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If you wear or have ever worn a uniform, you have probably come into contact with the well-known colleague in all risky activities, Lady Death. She certainly comes to everyone, and no matter how much scientists and philosophers try to find ways to avoid this fateful encounter, the truth is that she continues to do her job, tirelessly.

In many risky activities, Lady Death accompanies the daily activity of that professional, in work with electricity, heights, flammable materials, diving, among many others. However, in the military profession we have the responsibility to voluntarily cause the death of a person, in the legal hypotheses that we can summarize here as self-defense (in times of peace) and just war (in a state of belligerence).

Please note: if the person acted in this way to defend his own life, or that of a third party (self-defense), or if the military (including partisans, private military contractors, and even mercenaries and guerrillas, in certain cases) took someone’s life in a context of armed conflict (a somewhat nebulous concept today due to terrorism and criminal organizations), the person is justified before God in relation to the fifth commandment of the Church (“you shall not kill”).

“You shall not cause the innocent and the righteous to be put to death” (Ex 23:7). We do not have the right or divine omniscience to judge whether a given person is innocent or righteous, so avoid this line of reasoning. However, the concrete acts that the person is practicing at that moment allow us to verify whether that particular conduct is tainted with malice and vice, capable of eliminating God’s most precious gift to human beings and the most essential legal asset: life.

No father is obliged to accept martyrdom and leave his family in material and especially spiritual disarray, so there is no reason to be reluctant to act against any real and imminent threat to himself or to family members and loved ones. This is a dilemma to be faced in critical situations (to kill or to be killed?), and I hope you have resolved it in your mind right away. Acting in self-defense is neither a crime nor a sin (but be careful not to use excessive force, something that can easily happen in the heat of the moment).

Therefore, the God of mercy has an open heart for you, even though you have lived through the hell of war. Nothing you have done is a reason for God to stop loving you and wanting your salvation. Any excesses and even thoughtless attitudes can be neutralized by the sacrament of Confession. Divine love is waiting for you, but He is waiting for your heart to open so that He can make His home in you.

The paradigm of armed conflict is different from that of peacetime, very different. When people from different countries (or dissident/revolutionary groups within a country) take up arms against each other, acting in the name of a State (or a supposed cause in which they believe), these people, during hostilities, cease to be mere citizens and are given the title of combatants, that is, they have the right (duty) to neutralize military objectives (other combatants, legitimate or not).

This is why non-military objectives (which will not bring any advantage to the war effort) should not be attacked, such as non-combatants, children, women, the elderly, homes, schools, hospitals, in short, any person or object that is not actively participating in hostilities.

In the same way, when hostilities cease, there is no longer any point in maintaining any animosity towards citizens of the opposing country. It turns out that a population marked by war takes many years to learn to forgive and to hand over all its suffering to God. A difficult and absolutely necessary task to prevent armed conflict from being reborn in the hearts and minds of those who have lost their families, homes, jobs, etc. to the horrors of war.

Is declaring war (a state of belligerence) or participating in a war considered a grave sin? The theory of just war lists the necessary requirements for a country to enter into an armed conflict:

- it must be declared and executed by a legitimate authority, without opposition from the people;

- for a good and just cause, such as self-defense, preventive action against a tyrant who was about to attack, or the punishment of a guilty enemy;

- with a reasonable chance of success;

- to achieve peace (right intention);

- when it is necessary to avoid an evil greater than the damage caused by the war; and

- as a last resort, after dialogue and negotiation have failed.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church sheds considerable light on this subject, and deserves to be read carefully.

2308. Every citizen and every government official must work to prevent war.

However, as long as “the danger of war persists and there is no competent international authority equipped with the appropriate means, governments cannot be denied the right of self-defence, once all peaceful negotiations have been exhausted.”(73)

2309. The strict conditions for legitimate defence by force of arms must be carefully considered. The gravity of such a decision subjects it to rigorous conditions of moral legitimacy. At the same time, it is necessary:

- that the harm caused by the aggressor to the nation or community of nations be lasting, grave and certain;

- that all other means of ending it have proved impracticable or ineffective;

- that serious conditions of success are met;

- that the use of arms does not bring with it evils and disorders more serious than the evil to be eliminated. The power of modern means of destruction has a very serious impact on the assessment of this condition.

These are the elements traditionally indicated in the doctrine of the so-called “just war.”

The assessment of these conditions of moral legitimacy belongs to the prudential judgment of those who are responsible for the common good.

The Catechism then comments on military activity, including compulsory service, especially when a state of belligerence is declared (a politically correct expression to warn people that their lives will be turned upside down for a long time):

2310 In this case, the public authorities have the right and the duty to impose on citizens the obligations necessary for national defense.

Those who dedicate themselves to the service of the country in military life are servants of the security and freedom of the people. To the extent that they carry out this task as appropriate, they truly contribute to the common good and to the safeguarding of peace.

You can be sure that a just and true God, who wants our salvation, would not place obstacles (even moral ones) so that a given nation that seeks peace and prosperity for its citizens is simply forced to accept that a tyrant from a neighboring country conquers and destroys it. We have enough examples in the Old Testament (Philistines, Egyptians, Babylonians...) that God not only accepts war, but uses it as a means to demonstrate His Power to pagan peoples, so that they may encounter the true God, one and eternal (who reigns even under the waters of the Red Sea).

However, merely confirming that a given war is just is no guarantee of success before God (or before men). Another valuable lesson from the Catechism that every person in arms needs to know in order to exercise his profession well:

2312. The Church and human reason declare the permanent validity of the moral law during armed conflicts. “Once a war has unfortunately begun, not everything becomes lawful between the belligerent parties” (76).

2313. Non-combatants, wounded soldiers and prisoners must be respected and treated with humanity.

Actions deliberately contrary to the rights of peoples and their universal principles, as well as the orders that command such actions, are crimes. Blind obedience is not enough to excuse those who submit to them. Thus, the extermination of a people, a nation or an ethnic minority must be condemned as a mortal sin. One is morally obliged to resist orders to commit genocide.

2314. “Every act of war which indiscriminately destroys entire cities or vast regions with their inhabitants is a crime against God and man himself, which must be condemned firmly and without hesitation” (77). One of the dangers of modern warfare is that it provides the bearers of scientific weapons, particularly atomic, biological or chemical weapons, with the opportunity to commit such crimes.

In short, war is chaos. Confusion, death and destruction. And the military, as the architect of chaos, is called upon to cause all of this in the lives of others, with profound and irreversible consequences for the whole of society. A soldier may leave from a war, but the war does not leave from a soldier. Here is the crucial point: how can you live the profession of arms without feeling hatred for those who wanted to kill you, or resentment for those you have killed?

The answer to this key question lies in an expression that, although ancient, retains a profound and universal relevance: memento mori. This Latin phrase means "remember that you are mortal" or "remember death". It may seem somber at first glance, but in fact it carries a powerful message of reflection, preparation and appreciation of life.

Memento mori has its roots in the philosophical and artistic traditions of the Western world, especially in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Artists created images and symbols that reminded people of their mortality, encouraging a life of virtue, reflection, and purpose. For military personnel, this expression serves as a constant reminder of the fragility of life and the importance of always being prepared for when it comes.

In the military environment, memento mori can be interpreted as a call to vigilance, discipline, and responsibility. Acknowledging mortality is not a reason to fear, but rather a motivation to act with courage, integrity, and dedication. After all, the awareness of finitude reinforces the importance of protecting oneself, one’s comrades, and one’s nation.

By maintaining this reminder, military personnel can cultivate an attitude of respect for life while preparing themselves to face challenges with determination. This perspective helps them appreciate each moment, honor their commitment to their mission, and maintain humility in the face of adversity.

Memento mori is more than just an old phrase; It is a philosophy that encourages living with purpose, responsibility and courage. For those who have taken on the commitment to defend their nation even at the cost of their own lives, it reinforces the
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