
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 af­
fairs; this task is still necessary and is reflected later in this 
pastoral letter, but it is not a sufficient response to Vatican II's 
challenge "to undertake a completely fresh reappraisal of war." 

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. This pastoral letter is more 
an invitation to continue the new appraisal of war and peace 
than a final synthesis of the results of such an appraisal. We 
have some sense of the characteristics of a theology of peace, 
but not a systematic statement of their relationships. 

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 theologi­
cally and in the social and political sciences. It should both 
identify the specific contributions a community of faith can 
make to the work of peace and relate these t o the wider work of 
peace pursued by other groups and institutions in society. Fi­
nally, a theology of peace must include a message of hope. The 
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. 

We offer now a first step toward a message of peace and hope. 
It consists of a sketch of the biblical conception of peace; a 
theological understanding 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. 

A. Peace and the Kingdom 
For us as believers, the sacred scriptures provide the founda­

tion for confronting war and peace today. Any use of scripture 
in this area is conditioned by three factors. First, the term 
"peace" has been understood in different ways at various times 
and in various contexts. For example, peace can refer to an 
individual's sense of well-being or security, or it can mean the 
cessation of armed hostility, producing an atmosphere in which 
nations can relate to each other and settle conflicts without 
resorting to the use of arms. For men and women of faith, peace 
will imply a right relationship with God which entails forgive­
ness, reconcilation and union. Finally, the scriptures point to 
eschatological peace, a final, full realization of God's salvation 
when all creation will be made whole. Among these various 
meanings, the last two predominate in the scriptures and pro­
vide direction to the first two. 

Second, the scriptures as we have them today were written 
over a long period of time and reflect many varied historical 
situations, all different from our own. Our understanding of 
them is both complicated and enhanced by these differences, 
but not in any way obscured or diminished by them. Third, 
since the scriptures speak primarily of God's intervention in 
history, they contain no specific treatise on war and peace. 
Peace and war must always be seen in light of God's interven­
tion in human affairs and our response to that intervention. 
Both are elements within the ongoing revelation of God's will 
for creation. 

Acknowledging this complexity, we still recognize in the 
scriptures a unique source of revelation, a word of God which is 
addressed to us as surely as it has been to all preceding genera­
tions. We call upon the Spirit of God who speaks in that word 
and in our hearts to aid us in our listening. The sacred texts 
have much to say to us about the ways in which God calls us to 
live in union with and in fidelity to the divine will. They pro­
vide us with direction for our lives and hold out to us an object 
of hope, a final promise, which guides and directs our actions 
here and now. 

1. Old Testament 
War and peace are significant and highly complex elements 

within the multi-layered accounts of the creation and develop­
men t of God 's people in t h e Old Tes t amen t . 

a. W a r 

Violence and war are very much present in" the history of the 
people of God, part icularly from the Exodus period to t h e 
monarchy. God is often seen as the one who leads the Hebrews 
in ba t t le , protec ts t hem from their enemies, makes t hem victori­
ous over other armies (see,,for example, D t . 1:30; 20:4; Jos. 2:24; 

Jgs. 3:28). The metaphor of warrior carried multi-faceted conno­
ta t ions for a people who knew themselves to be smaller and 
weaker t h a n the nat ions which surrounded them. It also en­
abled them to express their conviction about God 's involvement 
in their lives and his desire for their growth and development. 
This metaphor provided the people with a sense of security; 
they had a God who would protect them even in the face of 
overwhelming obstacles. I t was also a call to faith and to t rus t ; 
the mighty God was to be obeyed and followed. No one can 
deny the presence of such images in t h e Old Tes tament , nor 
their powerful influence upon the art iculation of th is people's 
unders tanding of t h e involvement of God in their history. The 
warrior God was highly significant during long periods of Isra­
el's unders tanding of i ts faith. Bu t th is image was not the only 
image, and it was gradually transformed, part icularly after the 
experience of t h e exile, when God was no longer identified with 
mil i tary victory apd might . Other images and other unders tand­
ings of God 's act ivi ty became predominant in expressing the 
faith of God's people. 

b. Peace 

Several points mus t be taken into account in considering the 
image of peace in the Old Tes tament . First , all notions of peace 
mus t be unders tood in light of Israel 's relation to God. Peace is 
always seen as gift from God and as fruit of God's saving activi­
ty . Secondly, t h e individual 's personal peace is not greatly 
stressed. T h e well-being and freedom from fear which result 
from God's love are viewed primarily as they pertain to the 
communi ty and its un i ty and harmony. Fur thermore , t h i s uni ty 
and harmony extend to all of creation; t rue peace implied a 
restorat ion of the right order not jus t among peoples bu t within 
all of creation. Third , while the images of war and the warrior 
God become less dominant as a more profound and complex 
unders tanding of God is presented in the texts , t h e images of 
peace and t h e demands upon the people for covenantal fidelity 
to true peace grow more urgent and more developed. 

c. Peace and Fidelity to the Covenant 

If Israel obeyed God's laws, God would dwell among them. "I 
will walk among you and will be your God and you shall be my 
people" (Lv. 26:12). God would strengthen the people against 
those who opposed them and would give peace in t h e land. The 
description of life in these circumstance^ witnesses to unity 
among peoples and creation, to freedom from fear and to securi­
ty (Lv. 26:3-16). The right re lat ionship between t h e people and 
God was grounded in and expressed by a covenantal union. T h e 
covenant bound the people to God in fidelity and obedience; 
God was also commit ted in t h e covenant , to be present with the 
people, to save them, to lead them to freedom. Peace is a special 
character is t ic of this covenant; when t h e prophet Ezekiel 
looked to t h e es tabl ishment of the new, t ruer covenant , he de­
clared t h a t God would establish an everlasting covenant of 
peace with t h e people (Ez. 37:26). 

Living in covenantal fidelity with God had ramifications in 
the lives of t h e people. It was pa r t of fidelity to care for the 
needy and helpless; a society living with fidelity was one 
marked by justice and integri ty. Fur thermore , covenantal fideli­
t y demanded^ t h a t Israel pu t i ts t r u s t in God alone and look 
only to him for i ts security. When Israel t ended to forget the 
obligations of t h e covenant , prophets arose to remind the people 
and call t h e m to re turn to God. True peace is an image which 
they stressed. 

Ezekiel , who promised a covenant of peace, condemned in no 
uncertain terms t he false prophets who said there was peace in 
t h e land while idolatry and injustice continued (Ez. 13:16). 
Jeremiah followed in th is t radi t ion and bera ted those who 
"healed the wounds of t h e people l ightly" and proclaimed peace 
while injustice and infidelity prevailed (Jer. 6:14; 8:10-12). 
Je remiah and Isaiah both condemned t h e leaders when, against 
t rue security, they depended upon their own s t rength or alli­
ances with other nat ions ra ther t han t rus t ing in God (Is. 7:1-9; 
30:1-4; Jer. 37:10). The lament of Isaiah 48:18 makes clear the 
connection between justice, fidelity to God's law, and peace; he 
cries out: " 0 t h a t you had hearkened to my commandments ! 
T h e n your peace would have been like a river, and your righte­
ousness like the waves of the sea." 

d. Hope for Eschatological Peace 

Experience made it clear to the people of God t h a t the cove­
nan t of peace and the fullness of salvation had not been realized 
in their midst . W a r and enmi ty were still present , injustices 
thr ived, sin still manifested itself. These same experiences also 
convinced the people of God's fidelity to a covenant which they 
often neglected. Because of this fidelity, God's promise of a 
final salvation involving all peoples and all creation and of an 
ul t imate reign of peace became an integral par t of the hope of 
the Old Tes tament . In t h e midst of their failures and sin, God's 
people strove for greater fidelity to him and closer relationship 
with him; they did so because, believing in the future they had 
been promised, they directed their lives and energies toward an 


