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I. P!ac! in th! M()!rn W(rl)
RELIGIOUS PERSPECTIVES AND PRINCIPLES

5 ,e global threat of nuclear war is a central concern of the universal 
Church, as the words and deeds of recent popes and the Second Vati-
can Council vividly demonstrate. In this pastoral letter we speak as bish-
ops of the universal Church, heirs of the religious and moral teaching 
on modern warfare of the last four decades. We also speak as bishops of 
the Church in the United States, who have both the obligation and the 
opportunity to share and interpret the moral and religious wisdom of the 
Catholic tradition by applying it to the problems of war and peace-today.

6 ,e nuclear threat transcends religious, cultural, and national boundar-
ies. To confront its danger requires all the resources reason and faith can 
muster. ,is letter is a contribution to a wider common e.ort, meant to 
call Catholics and all members of our political community to dialogue 
and speci/c decisions about this awesome question.

7 ,e Catholic tradition on war and peace is a long and complex one, 
reaching from the Sermon on the Mount to the statements of Pope John 
Paul II. Its development cannot be sketched in a straight line and it sel-
dom gives a simple answer to complex questions. It speaks through many 
voices and has produced multiple forms of religious witness. As we locate 
ourselves in this tradition, seeking to draw from it and to develop it, the 
document which provides profound inspiration and guidance for us is 
the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World of Vatican II, 
for it is based on doctrinal principles and addresses the relationship of the 
Church to the world with respect to the most urgent issues of our-day.4

4 ,e Pastoral Constitution is made up of two parts; yet it constitutes an organic unity. By way of explanation: 
the constitution is called “pastoral” because, while resting on doctrinal principles, it seeks to express the 
relation of the Church to the world and modern mankind. ,e result is that, on the one hand, a pastoral 
slant is present in the /rst part and, on the other hand, a doctrinal slant is present in the second part. Pas-
toral Constitution, note-1-above.
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8 A rule of interpretation crucial for the Pastoral Constitution is equally 
important for this pastoral letter, although the authority inherent in 
these two documents is quite distinct. Both documents use principles 
of Catholic moral teaching and apply them to speci/c contemporary 
issues. ,e bishops at Vatican II opened the Pastoral Constitution with 
the following guideline on how to relate principles to concrete-issues:

In the /rst part, the Church develops her teaching on man, on the 
world which is the enveloping context of man’s existence, and on 
man’s relations to his fellow men. In Part II, the Church gives closer 
consideration to various aspects of modern life and human society; 
special consideration is given to those questions and problems which, 
in this general area, seem to have a greater urgency in our day. As a 
result, in Part II the subject matter which is viewed in the light of 
doctrinal principles is made up of diverse elements. Some elements 
have a permanent value; others, only a transitory one. Consequently, 
the constitution must be interpreted according to the general norms 
of theological interpretation. Interpreters must bear in mind—espe-
cially in Part II—the changeable circumstances which the subject 
matter, by its very nature, involves.5

9 In this pastoral letter, too, we address many concrete questions con-
cerning the arms race, contemporary warfare, weapons systems, and 
negotiating strategies. We do not intend that our treatment of each of 
these issues carry the same moral authority as our statement of univer-
sal moral principles and formal Church teaching. Indeed, we stress here 
at the beginning that not every statement in this letter has the same 
moral authority. At times we reassert universally binding moral princi-
ples (e.g., non-combatant immunity and proportionality). At still other 
times we rea0rm statements of recent popes and the teaching of Vatican 
II. Again, at other times we apply moral principles to speci/c-cases.

5 Ibid.
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10 When making applications of these principles, we realize—and we wish 
readers to recognize—that prudential judgments are involved based on 
speci/c circumstances which can change or which can be interpreted 
di.erently by people of good will (e.g., the treatment of “no /rst use”). 
However, the moral judgments that we make in speci/c cases, while not 
binding in conscience, are to be given serious attention and consider-
ation by Catholics as they determine whether their moral judgments are 
consistent with the-Gospel.

11 We shall do our best to indicate, stylistically and substantively, whenever 
we make such applications. We believe such speci/c judgments are an 
important part of this letter, but they should be interpreted in light of 
another passage from the Pastoral Constitution:

Often enough the Christian view of things will itself suggest some 
speci/c solution in certain circumstances. Yet it happens rather fre-
quently, and legitimately so, that with equal sincerity some of the 
faithful will disagree with others on a given matter. Even against 
the intention of their proponents, however, solutions proposed on 
one side or another may be easily confused by many people with 
the Gospel message. Hence it is necessary for people to remember 
that no one is allowed in the aforementioned situations to appropri-
ate the Church’s authority for his opinion. ,ey should always try to 
enlighten one another through honest discussion, preserving mutual 
charity and caring above all for the common-good.6

12 ,is passage acknowledges that, on some complex social questions, the 
Church expects a certain diversity of views even though all hold the 
same universal moral principles. ,e experience of preparing this pasto-
ral letter has shown us the range of strongly held opinion in the Cath-
olic community on questions of war and peace. Obviously, as bishops 

6 Ibid.,-43.
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we believe that such di.erences should be expressed within the frame-
work of Catholic moral teaching. We urge mutual respect among dif-
ferent groups in the Church as they analyze this letter and the issues 
it addresses. Not only conviction and commitment are needed in the 
Church, but also civility and-charity.

13 ,e Pastoral Constitution calls us to bring the light of the gospel to bear 
upon “the signs of the times.” ,ree signs of the times have particularly 
in1uenced the writing of this letter. ,e /rst, to quote Pope John Paul II 
at the United Nations, is that “the world wants peace, the world needs 
peace.”7 ,e second is the judgment of Vatican II about the arms race: 
“,e arms race is one of the greatest curses on the human race and the 
harm it in1icts upon the poor is more than can be endured.”8 ,e third 
is the way in which the unique dangers and dynamics of the nuclear arms 
race present qualitatively new problems which must be addressed by fresh 
applications of traditional moral principles. In light of these three charac-
teristics, we wish to examine Catholic teaching on peace and-war.

14 ,e Catholic social tradition, as exempli/ed in the Pastoral Constitution 
and recent papal teachings, is a mix of biblical, theological, and philo-
sophical elements which are brought to bear upon the concrete prob-
lems of the day. ,e biblical vision of the world, created and sustained 
by God, scarred by sin, redeemed in Christ and destined for the king-
dom, is at the heart of our religious heritage. ,is vision requires elab-
oration, explanation, and application in each age; the important task of 
theology is to penetrate ever more adequately the nature of the biblical 
vision of peace and relate it to a world not yet at peace. Consequently, 
the teaching about peace examines both how to construct a more peace-
ful world and how to assess the phenomenon of-war.

7 John Paul II, “Message U.N.-Special Session-1982,”-2.
8 Pastoral Constitution, 81.
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15 At the center of the Church’s teaching on peace and at the center of all 
Catholic social teaching are the transcendence of God and the dignity of 
the human person. ,e human person is the clearest re1ection of God’s 
presence in the world; all of the Church’s work in pursuit of both justice 
and peace is designed to protect and promote the dignity of every per-
son. For each person not only re1ects God, but is the expression of God’s 
creative work and the meaning of Christ’s redemptive ministry. Chris-
tians approach the problem of war and peace with fear and reverence. 
God is the Lord of life, and so each human life is sacred; modern warfare 
threatens the obliteration of human life on a previously unimaginable 
scale. ,e sense of awe and “fear of the Lord” which former generations 
felt in approaching these issues weighs upon us with new urgency. In the 
words of the Pastoral Constitution:

Men of this generation should realize that they will have to render an 
account of their warlike behavior; the destiny of generations to come 
depends largely on the decisions they make today.9

16 Catholic teaching on peace and war has had two purposes: to help 
Catholics form their consciences and to contribute to the public policy 
debate about the morality of war. ,ese two purposes have led Catho-
lic teaching to address two distinct but overlapping audiences. ,e /rst 
is the Catholic faithful, formed by the premises of the gospel and the 
principles of Catholic moral teaching. ,e second is the wider civil com-
munity, a more pluralistic audience, in which our brothers and sisters 
with whom we share the name Christian, Jews, Moslems, other religious 
communities, and all people of good will also make up our polity. Since 
Catholic teaching has traditionally sought to address both audiences, we 
intend to speak to both in this letter, recognizing that Catholics are also 
members of the wider political community

9 Ibid.,-80.
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17 ,e conviction, rooted in Catholic ecclesiology, that both the commu-
nity of the faithful and the civil community should be addressed on peace 
and war has produced two complementary but distinct styles of teaching. 
,e religious community shares a speci/c perspective of faith and can be 
called to live out its implications. ,e wider civil community, although 
it does not share the same vision of faith, is equally bound by certain key 
moral principles. For all men and women /nd in the depth of their con-
sciences a law written on the human heart by God.10 From this law rea-
son draws moral norms. ,ese norms do not exhaust the gospel vision, 
but they speak to critical questions a.ecting the welfare of the human 
community, the role of states in international relations, and the limits of 
acceptable action by individuals and nations on issues of war and-peace.

18 Examples of these two styles can be found in recent Catholic teaching. 
At times the emphasis is upon the problems and requirements for a just 
public policy (e.g., Pope John Paul II at the U.N.-Special Session-1982); 
at other times the emphasis is on the speci/c role Christians should play 
(e.g., Pope John Paul II at Coventry, England, 1982). ,e same di.er-
ence of emphasis and orientation can be found in Pope John XXIII’s 
Peace on Earth and Vatican II’s Pastoral Constitution.

19 As bishops we believe that the nature of Catholic moral teaching, the 
principles of Catholic ecclesiology, and the demands of our pastoral 
ministry require that this letter speak both to Catholics in a speci/c way 
and to the wider political community regarding public policy. Neither 
audience and neither mode of address can be neglected when the issue 
has the cosmic dimensions of the nuclear arms-race.

20 We propose, therefore, to discuss both the religious vision of peace 
among peoples and nations and the problems associated with realizing 
this vision in a world of sovereign states, devoid of any central authority 

10 Ibid.,-16.
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and divided by ideology, geography, and competing claims. We believe 
the religious vision has an objective basis and is capable of progressive 
realization. Christ is our peace, for he has “made us both one, and has 
broken down the dividing wall of hostility .-.-. that he might create in 
himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might 
reconcile us both to God” (Eph. 2:14–16). We also know that this peace 
will be achieved fully only in the kingdom of God. ,e realization of the 
kingdom, therefore, is a continuing work, progressively accomplished, 
precariously maintained, and needing constant e.ort to preserve the 
peace achieved and expand its scope in personal and political life.

21 Building peace within and among nations is the work of many individ-
uals and institutions; it is the fruit of ideas and decisions taken in the 
political, cultural, economic, social, military, and legal sectors of life, We 
believe that the Church, as a community of faith and social institution, 
has a proper, necessary, and distinctive part to play in the pursuit of-peace.

22 ,e distinctive contribution of the Church 1ows from her religious 
nature and ministry. ,e Church is called to be, in a unique way, the 
instrument of the kingdom of God in history. Since peace is one of the 
signs of that kingdom present in the world, the Church ful/lls part of 
her essential mission by making the peace of the kingdom more visible 
in our-time.

23 Because peace, like the kingdom of God itself, is both a divine gift and 
a human work, the Church should continually pray for the gift and 
share in the work. We are called to be a Church at the service of peace, 
precisely because peace is one manifestation of God’s word and work in 
our midst. Recognition of the Church’s responsibility to join with others 
in the work of peace is a major force behind the call today to develop a 
theology of peace. Much of the history of Catholic theology on war and 
peace has focused on limiting the resort to force in human a.airs; this 
task is still necessary, and is re1ected later in this pastoral letter, but it is 
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not a su0cient response to Vatican II’s challenge “to undertake a com-
pletely fresh reappraisal of war.”11

24 A fresh reappraisal which includes a developed theology of peace will 
require contributions from several sectors of the Church’s life: biblical 
studies, systematic and moral theology, ecclesiology, and the experience 
and insights of members of the Church who have struggled in various 
ways to make and keep the peace in this often violent age. ,is pasto-
ral letter is more an invitation to continue the new appraisal of war and 
peace than a /nal synthesis of the results of such an appraisal. We have 
some sense of the characteristics of a theology of peace, but not a system-
atic statement of their relationships.

25 A theology of peace should ground the task of peacemaking solidly in 
the biblical vision of the kingdom of God, then place it centrally in the 
ministry of the Church. It should specify the obstacles in the way of 
peace, as these are understood theologically and in the social and polit-
ical sciences. It should both identify the speci/c contributions a com-
munity of faith can make to the work of peace and relate these to the 
wider work of peace pursued by other groups and institutions in society. 
Finally, a theology of peace must include a message of hope. ,e vision 
of hope must be available to all, but one source of its content should be 
found in a Church at the service of-peace.

26 We o.er now a /rst step toward a message of peace and hope. It con-
sists of a sketch of the biblical conception of peace; a theological under-
standing of how peace can be pursued in a world marked by sin; a moral 
assessment of key issues facing us in the pursuit of peace today; and an 
assessment of the political and personal tasks required of all people of 
good will in this most crucial period of-history.

11 Ibid.,-50.


