholics made up a very small portion 

of the population and Ho Chi Minh had previously received widespread support.47  

 
37Christopher J. Kauffman, “Politics, Programs, and Protests: Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam, 1954–1975,” 

Catholic Historical Review 91, no. 2 (April 2005): 229. 
38 Ibid., 225-226. 
39 Drew Pearson, “Catholics and Viet-Nam: Ramparts Magazine Says Cardinal Spellman And Others Helped Push 

U.S. Into Viet-Nam,” The Washington Post, Times Herald, July 4, 1965. 
40 McNamara, A Catholic Cold War, 145. 
41 Pearson, “Catholics and Viet-Nam,” The Washington Post, Times Herald, July 4, 1965. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Scheer, “Hang Down Your Head Tom Dooley,” 3. 
44 Carroll, An American Requiem, 166. 
45 Pearson, “Catholics and Viet-Nam.” 
46 Kauffman, “Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam,” 228. 
47 Carroll, An American Requiem, 166. 



 10 

According to Allitt, “many American Catholics understood the war as a fight to save the 

Christian Vietnamese from atheistic communism.”48 By 1957, Catholic media outlets such as 

Commonweal and America, which later opposed America’s involvement in Vietnam, voiced 

their support for the Diem regime, which they saw as an example of successfully implementing 

American aid in the face of communism.49 Even as Diem’s hold on the south wavered, 

“American Catholics’ fervent support for the Catholic Vietnamese helped create the nation’s 

foreign policy nightmare of the 1960s.”50 

 Diem’s regime, dominated by his family and a small cadre of Catholic leaders, routinely 

violated human rights, including incarcerating more than 150,000 political prisoners by the late 

1950s.51 In discussing Diem’s cruel treatment of Vietnamese Buddhists, James Carroll stated: 

“Americans expected [Diem] to be a democrat, but he was a true medieval Catholic of the kind 

that even the Vatican knew only in [nostalgia].”52 Robert Scheer argued that the Diem regime 

rose solely because of American support, that Diem was a relatively unknown figure in 

Vietnamese politics prior to taking power in the South, and that the vast majority of the 

Vietnamese population, perhaps as high as 80%, would have voted for Ho Ch Minh to lead the 

nation after gaining independence from France.53 Despite all this, in the early 1960s, Harnett, 

Spellman, and much of the Catholic media still defended the regime as the only alternative to a 

communist takeover.54  

 Starting in May 1963, the Diem regime faced a rash of protests from South Vietnam’s 

Buddhist activists so that “by mid-summer, South Vietnamese society appeared on the verge of 

 
48 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 29. 
49 Kauffman, “Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam,” 231. 
50 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 31. 
51 Kauffman, “Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam,” 232. 
52 Carroll, An American Requiem, 167. 
53 Scheer, “Hang Down Your Head Tom Dooley,” 24-25. 
54 Kauffman, “Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam,” 234. 
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disruption.”55 On June 11th, Thich Quang Duc, a Buddhist monk, immolated himself on one of 

the busiest streets of Saigon, and several other self-immolations followed as the protests raged 

on. The regime responded to protesters with a heavy hand as the secret police, led by Diem’s 

brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, imprisoned en masse those who spoke out. On August 21st, just days 

after Diem assured US Ambassador Frederick Nolting that he planned to end the Buddhist 

persecution, Nhu’s secret police conducted a series of midnight raids against pagodas across the 

South, arresting 1,400 Buddhists and killing or wounding hundreds. 

 Shortly after the pagoda raids, several Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) 

generals approached the US Embassy in Saigon to explore how Washington would respond to a 

change in leadership. Roger Hilsman, Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, Avril 

Harriman, Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, and Michael Forrestal, National 

Security Advisor to the president, drafted a cable for Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., the new 

Ambassador to South Vietnam. The cable ordered Lodge to warn Diem that he should terminate 

Nhu’s role in the government, and that, if he refused to enact changes, the United States must 

“face the possibility that Diem himself cannot be preserved.” The cable also told Lodge to 

inform the generals that they would have America’s support if there was a “breakdown of [the] 

central government mechanism.”56 

 Because the generals approached the embassy on a Saturday, the process to affirm 

support for the coup lacked a full discussion of possible consequences. President Kennedy 

approved of the cable before it was sent to Lodge, but he was vacationing on Cape Cod at the 

time, and in the ensuing months he expressed uncertainty surrounding Diem’s termination. The 

 
55 Herring, America’s Longest War, 95-97. 
56 Ibid., 98.  
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president’s endorsement was then “apparently used to secure the acquiescence of responsible 

officials in the Defense Department.”57 

According to George C. Herring, “by the time Kennedy met with his advisors on 

Monday, August 26th, the United States was deeply committed to a coup.” Although Kennedy 

reportedly would have preferred a more neutral response to the generals, he never retracted the 

policy and eventually acquiesced to the coup.58 Following the rushed approval process, the US 

Embassy in Saigon contacted the generals through a CIA agent. The agent assured the generals 

that the US would support a coup after the fact, but not actively assist them in overthrowing the 

regime.  

On August 31st, the ARVN generals called the coup off, partly because of the muddled 

US attitude. In the ensuing four weeks, contradictory information flowed into Kennedy’s office, 

with various aides arguing to abandon Diem, pressuring him into abandoning Nhu, or reconcile 

with the president and focus on the war effort. This resulted in the administration “by this time 

[being] more divided on Vietnam than it [had] been on any other issue.”59 

In October, the Kennedy Administration began to cut aid to South Vietnam to pressure 

Diem to terminate Nhu’s position in the government. Instead, the rebellious generals took this as 

a sign that the US would support their coup. According to Herring, “once aware that the generals 

were again planning a coup, the [Kennedy] administration did nothing to discourage them.”60 

Kennedy proceeded by giving Lodge, who staunchly opposed Diem,61 wide authority to interact 

with the generals and Diem as he saw fit, thereby “virtually [assuring] the outcome.”62 

 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., 99. 
59 Ibid., 100. 
60 Ibid, 103. 
61 James S. Olson and Randy Roberts, Where the Domino Fell: America and Vietnam 1945 to 2004, (Maplecrest, 

NY: Brandywine Press, 2004), 101. 
62 Herring, America’s Longest War, 104. 
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On November 1st, the generals seized control of several military installations and 

communication outlets in Saigon and demanded that Diem and Nhu resign. The brothers then 

escaped to a church in the city’s Chinese district to attend confession and receive communion. 

Shortly after, they were captured and killed in the back of an armored personnel vehicle.63 

Another of Diem’s brothers, Archbishop Ngo Dinh Thuc, likely avoided his own assassination 

because he attended the Second Vatican Council in Rome during the coup.64  

Despite Diem’s 1963 overthrow, the legacy of the Friends of Vietnam remained in the 

form of American involvement. At Diem’s death, South Vietnam was the third largest recipient 

of U.S. aid,65 and the number of American advisors in the nation had increased dramatically from 

2,000 under Eisenhower to 33,000 by the end of 1963.66 In reality, US advisors took on larger 

roles as time went on; indeed, by 1962 and 1963, US pilots began flying combat missions with or 

without the Vietnamese pilots they were meant to be training.67 

 Catholic opinion of Diem varied widely at the time of his death, with some 

acknowledging the regime’s brutality while others only considered Vietnam’s potential fall to 

communism.68 For example, Commonweal reacted to the coup by stating that, although they 

disapproved of the killing of the Ngo brothers, the time for Diem’s replacement was long 

overdue.69 America, however, warned that communist control of Vietnam was imminent with 

Diem’s downfall, while the Brooklyn Tablet accused the U.S. government of inciting the 

 
63 Ibid., 105. 
64 John T. Donovan, “The American Catholic Press and the Cold War in Asia: The Case of Father Patrick O'Connor, 

S.S.C. (1899-1987),” American Catholic Studies 115, no. 3 (2004): 40. 
65 Kauffman, “Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam,” 232. 
66 Pearson, “Catholics and Viet-Nam.” 
67 Olson and Roberts, Where the Domino Fell, 92. 
68 Joseph G. Morgan, “A Change of Course: American Catholics, Anticommunism, and the Vietnam War,” U.S. 

Catholic Historian 22, no. 4 (2004): 123. 
69 Ibid. 
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assassination.70 Robert Scheer stated that Catholic writers who supported Diem or criticized the 

post-Diem government’s incompetence were motivated by a deep sense of guilt over America’s 

responsibility for the regime’s brutality.71  

Despite the loss of Diem, “most Catholic conservatives believed that Americans had a 

duty and a right to prevail in Vietnam.”72 America’s acquiescence to the 1963 coup permanently 

jaded many Catholics’ outlook on the war, but even many of those who blamed the Kennedy 

administration for Diem’s downfall continued to support American involvement in the country.  

 

Vatican II and Catholic Reformation 

Pope John XXIII opened the Second Vatican Council in 1962. His successor, Pope Paul 

VI, closed the Council in 1965. The objective of Vatican II was to address the role of the 

Catholic Church in the context of the modern world. According to James Carroll, in the early 

1960s, even many Catholic traditionalists, such as his parents, excitedly awaited the innovations 

that the Second Council planned to bring, as they were seen to embrace American values more 

effectively.73 Carroll believed that American Catholicism heavily influenced the Vatican II 

movement, which embraced ideals such as democracy and patriotism more than in previous eras 

of the church.74 In relation to the war in Vietnam, Vatican II raised questions about the 

traditional anticommunist position of the church; what constituted a just war; and the role that 

the conscience played in an individual’s decision to go to war. With the encyclical Mater et 

Magistra, Pope John XXIII began to shift the focus of Catholic doctrine away from 

 
70 Ibid. 
71 Scheer, “Hang Down Your Head Tom Dooley,” 23. 
72 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 140. 
73 Carroll, An American Requiem, 75-76. 
74 Ibid., 33. 
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anticommunism and toward disarmament and anti-colonialism, a change that many American 

Catholic church leaders initially questioned. Gaudium et Spes went further, however, by calling 

for a more open relationship between the church and the world, including a Christian-Marxist 

dialogue.75  

In 1963’s Pacem in Terris, one of the most influential encyclicals of the modern era, John 

XXIII touched on multiple issues that dominated debates surrounding the Vietnam War. The 

pope recognized the new role that the working class played in the political, social, and economic 

power structure of the modern day and, as such, outlined the Vatican’s support for workers’ 

rights.76 Although he defended the ownership of private property,77 John XXIII criticized purely 

capitalistic systems by stating that all humans had the right to food, clothing, medical care, and 

social services,78 and he insisted that societies must not only be well ordered, but must also 

actively provide abundant resources for sustaining the common good.79 Laws of a nation that 

opposed the law of God “[had] no binding force in conscience,” according to the encyclical, and 

peace activists applied that position to argue for the theological validity of Catholic 

conscientious objectors during the war.80 This statement directly contradicted John XXIII’s 

recent predecessor’s statement on the issue, as just seven years prior Pope Pius XII declared that 

“a Catholic citizen cannot invoke his own conscience in order to refuse to serve” in a declared 

war.81 

 
75 Powers, “American Catholics,” 30-1. 
76 John XXIII, Pacem In Terris. Encyclical letter, Vatican website, April 11, 1963, 40. 
77 Ibid., 21. 
78 Ibid., 11. 
79 Ibid., 34. 
80 Ibid., 51. 
81 Carroll, An American Requiem, 51. 
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Furthermore, Pacem in Terris called on nations to live by the same moral standard that 

guided individuals.82 The encyclical warned that more advanced nations should not “exert unjust 

political domination over other nations”83 and that modern conflicts between nations must be 

settled without armed force, thereby bringing the Catholic Just War tradition into question.84 The 

document also expressed deep concern over the morality of the arms race, which gripped 

America and the Soviet Union.85 Pacem in Terris and the larger movement of Vatican II 

essentially offered an olive branch to communist nations while pressing for an end to aggressive 

modern warfare.86 

In effect, the pope challenged the traditional Catholic understanding of the Just War 

doctrine, a concept deeply embedded in Catholic thought. Augustine of Hippo developed the first 

arguments within the Just War tradition in order to provide Christian leaders with a framework to 

reconcile Christianity’s opposition to violence with the necessity of protecting a nation.87 

Augustine believed that Christian nations ought to aid victims of violence, and that this 

obligation justified the use of force against aggressors. Several centuries later, Thomas Aquinas 

built on Augustine’s work by asserting that individuals may also use proportionate force to 

defend themselves and others from harm. Aquinas also provided three conditions that must be 

met for war to be declared justly: only a legitimate authority may declare war; war should be 

waged for a just cause; and statesmen should only resort to war to promote peace, not for 

personal gain. In the 16th and 17th centuries, philosophers Francois de Vitoria and Francisco 

Suárez added to the Just War tradition that the force used in war should be proportionate to the 

 
82 Quigley, American Catholics and Vietnam, 78.  
83 John XXIII, Pacem in Terris, 88. 
84 Ibid., 93. 
85 Ibid., 109-112. 
86 Morgan, “A Change of Course,” 124-125. 
87 Richard J. Reagan, Just War: Principles and Causes, Second Edition, Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University 

of America Press, 2013), 17-18, 86-86. 
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injustice that the war aims to prevent or remedy. Furthermore, peaceful means to address the 

injustice should be exhausted before declaring war, and a leader must expect a reasonable chance 

for success before declaring war. 

Since Pacem in Terris, John XXIII’s position on the Just War tradition has faced 

challenges. For example, in 2013 David D. Corey and Josh King argued that Pacem in Terris 

mistakenly abandoned the Just War theory in the context of modern warfare, as it effectively 

argued that no modern war could be morally justified.88 Corey and King defined the Just War 

tradition as “a heritage of religious and ethical reflection that attempts to explain how the evils of 

war can be reconciled with humanity’s fundamental desire to be good.” They argued that neither 

realism, which calls upon nations to wage war based solely on amoral questions of benefits and 

consequences of victory and defeat, nor pacifism, which declares that all warfare is immoral, 

encompass Just War theory. Instead, Just War theory maintains that wars are sometimes 

necessary, but that humans, as fundamentally frail moral creatures, need a framework that guides 

them on when and how to justly wage war. 

Corey and King called Pacem in Terris a “watershed moment in the Vatican’s espousal 

of human rights,” because the encyclical enumerated a number of rights that the church had 

never explicitly affirmed before.89 It was a long list: the right to the pursuit of a profession of 

one’s choosing; the right to a support a family; the right to safe working conditions; the right to 

own productive goods, and the right to food, clothing, shelter, medical care, rest, and to be 

looked after if ill, disabled, or elderly. However, Corey and King asserted that, in the context of 
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Just War theory, such an extensive list of rights may actually undermine the legal rights that 

nations are expected to uphold.90 

In the Just War tradition, the violation of citizens’ rights could justify a declaration of war 

against an aggressor. Under Pacem in Terris, this tradition would either lead to frequent warfare 

or, as Corey and King asserted, the backsliding of legal rights, because many of the rights the 

encyclical affirmed cannot always be ensured. For example, although providing medical care for 

the disabled is a valiant ideal, few nations would support going to war with those who fail to 

provide it. “The problem with rights as Pacem in Terris presents them is that either everyone 

becomes an ‘aggressor’, or no one does- in which case the ‘rights’ in question become mere 

words without consequences.”91  

Furthermore, Corey and King asserted that Pacem in Terris assumed peace on Earth to be 

possible through global cooperation, placing heavy emphasis on the potential of the UN to aid in 

achieving this objective.92 Just War tradition, however, teaches that humans’ selfishness and 

propensity to commit injustices prevent peace, and the only way to effectively address this 

impulse is through “resistance,” including, as a last resort, force.  

Although the pope believed that Pacem in Terris adhered to the tenets of Just War theory, 

King and Corey argued that the encyclical violated the tradition for declaring war to be 

unjustifiable while claiming that nations should guarantee an ever-growing list of human rights 

and work to ensure peace on Earth. Following Vatican II, both pro and anti-war Catholics, 

including the US Conference of Catholic Bishops, peace activist Father Daniel Berrigan, and 
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many Catholic intellectuals, relied heavily on Pacem in Terris and varying interpretations of Just 

War theory to either support or oppose America’s military role in Vietnam. 

In 1965, Pope Paul VI wrote several letters to world leaders calling for peace in Vietnam. 

To General Van Nguyen Thieu, who become the president of South Vietnam in 1967, the pope 

said that the possibility of a truce and an end to the bombing campaign brought him great joy 

because it promised to create an environment in which an equitable solution could be reached.93 

The pope addressed Ho Chi Minh respectfully and wished him the best of luck in bringing an 

end to the conflict.94 To Nikolai Podgorny, Chairman of the Presidium of the Soviet Union, and 

Mao Tse Tung, President of the People’s Republic of China, Paul VI said that the conflict in 

Vietnam presented a grave threat to global peace and suggested that each of the leaders’ nations 

stood to gain immense dividends in honor and prestige by bringing an end to the conflict.95 

Carroll put it succinctly when he stated that “the Pope was not sounding like a pope.”96 Instead 

of supporting authority figures, he supported the young generation “who [had a] hunger and 

thirst for justice,” with statements like “war no more,” and “war never again,” amidst the 

controversies of the early American peace movement.97 The pope issued his thanks to Lyndon B. 

Johnson for the president’s response to the Vatican’s appeal for a Christmas truce and hoped that 

the recent initiatives would lead to a lasting peace.98 

 

Vietnam’s Challenge to Catholic Thought 
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Despite the anti-war sentiments which flowed out of Vatican II in the mid-1960s, 

Catholic intellectuals reacted to American involvement in a variety of ways. Most writers at 

National Review, a conservative organ that featured many Catholic anticommunist writers, held 

to the pro-war position through the late 1960s and early 1970s, while many writers at Triumph, a 

short-lived Catholic traditionalist magazine that broke off from National Review in 1966, 

expressed opposite concerns that the war was “no longer worthy of a Christian’s sacrifice,” after 

the assassination of Diem removed South Vietnam’s status as a pro-Catholic state.99 Triumph 

expressed disapproval over rumors of the use of chemical and biological weapons, which they 

believed contradicted Just War theory. By 1970 Triumph even went so far as to express support 

for Daniel and Philip Berrigan, two priests who spoke out against the war, led protesters, burned 

draft cards, and conducted raids on draft boards.100 

Thomas Molnar, a Catholic Hungarian-born philosopher who frequently wrote for 

National Review, initially supported the war. Molnar saw imperialism in South America, Africa, 

and, in this case, Vietnam, as “a conflict between Christianity,” which imperialists brought to the 

rest of the world, “and communism, with these two vehicles of westernization competing for the 

population’s loyalties.” 101 Molnar’s support for intervention in Vietnam waned after the 

overthrow of Diem, at which point he reconsidered America’s role, stating that the nation was 

prone to believing its own “messianic myth,” and “[falsifying] affairs when it appears on the 

scene.”102 

Gary Wills was another conservative Catholic National Review writer whose opinions on 

the war shifted with time. Initially, Wills criticized the anti-government rhetoric and tactics of 
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the Berrigan brothers. However, after Cardinal Spellman effectively banished Daniel Berrigan to 

Latin America in 1966, Wills signed the public petition calling for his return.103 Wills compared 

the Berrigans’ acts to the Catholic tradition of martyrdom and stated that the Berrigans “did 

dumb things for peace; others have done nothing, dumb or smart.”104 Eventually, Wills engaged 

in what he may have called a dumb act for peace himself when he was arrested while protesting 

against the war on the steps of the Capitol Building in 1973.105 

In the early 1960s, Michael Novak, a Catholic philosopher, journalist, and diplomat, 

worked alongside Daniel Berrigan and influential Protestant and Jewish leaders to form the 

antiwar organization Clergymen Concerned about Vietnam.106 In 1967’s In Vietnam: Crisis of 

Conscience, Novak argued that supporting the Vietnam War directly opposed Judeo-Christian 

values and the Bible.107 At this point in his life, Novak generally held progressive political views, 

did not directly oppose Marxism, and believed that leaders too often held to rules-based systems, 

as opposed to those based on morality when making policy decisions.108 However, over time, 

Novak’s opinions generally became more conservative and staunchly anticommunist. In 1983’s 

Confessions of a Catholic, Novak “admitted that he had been wrong about Vietnam,” and “he 

grieved also to have been so vocal an opponent of a war that retrospect seemed to justify.”109 

 

Like lay intellectuals, more formal Catholic outlets for opinion did not immediately 

adhere to the Pope’s anti-war stance in the wake of Vatican II. Despite the shift in values 

outlined in Vatican II encyclicals and papal letters and speeches, much of the American Catholic 
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clergy initially chose to stand by their government’s anticommunist crusade in Vietnam. 

However, as the war raged on, the American bishops’ stances eventually changed as well.  

In the National Council of Catholic Bishops’ statements on war and peace between 1959 

and 1971, there was a distinct shift away from the anticommunist stances of the traditional 

church toward an orientation more aligned with Vatican II, which included supporting peace in 

Vietnam and changing legislation that punished selective conscientious objectors. However, the 

doctrinal changes brought on by the Second Vatican Council did not immediately sway the 

American clergy. In 1959, prior to John XXIII’s opening of the Second Council, the bishops 

wrote Freedom and Peace, which declared world communism the primary threat to global peace 

and freedom, two uniquely American values that the nation had the moral duty to export to the 

world.110 The bishops called on Americans not to ignore the plight of refugees, such as those 

who fled from North Vietnam, and to fight poverty and starvation in developing nations in order 

to abolish environments where communism could thrive.111 Lastly, the bishops warned the 

United States not to forget a lesson learned in the last world war, that the appeasement of 

aggressors brought disastrous results and that to passively accept the “godless… aggressive and 

belligerent” and “unbelievably cruel” nature of communism would be to subvert peace and 

freedom.112 

1966’s Peace and Vietnam, the bishops’ first statement on war following Vatican II, 

contained many of the same anticommunist underpinnings as Freedom and Peace. The bishops 

held that the church supported a nation’s right to self-defense and even the right to defend 
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another against attack.113 Because of the fundamental aggression of world communism, the 

bishops argued that the US presence in Vietnam was justified, and they counseled Americans to 

support their government and military so long as they continued to pursue a just peace.114 Carroll 

believed that the Bishops’ justification for the war was an act of “implicitly [defying] the 

pope.”115 The bishops gestured to the peace movement when they agreed that alternative forms 

of service should be provided to conscientious objectors.116 They also stated that even a 

defensive war had moral limitations, such as the indiscriminate destruction of cities. Should the 

war exceed these moral limitations in the future, Catholics would be obligated to protest it, 

according to the American bishops. 

Resolution on Peace, the bishops’ 1967 statement on the war, still maintained a pro-

government tone. The bishops stated that, although the peace movement reflected the changing 

moral sensitivity of Americans, they feared that the “extreme reactions” of activists did more 

harm than good by adding to the immense divisions within the nation.117 The bishops 

acknowledged and thanked the government for trying to negotiate an end to the war but urged 

the administration to continue doing so in a manner that would not simply end violence but bring 

a just peace for the people of South Vietnam. 

In response to the bishops’ support of the US government, Catholic antiwar outlets 

widely criticized their clerical leaders. When 200 Catholic bishops declined invitations to attend 

a meeting of religious leaders on peace in Washington, D.C. or voice official support for the 

Committee of Clergy and Laymen Concerned about Vietnam (CALCAV), lay Catholic 
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newspapers sharply disapproved of the bishops’ silence.118 Thomas Francis Rhitt, a liberal 

American Catholic author, even accused the bishops of allowing religion to become subservient 

to the national government because of their unwillingness to speak out against the war.119 

Although Catholic political opinion varied, the majority of Catholics appeared to support 

the war effort in its early years. According to a Gallup poll from 1966, 54% of American 

Catholics approved of President Johnson’s handling of the war, a substantially higher mark than 

American Protestants.120 Daniel J. Callahan, a Catholic philosopher, wrote in 1968 that Catholics 

were not then in a “crisis of conscience” over the opposing viewpoints of the Vatican II era 

church and their nation’s involvement in Vietnam.121 Instead, many Catholics chose to simply 

stay on the side of the US Government even if doctrine should have indicated otherwise.122 To 

Callahan, the Vietnam War was the first geopolitical test to see if the faithful would implement 

the values outlined by Vatican II, and Catholic America had failed.123 However, following the 

end of the Tet offensive, like Americans of all faiths, “growing numbers [of laypeople] began to 

express doubts about [the] ever-receding light at the end of the tunnel.”124 

By November 1968, the US bishops’ opinions on the war changed drastically as well. In 

that year, they released Human Life in Our Day, Chapter II, “The Family of Nations,” which 

provided more support for the peace movement and conscientious objectors than any of their 

previous statements. The bishops began by denouncing the horrors of war in general and focused 

on the terrible consequences of weapons of mass destruction, which produced an entirely new 
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way of thinking about war.125 Resting on the authority of Vatican II encyclicals, the bishops 

opposed unlimited warfare and peace-time drafts, celebrated action toward peace, and validated 

the diversity of opinion regarding the Catholic opinion on the war. The bishops questioned the 

war’s loss of life, the “inhuman dimensions of suffering” it provoked, and the efficacy of an 

untimely withdrawal.126 By the end of 1968, the bishops began to question the war’s morality by 

stating that military and technological dominance were insufficient for bringing about peace. 

Therefore, they declared that some injustices might be better fought through nonmilitary means. 

In 1970, the bishops celebrated the 25th anniversary of the United Nations with Human 

Solidarity. In this statement, the bishops surveyed the successes of the UN while calling for the 

USA to strengthen the organization.127 The bishops also thanked President Nixon for his role in 

working alongside China, whose “potential magnitude for the global approach to peace and 

human welfare [could not] be ignored.”128 American bishops congratulating the president for 

cooperating with a communist regime demonstrated just how much the church’s stance on global 

politics had changed since 1959’s Freedom and Peace. 

The questions the bishops raised in 1968 were essential to their ultimate decision to 

oppose America’s war in Vietnam in 1971. With that year came two statements that solidified 

their turn towards the antiwar side of the debate. First, Declaration on Conscientious Objection 

and Selective Conscientious Objection explicitly echoed the sentiments of Pacem in Terris by 

stating that the church held an individual’s conscience in the highest regard as “a man has in his 

heart a law written by God.”129 With that, the bishops argued that Catholics could legitimately 
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claim conscientious objector status on either an absolute or select basis.130 Catholic conscientious 

objection was a controversial topic because Catholicism was not considered a pacifistic 

denomination, unlike the Seventh Day Adventist, Quaker, or Mennonite traditions. Selective 

conscientious objection was a highly debated subject across the political and religious spectrum 

because only absolute pacifists could legally object to the war on religious grounds.131 The 

bishops then reiterated their support for modifying the Selective Service Act so that those who 

objected to their participation in a particular conflict could live in accordance with their 

consciences without violating the law, provided that they were willing to participate in another 

form of service.132 The bishops’ explicit call to modify the Selective Service Act to protect the 

rights of conscientious objectors of all faiths demonstrated a stronger commitment to the cause of 

conscience objection in 1971 than previously seen in 1966’s Peace and Vietnam. 

The second 1971 statement from the American bishops was Resolution on South East 

Asia, which marked the first time that the National Conference of Catholic Bishops called for the 

end of American involvement in Vietnam.133 The statement, which preceded the end of the war 

by just fourteen months, called on American leaders to end the war immediately.134 The bishops 

stated that their prior justification for the war was now outweighed by “the destruction of human 

life and of moral values which [the war] inflicts.” After thanking soldiers and their families for 

their valiant sacrifices, the bishops called on Americans to increase the benefits and support for 

veterans, reintegrate objectors back into society, and act with a spirit of reconciliation and 

forgiveness to heal the wounds of their divided nation. 
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Although the bishops accepted the antiwar stance by 1971, surveys showed that Catholic 

laypeople largely came to this conclusion before their clergymen, with some newspapers even 

accusing the bishops of reacting too slowly.135 This political and moral division amongst 

Catholic laypeople, clergymen, and intellectuals over Vietnam is representative of the larger 

fragmentation of American Catholicism following Vatican II, which juxtaposed the closely-knit, 

immigrant-based Catholic-American culture of the early 20th century. According to Allitt, by the 

1970s, Catholics had assimilated themselves so securely into American society that it was no 

longer necessary for them to have a single, united political voice; instead, Catholics increasingly 

developed their own individual voices in regard to issues such as war, abortion, and birth 

control.136 The golden coming-of-age era of the early 1960s, as described by Burns and Carroll, 

had blossomed into a more politically and socially diverse American Church.137 

 

However, the American Catholic antiwar movement and progressive political activism 

began long before the Tet Offensive, or even American involvement in Vietnam. Since before 

World War II, a notable segment of the American Catholic population actively sought peace. 

Longtime activist Dorothy Day acted as the leader of the mid-century Catholic peace 

front.138 Day founded the Catholic Worker Movement (CWM) and its newspaper, The Catholic 

Worker (TCW), in the 1930s with the intention of giving Catholic socialists an outlet that 

matched their spiritual values with their political goals, a rarity in the largely atheist socialist 
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movements of the era.139 CWM expressed a pacifistic agenda from its earliest years, even 

holding to pacifism in the face of the church’s support of the Franco regime in Spain and the 

American opposition to Hitler during World War II.140 James H. Forest, a Catholic peace activist 

and lay theologian, stated that, without CWM, there might not have been any organized Catholic 

peace movement during the Vietnam War.141 From The Catholic Worker sprouted one of the 

largest Catholic peace movements that existed in 1968: the Catholic Peace Fellowship (CPF).142 

TCW’s influence on CPF cannot be understated, as many of CPF’s leaders previously 

edited and wrote for TCW. James H. Forest founded CPF as an offshoot of the CWM that 

focused specifically on antiwar activism in 1964. Penelope Adams Moon described the founding 

of the CPF as an enactment of the greater authority afforded to laypeople by Vatican II, as the 

ranks of CPF and other Catholic anti-war protesters used theological arguments against the war 

that were once only considered the domain of clergymen.143 

By 1965, members of CPF relied on the encyclicals of Vatican II to lecture on, discuss, 

and promote Catholic teachings on peace at American colleges and parishes in hopes that more 

Catholics would be persuaded to oppose the war. In 1965, CPF sponsored an advertisement, 

which appeared in three Catholic periodicals, that called the war in Vietnam “morally 

unjustifiable” and was signed by more than 100 priests and laymen, including Daniel Berrigan 

and Day.144 Because most Catholic Americans still supported the war in its early years, CPF 

eventually began engaging in more overt protest tactics and nonviolent resistance instead of 
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relying solely on education.145 Outside of their protests, CPF also counseled hundreds of men 

who were attempting to achieve conscientious objector status.146 

Perhaps the most notorious of CPF tactics was the burning of draft cards. Chris Kearns, a 

member of the CWM, became one of the first public draft card burners when he lit his 

documentation on fire as a Life photographer captured the act.147 Shortly after, Tom Cornell 

began to organize activists from CPF and the CWM to participate in public draft-card burnings, 

which could result in a five-year prison sentence. Some Catholic protestors saw draft card 

burning as an act of prophetic witness akin to the sacrifices made by the Old Testament Prophets 

or Jesus. In doing so, the CPF shifted from trying to spread opposition against the war to actively 

hampering the American ability to fight. Other tactics used by Catholic peace activists included 

draft board raids, hunger strikes, such as the 1967 hunger strike by three Catholic Workers at the 

National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, and even self-immolation.148 Although many 

Catholics opposed their violation of civil law, the progressive Catholic press generally saw the 

CPF in a positive light and encouraged their readers to look inward from the activists’ examples 

and ask themselves if they believed the war was morally justifiable.149 

Two of the most notable activists in the Catholic peace movement during the Vietnam 

War were the Berrigan brothers, Philip and Daniel. Philip’s career in social justice began after he 

witnessed discrimination against African American soldiers while fighting in World War II.150 

From that experience, Philip became a Josephite priest, an order whose main objective was to 

improve the lives of African Americans.151 Philip came to believe that the centuries of 

 
145 Moon, “Peace on Earth”, 1040.  
146 Ibid., 1047. 
147 Ibid., 1042-1044. 
148 “Catholic Pacifists End 2-Week Fast,” The Washington Post, March 27, 1967. 
149 Moon, “Peace on Earth”, 1046. 
150 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 84. 
151 Ibid., 115. 



 30 

indifference to the suffering of African Americans had planted a general indifference to human 

suffering in most white Americans, which explained the widespread indifference to the suffering 

in Vietnam.152 After this point, Philip became involved in groups such as CPF and Clergy and 

Laymen Concerned about the War in Vietnam (CALCAV) to fight against what he saw as the 

injustices of Vietnam.153 As the secular peace movement moved toward active resistance, 

Philip’s trajectory also began to split from the passive protests and speeches of other Catholic 

activists and towards a more active role in resistance.154 In 1966, Philip led a group of clergy in 

picketing the homes of Robert McNamara and Secretary of State Dean Rusk, and resigned from 

CPF and CALCAV the next year because he felt that their legal protests were ineffective.155 

Daniel Berrigan was ordained as a Jesuit priest in 1952.156 Daniel became inspired to 

pursue social activism after his ordination, when he learned of the French worker-priests of the 

1950s who defied ecclesiastical tradition and orders so that they might better serve their 

impoverished parishes.157 In 1965, Daniel formed CALCAV alongside Rabbi Abraham Herschel 

and the Lutheran Reverend Richard Neuhaus despite the pro-war sentiments of many American 

Church leaders.158 Berrigan was an ardent proponent of nonviolence and used church doctrine, 

scripture, and historical examples to support his peace activism.159 When challenged on his 

antiwar views by Catholic journalists, Daniel argued that the traditional Catholic Just War 

theory, which relied on proportionality in response to aggression, was fundamentally impossible 

in the era of nuclear and total modern warfare. Furthermore, as Patrick Allitt has noted, Berrigan 

 
152 Ibid., 116. 
153 Ibid., 134. 
154 Ibid., 122. 
155 Ibid., 146, 171. 
156 Ibid., 85. 
157 Ibid., 91. 
158Ibid., 109. 
159 Ibid., 121.  



 31 

was “one of the first US Jesuits to argue that the great world confrontation lay between the rich 

North and the impoverished South rather than between the free West and the Communist 

East.”160 

Daniel’s involvement in the peace movement intensified when in 1965 Roger LaPorte, an 

associate of the Catholic Worker Movement, lit himself on fire in front of the UN building in 

New York.161 For Daniel, the protest took on a deeply personal significance, as it connected the 

Catholic tradition of martyrdom to the peace movement.162 After Berrigan spoke at LaPorte’s 

funeral, Cardinal Spellman, the Archbishop of New York, punished him for supporting someone 

who not only committed the sin of suicide, but who publicly opposed the Cardinal’s prowar 

position.163 Berrigan’s punishment was a months-long banishment to a post in Latin America.164 

Commonweal and others deemed Cardinal Spellman’s decision as a “totalitarian act.”107 

According to Carroll, Catholics all over the country protested Spellman’s mistreatment of 

Berrigan.165 

If Spellman intended to deradicalize Berrigan through his Latin American sojourn, the 

trip had the opposite effect. Daniel returned to America in 1966, even more radicalized having 

witnessed how the church and the US government aligned themselves to the rich and powerful in 

Latin America.166 In October 1967, Philip and three others entered the U.S. Customs House in 

Baltimore and poured blood on the files of potential draftees in a symbolic theological protest 

against the war.167 The protesters compared their act to Jesus’ storming the temple. After their 
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arrest by the FBI, Philip and his comrades were commonly known as the Baltimore Four. Daniel 

learned of Philip’s arrest while in a D.C. jail for his role in a peace protest and, like other 

Catholic activists, he was initially uncertain if Philip’s destruction of property was morally 

justified. Eventually, Daniel also came to accept ultra-resistance as the best option morally and 

strategically for the Catholic peace movement. 

In May 1968, Daniel and Philip led nine Catholic raiders in destroying draft files at the 

Catonsville, Maryland Selective Service Board building.168 The Berrigans used a homemade 

napalm concoction to burn 378 files while reciting the Lord’s prayer in front of a swarm of news 

cameras. Some 1,500 protesters attended the trial of the so-called Catonsville Nine; 600 of them 

were Cornell students, as Daniel had worked in the university’s United Religious Work office.169 

During the trial, Daniel reportedly led the whole courtroom, including the judge, jury, and 

prosecutors, who stood out of respect, in a public prayer.170 Despite this, in the end Daniel was 

sentenced to three years in prison for his role in the raid, while Philip was sentenced to serve an 

additional three and a half years concurrent to his six-year sentence from the Baltimore Four 

raid. 

According to Allitt, the Berrigans’ protests, which were “richly symbolic,” met 

opposition from Catholic veterans and patriotic groups, but the Berrigans won wide support from 

antiwar Christians.171 The Berrigans inspired James Carroll and other priests, nuns, and 

laypeople to commit acts of nonviolent resistance, assist draft dodgers, organize student 

movements, and, eventually, thwart the FBI’s search for Daniel.172 For example, in September 
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1968, the Milwaukee Fourteen, which included five Catholic priests, destroyed files in solidarity 

with the Baltimore and Catonsville raiders.173 Carroll himself, then a priest, was arrested while 

refusing to leave a protest against arms research and development at Hanscom Air Force Base.174 

In March 1969, nine Catholics, including several priests, raided the offices of Dow Chemical, 

who made napalm for the U.S. military.175 The raiders poured blood on supplies, destroyed type-

writers, and decorated the office with antiwar posters.  

Draft board raids by religious pacifists occurred across America, with many citing the 

Berrigans as their inspiration.176 The last major raid occurred in August 1971 when twenty-eight 

people broke into three local draft boards.177 According to Garry Wills, a Catholic journalist who 

was drawn to the antiwar cause by the Berrigans, their inspiration forced wide swaths of 

American Catholics to question their unfaltering loyalty to the American Government.178 

 

This process of questioning could be seen in the pages of Catholic periodicals that were 

operated by both laypeople and clergymen during the war, such as America. The American 

Catholic periodical America is the official magazine of the American Jesuits, the priestly order to 

which Daniel Berrigan and Edmund A. Walsh belonged. As a Jesuit magazine, America’s 

connections with Vietnam preceded American, or even French, presence in the Southeast Asian 

nation.  

One of the primary objectives of the Society of Jesus, or the Jesuits, was to bring 

Christianity to all corners of the globe. In the 16th century, Catholic missionaries first travelled to 
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Vietnam on Portuguese merchant vessels.179 The arrival of the Jesuits in the 17th century led to a 

substantial increase in the number of Vietnamese converts. Christoforo Borri, an Italian Jesuit 

missionary, lived and evangelized in Cochinchina from 1618 to 1622 and was one of the first 

westerners to write about Vietnam and its culture.180 In his writings, Borri described how early 

missionaries gained neophytes in Vietnam, but that they also faced persecution from local 

authorities. In one case, locals blamed Christians for the drought they experienced, which led to 

the burning of a church and the expulsion of several Jesuits to Macao.181 Nevertheless, during 

Borri’s mission in Vietnam, large numbers of locals converted to Christianity, with Jesuit 

missionaries leading the way in their religious education. Though Catholics remained a minority 

group in the region, European missionaries continued to play an active role in the spiritual, 

social, and political structure of Vietnam until the end of French colonial rule in the 1950s.  

The Jesuits, in short, were deeply invested in Southeast Asia as the American 

commitment grew. During the Vietnam War, America served as one of the most influential 

voices in American Catholicism. As the war shifted through its peaks and valleys militarily, 

morally, and politically, so too did the opinions of the editors and contributors of. 

In 1964, America maintained strong posthumous support for the Diem regime, which it 

saw as the best option for maintaining peace and anticommunist rule in Vietnam, while also 

criticizing Americans who questioned his role in Vietnam.182 Marguerite Higgins even went so 

far as to defend Diem’s suppression of Buddhists, whom she believed were controlled by 

communist plotters.183 Furthermore, Americans who opposed Diem’s regime bore at least some 
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of the responsibility for the ultimate fall of Vietnam, in Higgins’s opinion, due to their idealistic 

opposition to the stronghanded rule of Diem. These Americans acted under the false assumption 

that democratic governance could develop nearly instantly in a society that had never 

experienced it; because the people of South Vietnam were not yet equipped for democracy, in 

Higgins’s view, Diem’s authoritarianism was necessary. The widespread sentiment that Diem’s 

rule was, at worst, the lesser of many evils, was summed up in Higgins’s warning that no leader 

could “keep control of the situation in Vietnam,” without resorting to the same “tight rein as held 

by Diem.”184 

Competing facts surrounding the reality on the ground of the Southeast Asian nation also 

abounded in the early stages of the war. Although Secretary of State Dean Rusk stated that as 

much as 80% of the Vietnamese population were Buddhists, Higgins believed her opponents 

were wrong and instead claimed that Buddhists were just a third of the population, making them 

one of many groups among the nation’s Catholics, Confucians, ancestor worshippers, and more. 

Overall, the sentiment of America at this time pointed toward a deep disapproval for the US role 

in the 1963 coup and the subsequent directionless policy surrounding Vietnam, with Higgins 

stating that “after November 1, 1963, the policies practiced by the United States in Vietnam 

seem like a bad nightmare.”185 

In 1964’s “Fog over Vietnam,” America continued to question Washington’s 

inconsistency regarding the war’s goals and progress but also pushed for continued opposition to 

communism’s spread.186 The editorial staff first suggested that the Johnson Administration 

“restate our original purpose [of defeating communism] in Vietnam.”187 They considered the 
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conflict in South Vietnam to be “our war,” because “a militant, expansionist communism poses a 

crucial, front-line threat to the security of the free world.”188 To the editors, it was pivotal that the 

Johnson Administration maintain this point of view in order to have success on the battlefield 

and to make the US people more willing to sacrifice for the cause. 

The editors of America elaborated on the threat of international communist conspiracies 

in Vietnam in the 1964 article “War of Revolution.” America saw the Chinese Communist 

Party’s celebration and comparison of Vietnamese communist forces to communist rebels in the 

Congo as proof that Maoist China was actually playing a key role in Ho Chi Minh’s 

government.189 The editors stated that “Peiping… openly links the communist-inspired rebels in 

the eastern Congo with the guerilla war in South Vietnam and places both within the context of 

the current Red Chinese theory of world revolution.”190 Therefore, they argued, the US must 

cease to view the war in Vietnam as a purely national affair; instead, “it is rather a war that the 

Chinese Reds… are preparing to use as a test case to demonstrate the validity of their revolution-

by-force theory of Marxism.”191 America then argued that the US must develop a foreign policy 

that could defeat “Red Chinese revolutionary warfare” to the very end in Vietnam; if not, the US 

should pull out of Thailand, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia entirely to simply concede 

the region to Chinese domination. 

By 1965, the editors of America questioned the criticism of UN Secretary General U 

Thant and others who saw it as a moral imperative for the US to leave Vietnam.192 Instead, they 

 
188 Ibid. 
189 “War of Revolution.” America 111, no. 2, July 11, 1964. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Ibid. 
192 “The Truth in Vietnam.” America 112, no. 11, March 13, 1965. 



 37 

claimed there was clear evidence that the people of South Vietnam would be in danger if the US 

engaged in a unilateral ceasefire. 

The same year also saw the editorial staff of America respond to Robert Scheer’s “Hang 

Down Your Head Tom Dooley” in Ramparts. Scheer, who worked alongside many Catholics at 

Ramparts and frequently wrote on Catholic issues from a progressive point of view, argued that 

many Catholics actually supported Washington’s acquiescence to the violent overthrow of 

Diem.193 However, Scheer accused the editors of America of confusing “the needs and 

aspirations of the [Vietnam’s] Catholic minority… with those of the non-Catholic majority” by 

believing Diem’s anticommunist propaganda, Tom Dooley’s claims of Catholic mistreatment, 

and the CIA’s refugee program. In essence, Scheer argued that there was little if any support for 

Diem within Vietnam outside of the small Catholic minority and that America was gullible for 

supporting the regime on the grounds of mistreatment of Catholics by the North. 

America’s editors replied that “Mr. Scheer has a thesis on Vietnam to strain the credulity 

of even the most naïve.”194 They saw Scheer’s argument, which placed nearly unilateral blame 

upon Cardinal Spellman and Tom Dooley for American involvement in Vietnam, as little more 

than a conspiracy theory. Instead, America called upon Washington and the American public to 

“[renew their] determination to stay in Vietnam.”195 On the battlefront, the editors commended 

President Johnson for engaging in heavy airstrikes against communist staging areas in North 

Vietnam after the February 7th, 1965, Vietcong attack at Pleiku.  However, they were 

disappointed by the widespread calls for disengagement that were streaming from Americans of 

all walks of life, even liberal Catholics. They warned that an American exit from Vietnam at this 
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stage in the war would be tantamount to accepting a communist takeover, which would result in 

“an appalling American defeat… with consequences abroad… and… at home that will make one 

nostalgic for the rows about communism in Cuba and who lost China.”196 Just as in “Fog Over 

Vietnam” the year prior, in 1965 America’s editors were still primarily concerned with the dire 

threat of communism’s spread to Vietnam and, from that point, to the rest of the world.  

In “Whatever Became of the United Nations?” the editors of America turned to a less 

frequently discussed topic in relation to the War in Vietnam, the role of the United Nations. The 

editors began by emphasizing what they saw as the legitimate reasons for US involvement in 

Vietnam, including the invitation of local South Vietnamese authorities, the American opposition 

to aggression, the threat of upsetting the balance of power in Asia, and “the weakness of the 

United Nations.”197 Although they supported the American reasons for fighting in Vietnam, the 

editors of America argued that war should not be the normal manner for resolving international 

disputes. Instead, going forward the US should renew efforts to uphold the UN Charter to ensure 

global adherence to the principles of international procedure. In support for this position, 

America’s editors relied on the Second Vatican Council’s high esteem for international 

governance, which stated that only through “supranational authority that can speak in the name 

of the world’s common good” can “armaments [be] reduced, or disputes amicably settled.”198 

By the end of 1965, the editors of America criticized both sides of the peace debate for 

the undemocratic nature of their divisions. After several young Americans immolated themselves 

for the peace cause, the editors could not help but “wonder at the irrationality of their protest.”199 

The theme of America’s disillusionment with Washington continued as well though, as they 
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criticized politicians in both the pro and anti-war  camps for refusing to democratically discuss 

solutions that those on the other side of the war debate brought forward. The editors pointed 

specifically to Barry Goldwater’s argument that Robert F. Kennedy approached treason by 

stating his willingness to donate blood to the Viet Cong as an example of this unnecessary 

dissent. The editors also opposed draft-card burning and other “irresponsible” and “illegal 

demonstrations” because they could signal to Hanoi that the Americans would eventually leave 

without having to make concessions at the peace table.200 

Early February 1966 saw the editors of America again criticize the peace movement, but 

this time they focused specifically on religious peace activists. After the International Committee 

of Conscience (ICC), the group formerly known as Clergymen Concerned about Vietnam, 

released a two-page ad criticizing US policy in Vietnam, America reiterated that “as long as the 

Reds think they have us on the run in Vietnam,” such overt calls for peace would actually 

prevent the beginning of peace negotiations.201 The editors agreed that they too wished for the 

war to end in a limited manner at the peace table, but that the ICC had already “[written] the 

terms of the settlement with no heed to the consequences.”202 To withdraw US troops, return to 

the terms of the Geneva Agreement, and accept the National Liberation Front as a legitimate 

actor in South Vietnam, as the ICC called for, was “outright capitulation,” in the eyes of 

America, just as it was to the Johnson administration.203 

In the same month, the editors of America discussed the resumption of bombing in North 

Vietnam after attempts at peace fell through. America questioned if there was ever really any 

alternative to the resumed airstrike campaign, given that the North Vietnamese repeatedly 

 
200 Ibid. 
201 “Buying off Ho Chi Minh,” America 114, no. 6, February 5th, 1966, 190. 
202 Ibid. 
203 Ibid. 



 40 

ignored attempts at peace and that the paused campaign “[enabled] the enemy… to strengthen his 

position in the South.”204 What’s more, America’s disillusionment with Washington showed 

itself again when the editors called senators’ arguments against the resumed bombing 

“disturbing.”205 Finally, the editors reiterated their anti-international-communist outlook on the 

Vietnam War by arguing that US involvement sent the vital message to communist nations that 

American opposition would meet their “aggressive and expansionist ambitions.”206 

America argued in “The Heart of the Matter in Vietnam” that abandoning the people of 

South Vietnam to communist aggression would be morally reprehensible, an argument that 

mirrored the bishops’ 1959 Freedom and Peace statement.207 George Kennan received hefty 

criticism from America in this article. The editors accused the former Ambassador to the USSR 

and Yugoslavia of opposing both the escalation of the war in Vietnam, but also the immediate 

withdrawal of troops. Kennan, in their view, promoted a middling strategy that would be 

insufficient for victory against the Vietminh but, by keeping US troops in Vietnam, would still 

lead to the loss of American lives. To the editors of America, those willing “to play a limited role 

in world affairs seem to be ready to sacrifice nations such as South Vietnam… to the demands of 

power politics.”208 Kennan’s approach, in their view, would justify the US having no role in the 

prevention of atrocities in the rest of Asia, Africa, or Europe. However, they pointed to several of 

Kennan’s quotes in which he called communist domination “morally unwarranted” and criticized 

young anti-war demonstrators, to demonstrate the incongruence of his proposed policies and 

actual views.209 Showing no signs of conceding moral superiority to the peace movement or 
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Kennan, America wrote, “the central issue in Vietnam is not whether to escalate or de-escalate… 

but whether we are right, and the communists wrong.”210 Assuming that the West was right, 

limited approaches such as Kennan’s appeared insufficient to the editors of America. 

In Summer 1966, America turned its focus to the relationship between the American 

people, their government, and the war more generally. The editors held to the opinion that “the 

war in Vietnam will be won or lost back here in the United States,” and that the war was more “a 

test of our determination as a nation,” than of our military might.211 “If the US people decide that 

wars such as Vietnam are not to be fought,” then the international order would be in peril.212 As 

the diametric opposition between the East and the West of the earlier Cold War faded, “all 

interventions are going to be dubiously justifiable and morally ambivalent,” they declared.213 In 

conflicts such as Vietnam, then, America encouraged the US government “to act outside existing 

consensus” to ensure that American global leadership continued into the future despite potential 

backlash.214 By the editors of America encouraging such concentrated power from US 

Government leaders in the face of a morally ambiguous conflict, they revealed the depth of their 

conviction that any communist victory presented a grave threat to the physical and spiritual well-

being of the world at that time.  

One of the first major anti-war articles to appear in America was April 1966’s  “Christian 

Realism in Vietnam,” written by John C. Bennet, the Protestant president of New York City’s 

Union Theological Seminary. Bennet praised the growing movement of Christian pacifists for 

their ability to “preserve enough detachment from the American consensus to criticize it.”215 The 
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specific acts that American consensus allowed— the bombing of villages, the destruction of food 

supplies, and the South Vietnamese military’s torturing of prisoners— were “morally 

intolerable,” according to Bennet.216 Bennet argued that the possibility of defeating the Viet 

Cong and ensuring that communism stay out of South Vietnam did not merit these intolerable 

actions. To make matters worse, American policy seemed unlikely to produce favorable political 

outcomes to Bennet, as the US would eventually have to escalate in Vietnam to a nearly imperial 

level, thereby threatening China unnecessarily. With these moral and political failings combined, 

Bennet saw no way that a Christian realist could support the war in Vietnam. 

Finally, Bennet criticized the stark anticommunist outlook and unquestioned validity of 

the domino theory, two of the most crucial factors in Catholic support for the war. The first 

underlying supposition was “our anticommunist obsession,” said Bennet.217 Bennet encouraged 

Christians to question if continued US bombing campaigns would really improve the lives of the 

people of South Vietnam more than a communist government. The second underlying 

supposition that Bennet attacked was the claim that if Vietnam fell to communism, “wars of 

liberation will be more likely to succeed all over the world.”218 Bennet specifically criticized the 

tendency of anticommunists to compare the spread of communism to Hitler’s reign of terror 

across the European continent. According to Bennet, communist power generally lacked the 

expansive nature inherent to a fascist leader such as Hitler, so he did not believe that preventing 

the growth of communism presented a strong enough threat to merit war. 

If Bennet’s ardently anti-war essay suggested that the editors’ opinion on the war was 

shifting, Paul Ramsey’s response to Bennet in the same year suggested otherwise. Ramsey, a 
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Methodist Professor of Christian ethics at Princeton, specifically criticized Bennet’s arguments 

in “Christian Realism in Vietnam.”  

First, Ramsey denied that America’s actions in Vietnam could be “intolerably evil” and 

“morally intolerable” but justifiable depending on consequences and the merit of a cause, as 

Bennet suggested.219 To Ramsey, no positive outcome could justify a truly intolerably evil 

action. Ramsey called guerilla warfare, “an inherently immoral plan of war or of revolution,” no 

matter how beneficial the revolutionary result.220 Next, Ramsey sought to redirect the blame for 

the deaths of Vietnamese civilians and the destruction of the countryside away from the US 

military and toward the Viet Cong insurgents. Even if US military personnel and their South 

Vietnamese allies harmed civilians, the guerilla insurgents were to blame because they were the 

ones who blurred the lines between civilian and enemy forces by fighting amongst the villagers. 

Therefore, Ramsey claimed that “the counterinsurgency in Vietnam need not be and 

likely is not an inherently evil or morally intolerable use of armed force.”221 Ramsey ended his 

article by defending the Just War doctrine’s applicability to modern warfare and affirmed his 

belief that “no Christian should assist communism of any variety in coming to power; we should 

prevent or assist in the prevention of this if we can.”222 

The editors of America also confronted the realities of the war at home in the year 1967, 

when they took account of the impacts of the peace movement and antiwar sentiment within the 

Catholic community. For example, in a segment titled “Self-Defeating Martyrdom,” the editors 

criticized David Miller, a Catholic pacifist who was sentenced to three years in prison for 

burning his draft card and then purposefully violating the terms of his probation in order to go to 
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jail.223 In their eyes, Miller’s protest was little more than a petty waste of time and an ineffective 

effort at martyrdom. 

In the same “Current Comment,” article, America’s editorial staff defended the US from 

accusations of indiscriminate bombing. After America published a full-page advertisement paid 

for by Fordham University’s Catholic Committee on Vietnam decrying the immorality of 

America’s bombing tactics, the editors provided their own take on the situation.224 Using 

statistics and citations from an article in the London Economist, the editors argued that the US 

only unleashed its devastating air capabilities in areas where full-scale military operations 

occurred, while only ground forces progressed through regions populated by civilians. The 

editors claimed that, because of this two-fold tactic, only one civilian death occurred during all 

of the US B-52 operations to that point. Just as the editors had allowed Fordham’s Catholic 

Committee on Vietnam to publish the advertisement “in the interest of free speech,” and the 

editors had “no quarrel” with their attempts to educate Catholics on the war, the editors stated 

that “if Catholics are to form a moral judgment on the conduct of the war in Vietnam, they have 

a right to this bit of knowledge as well.”225 The divisions boiling to the surface over the morality 

of the war between Catholics continued to play out both within the pages of America as well on 

America’s streets. 

For example, in an article entitled “Reflections on a Parade,” America covered a large 

demonstration in New York City on May 13 “in support of the men in Vietnam.”226 The writer 

described the attendees of the parade as “the plain folk, the ordinary people,” and commended 
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their “honest patriotism” which was “a characteristic of honest men and women.”227 However, 

the parade was not without incident. The editors of America criticized the handful of altercations 

which occurred that day, including the tar-and-feathering of a young man with long blonde hair, 

the “roughing up,” of a group of anti-war protestors called the Flower Brigade, and the 

vandalizing of an apartment that flew an anti-war flag. “Anyone who… substitutes angry passion 

for reasonable argument is a savage,” they wrote. Only “a cheat” prevents others from protesting 

while they themselves exercise their own right to protest.228 

Coverage of the peace movement continued in America in 1967. In “There’s that Gap 

Again” Mary C. McGory found that 75% of the students in attendance at the College Editors 

Conference opposed the administration’s handling of Vietnam, a statistic that represented the 

“gap between President Johnson and the students.”229 Despite Johnson’s education bills, which 

many of the students benefitted from, McGory opined that “his only hope of negotiating with 

[student leaders] is to bring about peace in Vietnam.”230 

The theme of disillusionment with Washington again crept into America’s coverage of 

the home front in “The ‘Embarrassing’ Mr. Kennedy.” The editors claimed that Senator Robert 

F. Kennedy’s true motivations were in preparing the way for his potential 1972 presidential 

campaign when he made a speech in front of the Senate in opposition to the war in Vietnam, not 

to argue for actual policy change.231  

What’s more, the policy changes that Kennedy called for, namely the unconditional 

cessation of the bombing of North Vietnam, would be tantamount to admitting that the US was 
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the aggressor in Vietnam, something the editors believed to be false. Just as the editors argued in 

years prior, such an obvious showing of disunity and an unwillingness to continue fighting the 

war fueled the North Vietnamese desire to continue fighting. In response to those who argued 

that abandoning Vietnam to communism would be less damaging than continuing the war, a line 

of reasoning which John C. Bennet may have agreed with, America issued an argument that 

resembled the domino theory in reverse. They stated that “endurance in Vietnam may well mean 

the end of Communist-sponsored ‘wars of national liberation’ in Asia or anywhere else,” which 

would result in “an era of stability and peace,” such as the world had never seen.232 

In a piece that echoed the pro-Diem arguments of the earlier 1960s, Father Vincent S. 

Kearney, SJ criticized the American people for not placing the needs and right to self-

governance of the South Vietnamese people in the forefront of the war’s debates. The war, he 

claimed, was “an expression of one nation’s concern for the freedom and dignity of man.”233 

Kearney blamed the suffering of the people of Vietnam on the “resurgent communist terrorism, 

inspired by Hanoi,” which had the goal of “obliterating… the freedom of choice of 15 million 

South Vietnamese.”234 Because of this, he argued that genuinely free elections throughout 

Vietnam could never be held so long as communist rule in the north continued to attack the 

sovereignty of the south.235  

Kearney pointed to the example of the South Vietnamese refugee movement as proof that 

the people “[voted] with [their] feet… in one of the most spectacular mass movements of 

political refugees in modern history.”236 This mass movement showed that Vietnam was not truly 
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engaged in a civil war, as many antiwar actors argued in the United States, but rather a one-sided 

attack on Southern sovereignty by a neighbor whose objective was always to “destroy by 

whatever possible means the republic in the South.”237 In this context, Kearney claimed that the 

US must clearly and unambiguously protect the South, comparing America’s long-time 

commitment to defend South Vietnam as equal to their commitment to Israel. 

Kearney also responded to criticism of America’s role in the war. Because of the 1963 

coup which killed Diem, an event he called “America’s colossal blunder,” the US forced itself 

into the position of the war’s major combatant. However, in this role they should not receive the 

biggest portion of the blame for the deaths of Vietnamese civilians. Just as Ramsey argued, 

Kearney emphasized that it was the communist forces who escalated the conflict, not the 

Americans, and, therefore “the sufferings of the Vietnamese people have been caused by the 

Communists themselves.”238 Although he agreed that it would be far more constructive to 

distribute the massive funds used in fighting the war toward economic and political development 

in nations like South Vietnam, the chaotic nature of post-Diem politics obliged the US to keep 

Saigon from collapsing by defending South Vietnam from communism. In reference to the 

armistice that ceased the hostilities of the Korean War, Kearney urged those who called on 

Washington to unilaterally halt the bombing campaign and begin negotiations to question 

whether “Washington could in good conscience allow itself to be drawn into another Panmunjom 

that could lead to a further needless loss of American lives?”239 

In March 1968, following the Tet Offensive, the editors again stated their opposition to 

what they perceived as the American-backed overthrow of Diem.240 America called Diem’s 
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government “as good as many another Asian government… and better than some” and blamed 

media outlets such as the New York Times for the current political chaos in the South due to their 

support for the1963 coup.241 South Vietnam’s post-Diem political instability “played directly 

into Hanoi’s hands” and continued to be one of the most pressing issues preventing 

anticommunist success in the region more than four years after Diem’s death. In order to combat 

this chaos, they also supported continued military involvement in Vietnam because they doubted 

that the US could provide any form of stabilizing presence in Asia if Vietnam fell to 

communism. 

In January 1968, Father Daniel Berrigan and Professor Howard Zinn traveled to Hanoi to 

receive three captured US airmen. North Vietnamese officials approached David Bellinger, one 

of the founders of Liberation magazine, and Tom Hayden, former president of Students for a 

Democratic Society, asking the activists to choose two American representatives to meet and 

return with the airmen; Bellinger and Hayden then chose Berrigan and Zinn.242  

In an interview which appeared in America, Berrigan discussed at length the religious and 

political environment in North Vietnam. After speaking with government officials, clergy, and 

laypeople in the North, Berrigan said there were approximately ten thousand Catholics still in the 

country out of a pre-war population of around one million. The nation still had some one 

thousand priests and members of religious orders as well, who facilitated what appeared to be 

regular schedules of masses in churches in Hanoi and throughout the North. What’s more, 

Berrigan claimed that the general consensus among the North Vietnamese Catholics with whom 

he spoke was that there was little religious persecution against them; the churches that had been 

destroyed in the country were simply an outcome of warfare, not targeted attacks by Communists 
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who opposed their faith. Speaking on the constant threat of warfare, Berrigan was “furious, 

thinking of this whole situation,” while he sought refuge in a bunker during a US bombing raid 

near the city. 

Berrigan made clear that a group of representatives from the North Vietnamese 

government curated his travel throughout the north and that he often did not receive direct 

answers to his questions.243 Therefore, he was not certain that the Catholics with whom he was 

allowed to speak were representative of the nation’s Catholic population as a whole. However, 

even in spite of this possibility, Berrigan provided experiential evidence directly from lay 

Catholics in North Vietnam that contradicted the long-held assumption among American 

Catholics that the communist regime in the North mistreated Catholics on a large scale, which, 

ever since the time of Tom Dooley, led Catholics to push for American military involvement in 

the nation. When combined with the devastating impacts of the Tet Offensive, the fact that 

Berrigan found little religious persecution in the north likely led Catholics to question if they 

could still justify the astounding loss of life in Vietnam. America’s willingness to give Daniel 

Berrigan a platform from which to provide evidence against one of the most pressing Catholic 

arguments for American involvement in Vietnam showed that by 1968 the editorial staff may 

have been prepared to accept new ways of looking at the war. 

 

By 1969, America’s tone began to shift toward accepting the necessity of abandoning the 

Vietnam war effort. After President Nixon unveiled his promises to Vietnamize the conflict and 

withdraw troops, America criticized him for not offering concrete plans or timetables for how to 

strengthen the Vietnamese forces or bring American soldiers home.244 The editors also stated that 
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they expected the Vietnam War to become America’s longest and least popular war unless 

Nixon’s silent majority became vocal, which seemed unlikely in their view. 

In the same year, the religious-led Vietnam Moratorium brought together Catholic and 

Protestant anti-war activists to remember those who lost their lives during the war and to call for 

an end to such violence. Thomas M. Gannon, SJ described the event in America, saying that 

passersby gave mixed reactions to the scenes of several hundred people, “most of them divinity 

students from Union Theological Seminary and Woodstock Jesuit College,” marching, singing, 

and praying through the streets of New York.245 One woman accused a seminary student with 

whom she spoke of committing a grievous sin for opposing the government’s policies. 

Meanwhile, the Moratorium made its way to Trinity Church, where various speakers took 

turns reading off the names of the thousands of American servicemen who lost their lives in 

Vietnam, an event which took hours. In between reading names, peace and religious leaders 

made speeches and prayed for an end to the war. Father Christopher Mooney, president of 

Woodstock College, prayed, “we recall with shame and sorrow that so many lives were 

destroyed by war.”246 Reverend Donald R. Woodward, the Vicar of Trinity Church, stated that 

the purpose of the Moratorium was to pray and witness for peace in order “to make the principle 

of peace the foundation of our society in the future.”247 To end the day’s events, Jesuit priest 

Edward McGowan, who was facing federal charges for the destruction of selective service 

records at the time, read from Deuteronomy on the steps of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. 

An event such as the Vietnam Moratorium, and America’s impartial reporting on it, 

demonstrated that the actions of individual Catholics such as the Berrigans were not outliers. 
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Given that hundreds of priests, nuns, and seminary students organized to voice to the world and 

to God their opposition to the war, it is evident that the peace movement formed a notable faction 

within the American clergy by 1969. 

Just as Daniel Berrigan experienced religious life on the ground for the people of North 

Vietnam, so too did Robert F. Drinan, SJ and his fellow researchers attempt to understand the 

realities of life in South Vietnam. Drinan, then the Dean of Boston College Law School, led a 

study team tasked by CALCAV with gathering information about accusations of the Thieu-Ky 

administration’s mass political imprisonment campaigns.248 The study found that, of the 35,000 

people imprisoned in South Vietnam at the time, 50-75% were political prisoners, ranging from 

Viet Cong agents “to those merely suspected of being ‘controversial.’”249 The study also found 

that State Department officials “were well aware of the explosive nature of the oppressive tactics 

used by the Saigon government to dispose of dissent.”250 Father Drinan suggested that the South 

Vietnamese Government release the thousands of prisoners held without charges, introduce 

reforms to encourage due process, and pass protective legislation for Buddhists and other groups 

who conscientiously objected from waging war.251 Drinan concluded that such tactics as those 

used by the South Vietnamese Government would turn peaceful reformers into violent 

revolutionaries.252 This study highlighted the issues in place with the nation which so many 

American servicemen had, by this point, died to defend. Such findings suggested that America 

was increasingly willing to publish evidence against the morality of the war after 1968. 
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In 1970, America confronted the issue of the religious anti-war movement even more 

directly. Joseph E. Mulligan, SJ burned draft cards as one of the Chicago 15, a group of fifteen 

activists who destroyed Selective Service Records in May 1969. Mulligan then wrote “Better 

than Looking On,” a piece that made the cover of America a year later.  

In the article, Mulligan addressed the question of why he, as a theologian, needed to 

actively resist the war, as opposed to simply writing, speaking, and praying against it. Mulligan 

contended that he was more than simply a theologian; he was also a man, and, as such, the 

“profoundly physical facts” of the war, such as the death toll and the destruction of land and 

resources, had a profound impact on him.253 This profound impact, when combined with 

Mulligan’s human nature, motivated him to physically act against war: ““If [a man] feels 

strongly against the war, his feet belong, at least part of the time, in an anti-war march.”254 

Furthermore, that so many men of his age either “[used] their entire selves in the all-out military 

effort,” or had “their bodies thrown in jail for refusing induction,” the theologian had a duty to 

go beyond the spiritual realm in opposing the war with his own body as well.255 

By positioning Mulligan’s as the cover story, America provided tacit support for the 

peace movement. Even if they did not support the destruction of government property, the 

editors of America at this point likely agreed more with Mulligan’s position on the war than, for 

example, Cardinal Spellman’s views from earlier in the 1960s. 

Mulligan was not officially ordained until 1973 and was still a student at the Bellarmine 

School of Theology in North Aurora, Illinois when he wrote “Better than Looking On.” The 

relatively young age of Joseph Mulligan, James Carroll, and many of the other priests, nuns, and 
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members of religious orders who actively protested against the war effort suggests that, like in 

wider American culture, age played an important role in determining how individual Catholics 

perceived the war debate. 

America offered an olive branch to the peace movement by supporting Daniel Berrigan 

following his 1972 trial concerning conspiracy to kidnap Henry A. Kissinger, in relation to 

comments made by another antiwar activist.256 Along with conspiring to kidnap the National 

Security Advisor, Daniel and Phillip Berrigan and five other antiwar activists, who became 

known as the Harrisburg Seven, faced a federal indictment for the charges of conspiring to raid 

draft boards and blow up heating tunnels in Washington.257 After evidence of improper 

investigative techniques by law enforcement rose to the surface, the trial ended in a hung jury 

with ten of the twelve jurors voting in favor of the defense, and the prosecution eventually 

dropped the charges against the activists. Michael J. Saks stated that the Harrisburg Seven Trial 

was one of the first in which scientific jury selection was used, as a number of east coast 

jurisdictions could have been chosen for the location of the trial. Harrisburg, Pennsylvania was 

specifically chosen due to the “district’s unusually conservative and pro-government 

citizenry.”258 America described the Justice Department’s charges against their fellow Jesuit as 

“petty” and “slightly ridiculous.”259 America also celebrated the justice system for protecting the 

innocent.260 
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From 1964 to 1972, the opinion of America’s editorial staff and featured writers shifted 

from a staunch anticommunist position that emphasized how the US erred in not preventing the 

overthrow of Diem in 1963, to a new understanding of the war’s immorality that aligned itself 

with radical actors such as Daniel Berrigan, Joseph E. Mulligan, and others who actively resisted 

the government’s role in Vietnam. Throughout this process of change, themes such as 

disillusionment with Washington stayed consistent, although the reasons for the disillusionment 

varied, with early writers expressing disapproval over the government’s lackluster commitment 

to the goals of the war, while later writers sympathized with the peace movement’s criticisms of 

the war’s human toll. By examining America’s shift away from the staunch Cold War 

anticommunist stance of the 1950s and into the antiwar position of the 1970s, a major facet of 

the American Catholic opinion on Vietnam emerged. 

According to a Gallup poll from 1966, 54% of American Catholics approved of President 

Johnson’s handling of the war.261 However, according to Jeffrey M. Burns, the American 

Catholic Church of the late 1960s and early 1970s was extremely different from the golden age 

church of the 1950s and early 1960s. “The church was in crisis everywhere,” he wrote. “Faith in 

the church and in America were at an all-time low.”262 The gradual shift toward anti-war 

positions from America and the UCCSB raised the question of how everyday lay Catholics 

perceived the war during this later shift.  

In 1973, Robert Coles, a renowned Harvard psychiatrist, wrote about his personal 

interactions with an unnamed Catholic factory worker from a town north of Boston in “Ordinary 

Hope, Ordinary Fears.” Coles drew specific attention to how the working-class man had 

seemingly contradictory political, economic, and social opinions. For example, the man called 
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for “a new kind of system, where there wouldn’t be the stock market, and everything would 

belong to the working people of the country.”263 Coles found that the man had a specific grudge 

against upper middle-class intellectuals, the media and professors, who were “full of it,” and the 

Wall Street establishment, “the fat cats in this country- the people who gouge you, push the 

prices higher.”264 Although he generally loathed politicians, the man supported Robert Kennedy 

because he believed the anti-war senator had heart, toughness, and “knew about the ordinary 

man… about our ordinary hope and… ordinary fears.”265 Despite all this, the man was very 

proud to be an American and called on other working-class Americans, specifically racial 

minorities, to “[buckle] down and [work], and not take this welfare as if the country owed it to 

them.”266 

Coles never directly mentioned where the anonymous Catholic worker stood on the war, 

but he did discuss the Berrigans and their significance to the man. After witnessing an interview 

with Daniel Berrigan, the man was struck by how Berrigan seemed to care so deeply about the 

world’s injustices and was impressed by how quickly the priest became impatient with the 

disingenuity of an interviewer.267 The man stated that, although he may not agree with all of 

Berrigan’s opinions, his priestly status convinced him of his honest objectives, something which 

the intellectuals, politicians, and bankers lacked.268 The fact that the working-class man felt the 

need to preface his opinion on Berrigan by clarifying that he did not necessarily agree with him 

suggested that the man may have supported the war effort in Vietnam or, at the very least, 

opposed Berrigan’s methods of active resistance. 
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Finally, Coles looked at the man’s unconventional set of opinions through the lens of the 

trial of the Harrisonburg Seven. Coles and many others found it extraordinary “that a Harrisburg 

jury, made up of such solid, apparently conservative… men and women, should have seen 

through the government’s efforts and failed to give them a much-desired sanction.”269 

Furthermore, Coles eventually came to see the jurors of the Harrisburg Seven trial in the same 

light as the anonymous Catholic man’s seemingly contradictory support for Berrigan and Robert 

Kennedy. The case of the jurors in the Harrisburg Seven trial and the anonymous Catholic whom 

Coles interviewed suggested that every day American Catholics, like Americans of other faiths, 

likely determined how they felt about the war in Vietnam based upon considerations outside the 

faith as well as those within, including their experiences of class, race, wealth, the media they 

consumed, and what their parish and diocesan leaders said about the issue. 

 

American Catholic opinion regarding he Vietnam War varied widely as the 1960s 

progressed, from those who were willing to lobby the president for further US involvement in the 

nation in the early part of the decade, to those who willingly went to prison to fight against what 

they deemed as a morally reprehensible conflict towards the early 1970s. From the Friends of 

Vietnam to the Berrigan brothers, American Catholics answered questions surrounding war, 

peace, and faith in extremely different ways as the war waged on.  

These vast differences were representative of the larger shift in American Catholic 

culture away from the coming-of-age Cold War golden era of the 1950s and early 1960s, and 

into the more fragmented, lay-influenced years of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Allitt stated 

that “the 1960s was the crucial decade of transformation and fragmentation for Catholicism and 
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for conservatism, and the reverberations of that decade’s events have continued to the 

present.”270 The varied American Catholic opinion of the Vietnam War stood out as an example 

of how members of the faith transformed into a more divided political populace as well as a 

fragmented social and spiritual community at the time.  

This transformation took place while American society and the Universal Church itself 

shifted dramatically as well. Just as the Vatican changed its stance on communism and the 

Catholic position on war with time, so too did many American Catholics change their opinions 

on the Vietnam War over time, as demonstrated by the statements of the National Conference of 

Catholic Bishops, and the writers of America. Others, such as Cardinal Spellman, who insisted 

upon continued US involvement until his death in 1967, or Dorthey Day and the Catholic 

Worker Movement, who held a pacifistic philosophy since long before US troops touched down 

in Vietnam, never changed their stances on the war’s morality or efficacy. In essence, the 

American Catholic experience in regard to the war in Vietnam was anything but catholic. 
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