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In the aftermath of the Parkland and Santa Fe
tragedies, there has been a new wave of
impassioned debate about gun control laws.
Students who survived the attack have
organized themselves in a national campaign to
end gun violence. These young men and women
are calling for measures that will limit gun
possession and use, including legislation to ban
military-style firearms, which have been used in
many recent high-profile mass shootings. In the
words of Delaney Tarr, one of the Parkland
survivors, “We know what we want. We want
gun reform, we want common sense gun laws,
we want stronger mental health checks and
background checks to work in conjunction. We
want a better age limit. We want privatized
selling to be completely reformed so you can't
just walk into a building with $130 and walk out
with an AR-15.”8

administrators at the Sandy Hook Elementary
School … has provoked enough public outrage
to overcome N.R.A. [National Rifle
Association] resistance and sustain a
successful gun control campaign at the federal
level.”10 The NRA’s 5 million dedicated
members and its ability to gain access to
politicians through its membership network,
combined with its $250 million budget – most
of which is spent on ads, lobbying, and PACs,
gives the NRA an enormous level of influence
in local, state, and national elections (and,
therefore, in policy-making).11 While the
majority of Americans favor increasing
restrictions on gun rights, such as banning
assault-style weapons (68%) and requiring
background checks for private sales and at gun
shows (84%),12 the NRA advocates expanding
gun rights, claiming, “to stop a bad guy with a
gun, it takes a good guy with a gun.”13 To this
end, the NRA advocates arming teachers and
other school staff members as the most
effective means to counter gun violence on
school campuses. The group, however, is not
opposed to restrictions on the availability of
bump stocks (the attachment that enables a
semi-automatic weapon to fire with nearly the
same speed as an automatic one), or certain
background checks and limitations. Although
President Trump, who benefitted from $30
million dollars spent by the NRA on his
campaign,14 changes his position on gun
control regularly, he currently is calling for just
these measures.15

The Parkland student activists seem to
recognize the broader contours of this epidemic
and are committed to addressing all types of
gun violence. As one survivor, Emma González,
tweeted, “Those who face gun violence on a
level that we have only just glimpsed from our
gated communities have never had their voices
heard in their entire lives the way that we have
in these few weeks alone.”9 The Parkland
survivors have met with students from Chicago
and across the country who are embedded in
systems of violence to show solidarity and
engage their efforts in seeking reform.
Congress has reacted to
mass shootings in the
past
by
passing
legislative reforms to limit gun violence, such as
the Gun Control Act of 1968 and the Assault
Weapons Ban of 1994. This time, however,
Congress seems to be immobilized. In fact,
“Since the Stockton shooting [in 1989], no gun
rampage, not even one as horrific as the
murder of schoolchildren, teachers and

ANALYSIS

The USCCB, however, states that “the idea of
arming teachers seems to raise more concerns
than it addresses. Setting a more appropriate
minimum age for gun ownership, requiring
universal background checks (as the bishops
have long advocated), and banning ‘bump
stocks’ are concepts that appear to offer more
promise.”16 In addition, the Bishops advocate a
total ban on assault weapons; limitations on
2

civilian access to high-capacity weapons and
ammunition magazines; a federal law to
criminalize gun trafficking; improved access to
and increased resources for mental health care;
regulations and limitations on the purchasing of
handguns; measures that make guns safer, such
as locks that prevent children and anyone other
than the owner from using the gun without
permission and supervision; and an honest
assessment of the toll of violent images and
experiences which inundate people, particularly
our youth.17 These suggestions correspond to
the recommendations of experts in criminology,
law and public health, who have determined
that the most effective measures to limit gun
violence (particularly mass shootings) would be
to bar sales to all violent criminals; to ban semiautomatic guns, assault weapons, and highcapacity magazines; to perform universal
background checks for gun and ammunition
buyers; and to bar sales to the mentally ill.18

safety,”21 more emphasis can and should be
placed on stemming the tide of violence so that
the need for self-defense is decreased.
As LCWR has claimed, however, “This is not
about protecting the second amendment. It is
about protecting the most precious resource
we have, the gift of life.”22 Even the First
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which
guarantees our right to “life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness,” seems to qualify its
successor by recognizing that the right to life is
prior to any subsequent, “man-made,” rights.23
The Second Amendment was written at a time
when civilian militias, rather than a professional
army, served to defend the United States;24 the
founding fathers wrote the Amendment to
ensure civilian participation in the protection of
the nation, not to perpetuate the proliferation
of guns for personal use. The founding fathers
could not have foreseen that individuals would
have access to weapons capable of inflicting
mass violence – such as the semi-automatic
rifles that seem to be the weapon of choice in
most mass shootings recently. Indeed, “In three
of the most recent mass shootings — the high
school in Parkland, Fla., the church in
Sutherland Springs, Tex., and Las Vegas — three
men killed a total of 101 people and injured
hundreds more, a level of carnage that would
have been impossible with the weapons
available during the 18th century.”25 Given the
advancement in weaponry and the changes in
political and social life that make civilian militias
obsolete for the United States’ protection in the
21st century, we must view the Second
Amendment through a different lens – namely,
through the lens of life, as guaranteed by the
First Amendment and affirmed in Catholic social
thought (CST).

“This is not about protecting the second amendment. It is
about protecting the most precious resource we have, the gift
of life.” - LCWR

The Second Amendment is, of course, at the
center of this issue. The Supreme Court has
found the right to bear arms to be subject to
certain regulations, such as prohibitions on
concealed carry permits, restricted access for
felons and mentally ill individuals, gun-free
zones, and prohibitions on “dangerous and
unusual” weapons.19 When pressed, though,
the Court found that restrictions such as
banning handgun possession and laws
prescribing mandatory storage procedures
were unconstitutional because they impeded
the use of these weapons for self-defense.20
While “the Church recognizes that recourse to
self-defense is legitimate for one’s own
3

The principle of life and
dignity is the linchpin of
CST. It recognizes that
every human being is endowed with inviolable
dignity, regardless of his or her actions, assets,
or attributes. We all are equally dignified
because we are made in the image of God. This
dignity,
however,
confers
certain
responsibilities upon us – namely, it demands
that we work to facilitate the flourishing of all.
Pope Francis, expounding on the thought of
Saint Pope John Paul II, reminds us:

individual responsibility and liberty, while
protecting the most vulnerable among us.
Further, our personal responses to violence
thus ought to uphold the dignity of all affected
– victims, communities, and offenders.

REFLECTION

Saint Augustine is instructive on this issue. As he
puts it, human beings are “linked together by a
common fellowship based in a common
nature,”27 so, he tells us, “at one and the same
time you disapprove of [offenders’] guilt while
approving of their nature. Indeed, you have
more right to hate their
Every effort to protect and
guilt precisely because it
improve our world entails
“Everyone was implicated in the outrages that were
mars their nature, which
profound
changes
in
committed with their consent, even if they neither took part
you love. Therefore if you
‘lifestyles,
models
of
take action against the
in them nor instigated them.” – St. Augustine
production
and
crime in order to liberate
consumption, and the
the human being, you
established structures of
bind yourself to him in a fellowship of humanity
power which today govern societies’ (Centesimus
rather than injustice.”28 Rather than writing off
Annus, 58). Authentic human development has a
the perpetrators of gun violence as
moral character. It presumes full respect for the
“monsters,”29 and discounting or celebrating
human person, but it must also be concerned for the
world around us and ‘take into account the nature
their deaths, we should mourn the fact that our
of each being and of its mutual connection in an
fellow human beings are so broken. Rather than
ordered system’ (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 34).
blaming the deaths of black youth in our cities
Accordingly, our human ability to transform reality
so unambiguously on gang culture (and, so,
must proceed in line with God’s original gift of all
largely ignoring them), we should strive to
that is.26
implement laws that facilitate the revitalization
of those communities, and to engage
This “integral ecology” – the web of
interpersonally in actions that do so, as well.
relationships that connects us to one another
Saint Augustine, reflecting on an outbreak of
and our world – demands that we reject current
violence against his Church, levies this criticism:
models of consumption and power that
perpetuate the culture of violence in which guns
How easily those events might have been
are viewed as necessary commodities and
prevented or nipped in the bud, if the citizens,
symbols of liberty. Since human beings are
and especially their leaders, had intervened to
connected to one another through social and
stop them at the start or before the end. ... It
environmental organisms, we should move
might not be possible then, for you to
toward a model that seeks the common good,
distinguish the innocent from the guilty out of
which recognizes individual rights as crucial to
the whole city. ... Everyone was implicated in
human dignity, but requires that those rights be
the outrages that were committed with their
put to use to facilitate the good of the
consent, even if they neither took part in them
community. Regulations should
affirm
nor instigated them (Ep. 91.8-9).
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policies and practices, ongoing encounters and
discussions at the parish level regarding
violence in communities.”31 As we work to
establish a balance of liberty and security in the
service of healthy communities and authentic
human development, we ought to remember
always that justice is a work of love – both our
positions and our advocacy efforts should
facilitate the dignity of all, even those who
disagree with us, so that “unadulterated love
may help to heal such serious damage” (Ep.
185.45).

As we consider gun law reform, then, the focus
should be on upholding the dignity of all human
beings – protecting the innocent, mitigating
poverty, nurturing our children to encourage
their authentic development, and rejecting
violence in all its forms. The USCCB calls “the
Church and all people of good will [to] work
together to confront the pervasive culture of
violence“30 through policy reform, but also
through more “wholistic measures [sic], such as
the promotion of mercy and peacebuilding in
our communities through restorative justice

“Our thoughts and prayers must be joined with action, we can and must
do more to prevent such attacks.” – Cardinal Sean O’Malley, Boston

If we are serious about confronting gun violence, then, our efforts must go
deeper than purely political ones. Increasing and improving gun regulations will
be important, of course, but we also must confront violence on an interpersonal
level. Please pray for an end to gun violence, and read below for some general principles that should
ground our activities, both publically and personally, to root out the causes of violence:

ACTION

1. Reject the culture of violence and facilitate a culture of peace and unity. Limit your exposure
to violent media; curb your temper; focus on the gifts God has given to you and that God
wants you to share with the world, rather than the irritations you experience; pray for peace
and justice.
2. We must do better by our children. We cannot raise them to think they are completely
autonomous, independent beings who are beholden to no one; we must raise them to
recognize themselves as part of one human family, each with special dignity that is fully
expressed through unity with others. By countering the mindset of consumerism,
individualism, and power-seeking, we will facilitate authentic development that enables
children to flourish and grow into just adults.
3. Rather than arming teachers with weapons, we should arm teachers with enhanced
resources and increased funding to cultivate a culture of peace in the classroom and
throughout the school community. Schools must be adequately resourced to assist
vulnerable and bullied children and to teach non-violent conflict resolution practices.
4. Our response to a perpetrator cannot be one of hatred or isolation; rather, we should work
toward restoration for the victims and community, as well as for the perpetrator. Our
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human family can flourish only when each of us participates in community with dignity –
and this necessarily involves the atonement, reform, and participation of the perpetrator. As
difficult as it might be to desire the good of an offender, to counter violence with hatred is
contradictory to the practice of Jesus, who taught us to love our enemies and pray for those
who persecute (Mt. 5: 44).
5. Visit Sandy Hook Promise for resources and action steps.
•
•
•

Contact your elected officials to take up legislation immediately that:
Requires universal background checks and mandatory waiting periods for all gun purchases
Bans civilian ownership of high-capacity weapons and magazines
Makes gun trafficking a federal crime
Click here to contact your Senators. Click here to contact your Representative.
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