Sample Session:
Just War Teaching and the Iraq Situation

This Session is designed primarily for high school students and young adults. 

Introduction (10 minutes)

Begin the session with icebreakers or warmers as appropriate for your group.

Description (10 minutes)

Introduce the topic by stating that in this session the group is going to apply Catholic teaching to a critical global situation. Ask the group how familiar they are with the situation between the United States and Iraq. If the group numbers fifteen or less, you could ask “On a scale of 1 – 10, how familiar are you with the situation between the United States and Iraq?” Go around the group and each person shares just their numerical response. Then go around the group again and asks each person to explain their score, “What makes it a 2? Or a 7? Or a 4?”

Process Part A (20 minutes)

Depending on the number of participants, divide the group into families of six or seven consisting of a teenage son just turned18 years old, a mom and dad, a sibling, a girlfriend, a close friend, grandma or grandpa. Each group member should have a role.

Then announce that his or her "family" was about to receive an important piece of mail that requires the attention of everyone.

Distribute the following fabricated letter from the Department of Defense in an envelope to the teenage son (this could certainly be a daughter, but giving the letter just to males just adds another wrinkle in the discussion). 

(Sample letter)

The U.S. Department of Defense
The Pentagon
Washingt0n, D.C. 20001

Dear Citizen:

Congratulations! You have been drafted.

You are hereby ordered to report to your local draft-processing center at ________________________ within two weeks of receipt of this notification for an initial review and physical. Please bring your original social security card, this letter, and any pertinent medical information that might affect your eligibility for military service.

In accordance with Executive Order #76549-42 all males, eighteen years of age and in good health, are eligible to be drafted for military service in this time of war against international terrorism. The failure to comply with this order will result in legal prosecution.

Sincerely,
Secretary of Defense

Give each "family" 10 minutes to discuss the situation, from the perspective of their individual family roles, and decide on a response. After time, each group reports on 
The following:

1. What would the young man do? 

2. How did each individual feel about his decision? 

3. The group's current stance on an impending war with Iraq 

Process Part B (40 minutes)

Following the group reports, have the participants stay in the same small groups. Ask the group members to develop a list of criteria to determine if a war is just and their reasons for each criterion. The group lists should be presented to the large group and/or posted on the walls so others can read the different lists.

Distribute individual copies of a letter from Bishop Wilton Gregory to President Bush. Bishop Gregory is the Bishop of the Diocese of Belleville and president of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, (The letter is posted on the web at http://www.usccb.org/sdwp/international/bush902.htm.)

Depending on the available time, the entire letter can either be read aloud or summarized for the group. In the summary draw attention to paragraphs # 3 and #4, to the norms listed for “just cause” in paragraphs #5, #6, #7, and #8, and read the concluding two paragraphs. Allow time for the small groups to briefly discuss the bishop’s letter. 

An option here is to post the list of ‘just war’ criteria on newsprint, rather than use the bishop’s letter. See the accompanying resource on Just War Theory.

Post newsprint on the wall with the list of criteria for a just war from the bishop’s letter.
Ask each group to compare their list of criteria for a just war with the list in the bishop’s letter. Elicit any reactions to or comments about the principles for a just war.

Option A:

Following a brief explanation of each criteria, ask the group to rate on a scale of 1-10, with one being "no way" and "10" being "absolutely", how well the situation with Iraq meets this criteria. This could be done in "families" - the family wrestles with the criteria and then comes to a consensus. If time allows, the group could rate each individual criteria separately.

Option B: Following a brief explanation of each criteria, place 10 numbered newsprint sheets around the room, tell the participants to go to the number that best reflects their response to how well the criteria is met in the situation with Iraq, with one being "no way" and "10" being "absolutely." Allow for some brief, respectful explanations for people in various places. If time allows, the group could rate each individual criteria individually.

Option A/B:

For both options, the facilitator tabulates the responses and shares the tabulated results at the end.

Process Part D (10 minutes)

Then the facilitator asks each individual to make an informed assessment as to whether or not a war with Iraq would be considered just. Write “strongly agree”, “agree”, “not sure”, disagree”, and “strongly disagree” on individual pieces of paper. Spread out the five pieces of paper either on a wall or on the floor. Ask the group: “Given what we have said about the criteria for ‘just war’, should a war with Iraq be considered ‘just’?” Ask participants to move to the point on the continuum that best reflects their opinion.

Explain to the group that this is a complex and important issue for our country, our Church, and for the world and that there is great divergence in opinions. Ask several young people on each point of the continuum to share their reasons. Ask the group if they have any questions of those who stood somewhere else on the continuum. Don’t allow the questions and responses to become argumentative or attacking.

Encourage the young people to do some further reading in newspapers and news magazines and to share some of what they discussed in this session with their parents and friends.

Closing Prayer (10 minutes)

Closing prayer should include appropriate readings from scripture, thematic songs, and prayers of intention for the victims and perpetrators of violence, terrorism, and war.

Sample scripture passages include: John 14: 25-28; Luke 6:27-36; Matthew 10:28-33; Wisdom 1: 13-15; Wisdom 3: 1-9.



Thanks to Tony Tamberino, former coordinator of youth ministry, Saint John the Evangelist Parish, Columbia, MD; Tim Colbert, office of youth ministry, Archdiocese of Cincinnati; and Barbara Legere, coordinator of youth ministry, St. John the Evangelist Parish, Spencerport, NY for their contributions.
