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The 
Challenge of Peace: 

God's Promise 
and 

Our Response 

INTRODUCTION 

"The whole human race faces a moment of supreme crisis in 
its advance toward maturity." Thus the Second Vatican Coun­
cil opened its treatment of modern warfare. (1) Since the coun­
cil, the dynamic of the nuclear arms race has intensified. Appre­
hension about nuclear war is almost tangible and visible today. 
As Pope John Paul II said in his message to the United Nations 
concerning disarmament: "Currently, the fear and preoccupa­
tion of so many groups in various parts of the world reveals that 
people are more frightened about what would happen if irre­
sponsible parties unleash some nuclear war." (2) 

As bishops and pastors ministering in one of the major nucle­
ar nations, we have encountered this terror in the minds and 
hearts of our people — indeed, we share it. We write this letter 
because we agree that the world is at a moment of crisis, the 
effects of which are evident in people's lives. It is not our intent 
to play on fears, however, but to speak words of hope and en­
couragement in time of fear. Faith does not insulate us from the 
challenges of life; rather, it intensifies our desire to help solve 
them precisely in light of the good news which has come to us in 
the person of Jesus, the Lord of history. From the resources of 
our faith we wish to provide hope and strength to all who seek a 
world free of the nuclear threat. Hope sustains one's capacity to 
live with danger without being overwhelmed by it; hope is the 
will to struggle against obstacles even when they appear in­
superable. Ultimately our hope rests in the God who gave us 
life, sustains the world by his power and has called us to revere 
the lives of every person and all peoples. 

The crisis of which we speak arises from this fact: Nuclear 
war threatens the existence of our planet; this is a more menac­
ing threat than any the world has known. It is neither tolerable 
nor necessary that human beings live under this threat. But 
removing it will require a major effort of intelligence, courage 
and faith. As Pope John Paul II said at Hiroshima: "From now 
on it is only through a conscious choice and through a deliber­
ate policy that humanity can survive." (3) 

As Americans, citizens of the nation which was first to pro­
duce atomic weapons, which has been the only one to use them 
and which today is one of the handful of nations capable of 
decisively influencing the course of the nuclear age, we have 
grave human, moral and political responsibilities to see that a 
"conscious choice" is made to save humanity. This letter is 
therefore both an invitation and a challenge to Catholics in the 
United States to join with others in shaping the conscious 

choices and deliberate policies required in this "moment of su­
preme crisis." 

I. Peace in the Modern Worlch 
Religious Perspectives and Principles 
The global threat of nuclear war is a central concern of the 

universal church, as the words and deeds of recent popes and 
the Second Vatican Council vividly demonstrate. In this pasto­
ral letter we speak as bishops of the universal church, heirs of 
the religious and moral teaching on moral 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 opportuni­
ty to share and interpret the moral and religious wisdom of the 
Catholic tradition by applying it to the problems of war and 
peace today. 

The nuclear threat transcends religious^ cultural and national 
boundaries. To confront its danger requires all the resources 
reason and faith can muster. This letter is a contribution to a 
wider common effort, meant to call Catholics and all members 
of our political community to dialogue and specific decisions 
about this awesome question. 

The Catholic tradition on war and peace is a long and com­
plex one, reaching from the Sermon on the Mount to the state­
ments of Pope John Paul II. Its development cannot be 
sketched in a straight line and it seldom gives a simple answer 
to complex questions. It speaks through many voices and has 
produced multiple forms of religious witness. As we locate our­
selves in this tradition, seeking to draw from it and to develop 
it, the document which provides profound inspiration and gui­
dance for us is the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World of Vatican II, for it is based on doctrinal princi­
ples and addresses the relationship of the church to the world, 
with respect to the most urgent issues of our day. (4) 

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 docu­
ments use principles of Catholic moral teaching and apply them 
to specific contemporary issues. The bishops at Vatican II 
opened the pastoral constitution with the following guideline on 
how to relate principles to concrete issues. 

"In the first 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 
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