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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 — especially in
Part H — the changeable circumstances which the subject matter, by its very nature, involves." (5)
In this pastoral letter too we address many concrete questions concerning 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 universal 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 principles (e.g.,
non-combatant immunity and proportionality). At still other
times we re-affirm statements of recent popes and the teaching
of Vatican II. Again, at other times we apply moral principles to
specific cases.
Wheq making applications of these principles we realize —
and we wish readers to recognize — that prudential judgments
are involved based on specific circumstances which can change
or which can be interpreted differently by people of good will
(e.g., the treatment of "no first use"). However, the moral judgments that we make in specific cases, while not binding in conscience, are to be given serious attention and consideration by
'Catholics as they determine whether their moral judgments are
consistent with the Gospel.
We shall do our best to indicate, stylistically and substantively, whenever we make such applications. We believe such
specific 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 specific solution in certain circumstances. Yet it happens
rather frequently, 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 appropriate the church's authority for his
opinion. They should always try to enlighten one another
through honest discussion, preserving mutual charity and caring above all for the common good." (6)
This 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. The experience of preparing this pastoral letter has shown us the range of
strongly held opinion in the Catholic community on questions
of war and peace. Obviously, as bishops we believe that such
differences should be expressed within the framework of Catholic moral teaching. We urge mutual respect among different
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.
The pastoral constitution calls us to bring the light of the
Gospel to bear upon "the signs of the times." Three signs of the
times have particularly influenced the writing of this letter. The
first, to quote Pope John Paul II at the United Nations, is that
"the world wants peace, the world needs peace." (7) The second is the judgment of Vatican II about the arms race: 'The
arms race is one of the greatest curses on the human race and
the harm it inflicts upon the poor is more than can be endured."
(8) The 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 characteristics, we wish to examine Catholic teaching on peace and war.
The Catholic social tradition as exemplified in the pastoral
constitution and recent papal teachings is a mix of biblical,
theological and philosophical elements which are brought to
bear upon the concrete problems of the day. The biblical vision
of the world, created and sustained by God, scarred by sin,
redeemed in Christ and destined for the kingdom, is at the
heart of our religious heritage. This vision requires elaboration,
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 peaceful world and how to assess the phenomenon of war.
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. The human person is
the clearest reflection 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 person. For each person not only reflects God, but is the expression of God's creative work and the meaning of Christ's redemptive ministry.
Christians 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. The 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)
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. These two
purposes have led Catholic teaching to address two distinct but
overlapping audiences. The first is the Catholic faithful, formed
by the premises of the Gospel and the principles of Catholic
moral teaching. The second is the wider civil community, 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.
The conviction, rooted in Catholic ecclesiology, that both the
community of the faithful and the civil community should be
addressed on peace and war has produced two complementary
but distinct styles of teaching. The religious community shares
a specific perspective of faith and can be called to live out its
implications. The 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 find in the depths of
their consciences a law written on the human heart by God.
(10) From this law reason draws moral norms. These norms do
not exhaust the gospel vision, but they speak to critical questions affecting 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.
Examples of these two styles can be found in recent Catholic
teaching.
At times the emphasis is upon the problems and requirements fojr 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 specific role Christians should play (e.g. Pope John Paul II
at Coventry, England, 1982.) The same difference of emphasis
and orientation can be found in Pope John XXIII's "Peace on
Earth" and Vatican II's pastoral constitution.
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 specific 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.
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 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. The
realization of the kingdom, therefore, is a continuing work, progressively accomplished, precariously maintained and needing
constant effort to preserve the peace achieved and expand its
scope in personal and political life.
Building peace within and among nations is the work of
many individuals 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.
The distinctive contribution of the church flows from her
religious nature and ministry. The 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 fulfills part of her essential mission by mak-'
ing the peace of the kingdom more visible in our time.
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

