BOOK REVIEW: Love is What Matters: Writings on Peace and Nonviolence, by Louie Vitale OFM

by Joseph Geraci

Nelson Mandela founded the Elders in July 2008, on the occasion of his 89th birthday. He and Archbishop Desmond Tutu invited twelve independent, progressive thinkers to meet yearly to discuss ways “to build peace, advance human rights and work together on solutions to global problems, from climate change to violent conflict,” as their website states. 

Love is What Matters, edited by Ken Butigan, (Athens, Ohio: Pace e Bene Press, 2015) is a compilation of writings by and about the Franciscan friar, Father Louie Vitale, one of the elder statesmen of the nonviolent movement.  It is a quiet, thoughtful, if deceptively simple book that nevertheless reflects a deep commitment to and sacrifice for the way of nonviolence and peace. To paraphrase Marshall McCluhan, Father Vitale’s life, his witness to peace and justice, is his message, a lifetime of nonviolent anti-war protest; of more than 400 arrests, and more than 10 jail sentences. 

The core of the book is Father Vitale’s writings on peace, nonviolence, poverty and various social issues, the first such compilation. These short essays, statements and sermons are framed by various writings about him; a Foreword by the actor and peace activist Martin Sheehan, an Afterword by John Dear and an introduction and short introductory notes to the sections by Ken Butigan. [What is the book trying to say to us?]

Father Vitale, it might be said, had received his vocation to the priesthood and a life of witness to peace, in war. As he observes, “Nonviolence often arises in the midst of violence.” (p. 21) He was born in 1932 to an Italian-American, Catholic family and was struck by the “many stories of priests who, during those World War II days, were like the martyrs of the early Church—imprisoned in concentration camps, tortured and even put to death . . . Being a priest seemed like a very heroic lifestyle.” (p. 11) What later made him choose the Franciscans above all the other possibilities was not only the three prerequisites the order claimed were necessary “a love of God, a desire to serve the poor as did Jesus, and . . . a sense of humor“ (p. 12), but also the fact that Saint Francis in his youth was “a warrior whose experience of war prompted his conversion.” (p. 19)

But it was in the 1960s while at Berkeley’s Graduate Theological Union doing doctoral studies that his activism began. The Free Speech and anti-Vietnam War movements had broken out on campus. “They were heady days,” he comments, and he began “counseling draft resisters and joining public, nonviolent actions for peace.” (p. 14) He did not look back.

A clear and resonant message stands at the heart of the book. “We need a new spirituality for a global awareness and we need a new way of acting in this polluted world. We have to say no to violence, war and environmental destruction.” (p. 39)

