Selective Conscientious Objection

1. The Christian pacifist and the Peace Churches have since the beginning of the draft or conscript military force petitioned the United States and the Canadian government to provide for alternate service for their members.  The governments made provisions in policy to honor the conscience of the pacifist members of their nations.

2. The Christian Just War tradition and the churches from this tradition did not petition their governments to honor the conscience of their members because this tradition objects to selective conflicts and does not object to all wars.  This meant that at the time of the registration for the draft, the young man in the Just War Tradition could not register for Conscientious Objector status because the nation might not have been at war.
3. The Synod of the Christian Reformed Church in 1939 condemned “militarism as an attitude of the mind that glorifies war as war.” Synod also warned against the “evils of present day pacifism.”  It affirmed “the right and duty of the government to wage war on just occasions” as being in harmony with the Word of God. It made strong statements concerning the obligation of our members to obey the national authority but also affirmed that our ultimate loyalty is to God. Synod 1939 recognized our church’s pastoral responsibility to counsel and support a member's commitment to that ultimate loyalty when the member has conscientious objection to a particular conflict.  The church can only recognize one kind of conscientious objector: “the person who, recognizing his duty to obey his government and to defend his country …has intelligent and adequate grounds to be convinced that the given war to which he is summoned is an unjust war” (Acts of Synod 1939).  These decisions were reaffirmed in 1969.
4. During the Vietnam conflict, draft eligible Americans in the Just War tradition who refused the draft and those serving in the active military who objected to the justice of the war, either went to jail, went underground or fled the country. Synod 1973, addressed the issue of the justice of the Vietnam War and amnesty for those who objected on moral grounds.  Synod addressed the U.S. government policy of conscientious objection noting that the policy stands “quite contrary to that of our church” (Acts of Synod 1973, p. 738). Under this policy, our members “have no legal recourse” (Acts of Synod 1973, p. 738).
5. In 1977, Synod received a report, “Guidelines for Making Ethical Decisions About War,” from a committee that had been mandated to provide guidance to the church concerning the criteria for selective objection, our church member’s responsibility, and the responsibility of parents and the leadership of the church to provide pastoral counseling. This Synod recommended the following. “If a Christian cannot conscientiously engage in a given war or in alternate service, his refusal must be within the framework of law. He must expose himself to the due process and even the penalty of the state whose laws he has knowingly, publicly, and conscientiously broken. He should not ‘go underground’ or flee the country except under conditions of extraordinary oppression or intolerably brutal tyranny.” 
6. The current Department of Defense Directive on Conscientious Objection ( DOD Directive  number 1300.6, August 20, 1971) reflects the policy from the era of the draft or conscript military and only favors pacifist objection.  Such a policy does not make sense in an all volunteer military force.  Those volunteering are not from the pacifist tradition and are not against war.  If these volunteer members come to a position as a conscientious objection, that objection would be to a particular conflict or to a total change of heart to a pacifist position.
7. The 2006 Synod of the Christian Reformed Church approved a recommendation that we petition the President of the United States and the Secretary of Defense to establish policy that would honor the conscience of military members who object to a particular conflict based on the criteria established in the Just War tradition. Synod asked that these persons be given an honorable discharge.
8. As a church we have taken very seriously the individual objectors responsibility to act from an informed conscience, discuss the rationale for objection with his family and inform the church of the objection.  We do not take a member's objection to a particular conflict lightly and have determined that in an all volunteer force an objection to a particular conflict should be honored by our government.

9. We have confidence that the officials of our government have the wisdom and ability to develop such a policy.  We pledge to provide any assistance and consultation as needed in the drafting of a new policy on Conscientious Objection.
