
look forward with unshakable confidence to the time when the 
fullness of God's reign would make itself known in the world. At 
the same time, they knew that they were called to be ministers 
of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:19-20).. people who would make the 
peace which God had established visible through the love and 
the unity within their own communities. 

Jesus Christ, then, is our peace, and in his death-resurrection 
he gives God's peace to our world. In him God has indeed recon­
ciled the world, made it one, and has manifested definitively 
that his will is th is reconciliation, this uni ty between God and 
all peoples, and among the peoples themselves. The way to un-
iorl has been opened, the covenant of peace established. The 
risen Lord's gift of peace is inextricably bound to the call to 
follow Jesus and to continue the proclamation of God's reign. 
Matthew's Gospel (Mt. 28:16-20; cf. Lk. 24:44-53) tells us that 
Jesus' last words to his. disciples were a sending forth and a 
promise: "I shall be with you all days." In the continuing pres­
ence of Jesus, disciples of all ages find the courage to follow him. 
To follow Jesus Christ implies continual conversion in one's own 
life as one seeks to act in ways which are consonant with the 
justice, forgiveness, and love of God's reign. Discipleship reach­
es out to the ends of the earth and calls for reconciliation among 
all peoples so that God's purpose, "a plan for the fullness of 
time to unite all things in him," (Eph. 1:10) will be fulfilled. 

3. Conclusion 
Even a brief examination of war and peace in the scriptures 

makes it clear that they do not provide us with detailed an­
swers to the specifics of the questions which we face today. 
They do not speak specifically of nuclear war or nuclear weap­
ons, for these were beyond 
the imagination pi the com­
munities in which the scrip­
tures were formed. The 
sacred texts do, however, 
provide us with urgent di­
rection when we look at to­
day's concrete realities. 
The fullness of eschatologi-
cal peace remains before us 
in hope, and yet the gift o.f 
peace is already ours in the 
reconciliation effected in Je­
sus Christ. These two pro­
foundly religious meanings 
of peace inform and influ­
ence all other meanings for 
Christians. Because we 
have been gifted with 
God's peace in the risen 
Christ, we are called to our 
own peace and to the mak­
ing of peace in our world. 
As disciples and as children 
of God it is our task to seek 
for ways in which to make 
the forgiveness, justice and 
mercy, and love of God visi­
ble in a world where vio­
lence and enmity are too of­
ten the norm. When we lis­
ten to God's word, we hear 
again and always the call to repentance and to belief: to repen­
tance because, although we are redeemed, we continue to need 
redemption; to belief because although the reign of God is near, 
it is still seeking its fullness. 

B. Kingdom and History 
The Christian understanding of history is hopeful and confi­

dent but also sober and realistic. "Chris t ian optimism based on 
the glorious cross of Christ and the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit is no excuse for self-deception. For Chris t ians , peace on 
ea r th is a lways a challenge because of the presence of sin in 
man's heart." (14) Peace must be built on the basis of justice in 
a world where the personal and social consequences of sin are 
evident. 

Chr i s t i an hope about history is rooted in our belief in God as 
creator and sustainer of our existence and our conviction t ha t 
the kingdom of God will come in spite of sin, human weakness 
and failure. It is precisely because sin is part of history t h a t the 
realization of the peace of the kingdom is never permanent or 
total. This is the continuing refrain from the patr is t ic period to 
Pope John Paul II. 

"For it was sin and ha t red t ha t were an obstacle to peace 
with God and With others: He destroyed them by the offering of 
life on the cross; he reconciled in one body those who were 
hostile (cf. Eph. 2:16; Rom. 12:5)..." 

Although Chr is t ians put all their best energies into prevent­
ing war or stopping it, they do not deceive themselves about 
their ability to cause peace to t r iumph, nor about the effect of 
their efforts to this end. They therefore concern-themselves 
with all human initiatives in favor of peace and very often take 
part in them. But they regard them with realism and humility-
One could almost say tha t they relativize them into two senses: 
They relate them both to the self-deception of humani ty and to 
God's saving plan." (15) 

Chris t ians are called to live the tension between the vision of 
the reign of God and its concrete realization in history. The 
tension is often described in terms of "already but not yet": i.e.. 
we already live in the grace of the kingdom, but it is not yet the 
completed kingdom. Hence, we are a pilgrim people in a world 
marked by conflict and injustice7~Christ's grace is at work in 

t .the world; his command of love and his call to reconciliation are 
not purely future ideals but call us to obedience today. 

With Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II we are convinced 
that "peace is possible." (16) At the same time, experience con­
vinces us that "in this world a totally and permanently peaceful 
human society is unfortunately a Utopia, and that ideologies 
that hold up that prospect as easily attainable are based on 
hopes that cannot be realized, whatever the reason behind 
them." (17) 

This recognition—that peace is possible but never assured 
and that its possibility must be continually protected and pre­
served in the face of obstacles and attacks upon it—accounts in 
large measure for the complexity of Catholic teaching oh war­
fare. In the kingdom of God, peace and justice will be fully 
realized. Justice is always the foundation of peace. In history, 
efforts to pursue both peace and justice are at t imes in tension, 
and the struggle for justice may threa ten certain forms of peace. 

It is within this tension 
of kingdom and history 
t ha t Catholic teaching has 
addressed the problem of 
war. Wars mark the fabric 
of human histdry. distort 
the life of nat ions today 
and, in the form of nuclear 
weapons, th rea ten the de­
struction of the world as we 
know it and the civilization 
which has been pat ient ly 
constructed over centuries. 
The causes of war are mul­
tiple and not easily identi­
fied. Chr is t ians will find in 
any violent si tuation the 
consequences of sin: not 
only sinful pa t t e rns of dom­
ination, oppression or ag­
gression, but t h e conflict of 
values and interests which 
il lustrate the limitations of 
a sinful world. The threa t 
of nuclear war which af­
fects the world today re­
flects such sinful pa t te rns 
and conflicts. 

In the "already but not 
ye t " of Chris t ian existence, 
members of the church 
choose different pa ths to 

move toward the realization of the kingdom in history. As we 
examine both the positions open to individuals for forming their 
consciences on war and peace and the Catholic teaching on the 
obligation of the s t a te to defend society, we draw extensively on 
the pastoral const i tut ion for two reasons. 

First, we find its t r ea tment of the na ture of peace and the 
avoidance of war compelling, for it represents the prayerful 
thinking of bishops of the entire world and calls vigorously for 
fresh new a t t i tudes while faithfully reflecting traditional 
church teaching. Secondly, the council fathers were familiar 
with more than the horrors of World Wars I and II. They saw 
conflicts continuing " to produce their devas ta t ing effect day by 
day somewhere in the world," the increasing ferocity of warfare 
made possible by modern scientific weapons, guerrilla warfare 
"drawn out by new methods of deceit and subversion" and ter­
rorism regarded as a new way to wage war. (18) The same phe­
nomena mark our day. 

For similar reasons we draw Heavily upon the popes of the 
nuclear age, from Pope Pius XII through Pope John Paul II. The 
teaching of popes and councils mus t be incarnated by each local 
church in a manner unders tandable to its culture. This allows 
each local.church to bring its unique insights and experience to 
bear on the issues shaping our world. From 1966 to the present, 
American bishops, individually and collectively, have issued nu­
merous s ta tements on the issues of peace and war, ranging from 
the Vietnam War to conscientious objection and the use of nu-


