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Introduction: A Challenge to the Culture of Honor
Imagine a society where an insult, a misinterpreted glance, or a dispute over family honor
could only be resolved in one way: with swords or pistols at dawn. For centuries, duels were
seen as acts of bravery, a way to “wash away disgrace with blood.” But in the 16th century,
the Catholic Church raised its voice with firmness to condemn this practice. Why? Because
behind dueling lay something deeper than mere combat: a dangerous idolatry of human
honor over the sacred gift of life.

In this article, we will explore:

The historical origins of dueling and its ties to chivalric culture.1.
The Church’s stance and the theological reasoning behind its condemnation.2.
The modern relevance of this teaching in a world where pride still costs lives.3.

1. Duels: Chivalry or Mortal Sin?

A Tradition with Ancient Roots

Duels did not originate in the Middle Ages, but it was during this era that they became
institutionalized as a “rite of honor.” Influenced by the code of chivalry, many nobles and
soldiers believed that refusing a duel was cowardice, while accepting one was a duty.

But the Church, always a defender of life, saw the danger: Was it permissible to kill or die
for pride?

Dueling vs. God’s Law

The Fifth Commandment is clear: “Thou shalt not kill” (Exodus 20:13). Yet duelists argued
that it was not murder, but a “fair fight.” The Church responded forcefully: no one has the
right to take their own life or another’s over matters of human honor.

The Council of Trent (1566) made it clear:

“He who kills in a duel is a murderer, and he who dies in one often
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dies in mortal sin.”

2. The Formal Condemnation: What Did the Church
Say?

The Council of Trent (1545-1563) and Pope Sixtus V’s
Bull “Detestandis feritatis”

The Council of Trent, in its efforts to reform Christian morals, explicitly condemned dueling.
Pope Sixtus V went even further in 1585 with the bull Detestandis feritatis, declaring:

Automatic excommunication for anyone participating in a duel.
Loss of property and titles for nobles who promoted dueling.
Denial of Christian burial for those who died in a duel.

Why such severity? Because dueling not only destroyed lives but also souls.

The Theology Behind the Prohibition

Life is a gift from God, not ours to dispose of. (Job 12:10: “In His hand is the life of1.
every living thing.”)
Pride and wrath are capital sins. Duels stemmed from arrogance, not justice.2.
Vengeance belongs to God. (Romans 12:19: “Vengeance is mine; I will repay, says3.
the Lord.”)

3. Why Is This Still Relevant Today?

Modern-Day Duels: Offenses, Social Media, and Violence

Today, we don’t fight with swords, but the spirit of dueling lives on:

Street fights over “disrespect.”



When the Church Said ‘No’ to Duels: Defending Life Over Wounded
Pride | 3

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 3

Online violence, where honor is defended with insults and hatred.
Cancel culture, where reputations are “killed” rather than engaging in dialogue.

The Church’s Timeless Teaching

True honor is not defended with violence, but with charity. Christ did not respond with
anger when insulted (1 Peter 2:23), and we are called to follow His example.

How Can We Apply This Today?

Forgive rather than attack. (Matthew 5:39)
Seek peace, not confrontation. (Romans 14:19)
Remember that our dignity comes from God, not others’ opinions.

Conclusion: The Braver Man Is the One Who Forgives
The Church did not ban duels to “spoil the knights’ fun,” but because it understood that life
is worth more than pride. In a world where people still kill for honor, its message is more
urgent than ever:

True courage lies not in defeating another, but in conquering our own ego.

Do you dare to live with that freedom?

Did you like this article? Share and comment: Have you seen modern forms of
“dueling”? How can we practice forgiveness in a world of offenses?


