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Even the "indirect effects" of initiating nuclear war are suffi
cient to make it an unjustifiable moral risk in any form. It is not 
sufficient, for example, to contend that "our" side has plans for 
"limited" or "discriminate" use. Modern warfare is not readily 
contained by good intentions or technological designs. The psy
chological climate of the world is such that mention of the term 
"nuclear" generates uneasiness. Many contend that the use of 
one tactical nuclear weapon could produce panic, with complete
ly unpredictable consequences. It is precisely this mix of politi
cal, psychological and technological uncertainty which has 
moved us in this letter to reinforce with moral prohibitions and 
prescriptions the prevailing political barrier against resort to 
nuclear weapons. Our support for enhanced command and con
trol facilities, for major reductions in strategic and tactical nu
clear forces, and for a "no first use" policy (as set forth in this 
letter) is meant to be seen as a complement to our desire to 
draw a moral line against nuclear war. 

Any claim by any government that it is pursuing a morally 
acceptable policy of deterrence must be scrutinized with the 
greatest care. We are. prepared and eager to participate in our 
country in the ongoing public debate on moral grounds. 

The need to rethink the deterrence policy of our nation, to 
make the revisions necessary to reduce the possibility of nucle
ar war and to move toward a more stable system of national 
and international security will demand a substantial intellectu
al, political and moral effort. It also will require, we believe, the 
willingness to open ourselves to the providential care, power 
and word of God, which call us to recognize our common hu
manity and the bonds of mutual responsibility which exist in 
the international community in spite of political differences and 
nuclear arsenals. 

Indeed, we do acknowledge that there are many strong voices 
within our own episcopal ranks and within the wider Catholic 
community in the United States which challenge the strategy 
of deterrence as an adequate response to the arms race today. 
They highlight the historical evidence that deterrence has not 
in fact set in motion substantial processes of disarmament. 

Moreover, these voices rightly raise the concern that even the 
conditional acceptance of nuclear deterrence as laid out in a 
letter such as this might be inappropriately used by some to 
reinforce the policy of arms buildup. In its stead they call us to 

• raise a prophetic challenge to the community of faith — a chal
lenge which goes beyond nuclear deterrence, toward more reso
lute steps to actual bilateral disarmament and peacemaking. 
We recognize the intellectual ground on which the argument is 
built and the religious sensibility which gives it its strong force. 

The dangers of the nuclear age and the enormous difficulties 
we face in moving toward a more adequate system of global 
security, stability, and justice require steps beyond our present 
conceptions of security and defense policy. In the following sec
tion we propose a series of steps aimed at a more adequate 
policy for preserving peace in a nuclear world. 

The Promotion of Peace: Proposals 
and Policies 

In a world which is not yet the fulfillment of God's kingdom, 
a world where both personal actions and social forces manifest 
the continuing influence of sin and disorder among us, consist
ent attention must be paid to preventing and limiting the vio
lence of war. But this task, addressed extensively in the previ
ous section of this letter, does not exhaust Catholic teaching on 
war and peace. A complementary theme, reflected in the scrip
tures and the theology of the church and significantly devel
oped by papal teaching in this century, is the building of peace 
as the way to prevent war. This traditional theme was vividly 
reasserted by Pope John Paul in his homily at Coventry Cathe
dral 

"Peace is not just the absence of war. It involves mutual 
respect and confidence between peoples and nations. It involves 
collaboration and binding agreements. Like a cathedral, peace 
must bt constructed patiently and with unshakable faith." (87) 

This positive conception of peacemaking profoundly influenc
es many people in our time. At the beginning of this letter we 
affirmed the need for a more fully developed theology of peace. 
The basis of such a theology is found in the papal teaching of 
this century. In this section of our pastoral we wish to illustrate 
how the positive vision of peace contained in Catholic teaching 
provides direction for policy and personal choices. 

A. Specific Steps to Reduce 
the Danger of War 

The dangers of modern war are specific and visible; our teach
ing must be equally specific about the needs of peace. Effective 
arms control leading to mutual disarmament, ratification of 
pending treaties (88), development of nonviolent alternatives. 

are but some of the recommendations we would place before the 
Catholic community and all men and women of good will. These 
should be part of a foreign policy which recognizes and respects 
the claims of citizens of every nation to the same inalienable 
rights^ve treasure, and seeks to ensure an international security 
basedlon the awareness that the Creator has provided this 
world and all its resources for the sustenance and benefit of the 
entire human family. The truth that the globe is inhabited by a 
single family in which all have the same basic needs and all 
have a right to the goods of the earth is a fundamental principle 
of Catholic teaching which we believe to be of increasing impor
tance today. In an interdependent world all need to affirm their 
common nature and destiny; such a perspective should inform 
our policy vision and negotiating posture in pursuit of peace 
today. 

1. Accelerated Work for 
Arms Control Reduction 
and Disarmament 

Despite serious efforts starting with the Baruch plans and 
continuing through SALT I and SALT II, the results have been 
far too limited and partial to be commensurate with the risks of 
nuclear war. Yet efforts for negotiated control and reduction of 
arms must continue. In his 1982 address to the United Nations 
Pope John Paul II left no doubt about the importance of these 
efforts: "Today once again before you all I reaffirm my confi
dence in the power of true negotiations to arrive at just and 
equitable solutions." (89) 

In this same spirit, we urge negotiations £o halt the testing, 
production, and deployment of new nuclear weapons systems. 
Not only should steps be taken to end development and deploy
ment, but the numbers of existing weapons must be reduced in 
a manner which lessens the danger of war. 

Arms control and disarmament must be a process of verifi
able agreements especially between two superpowers. While we 
do not advocate a policy of unilateral disarmament, we believe 
the urgent need for control of the arms race requires a willing
ness for each side to take some first steps. The United States 
has already taken a number of important independent initia
tives to reduce some of the gravest dangers and to encourage a 
constructive Soviet response; additional initiatives are encour
aged. By independent initiatives we mean carefully chosen lim
ited steps which the United States could take for a defined 
period of time, seeking to elicit a comparable step from the 
Soviet Union. If an appropriate response is not forthcoming, the 
United States would no longer be bound by steps taken. Our 
country has previously taken calculated risks in favor of free
dom and of human values; these have included independent 
steps taken to reduce some of the gravest dangers of nuclear 
war. (90) Certain risks are required today to help free the world 
from bondage to nuclear deterrence and the risk of nuclear war. 
Both sides, for example, have an interest in avoiding deploy
ment of destabilizing weapons systems. 

There is some history of successful independent initiatives 
which have beneficially influenced the arms race without a for
mal public agreement. In 1963 President Kennedy announced 

. that the United States would unilaterally forego further nuclear 
testing; the next month (Soviet Premier Nikita) Khrushchev 
proposed a limited test ban which eventually became the basis 
of the U.S.-Soviet partial test ban treaty. Subsequently, both 
superpowers removed about 10,000 troops from Central Eu
rope and each announced a cut in production of nuclear materi
al for weapons. 

a. Negotiation on arms control agreements in isolation, with
out persistent and parallel efforts to reduce the political ten
sions which motivate the buildup of armaments, will not suffice. 
The United States should therefore have a continuing policy of 
maximum political engagement with governments of potential 
adversaries, providing for repeated, systematic discussion and 
negotiation of areas of friction. This policy should be carried out 
by a system of periodic, carefully prepared meetings at several 
levels of government, including summit meetings at regular in
tervals. Such channels of discussion are too important to be 
regarded by either of the major powers as a concession or an 
event made dependent on daily shifts in international develop
ments. 

b. The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968 acknowl
edged that the spread of nuclear weapons to hitherto non-nucle
ar states (horizontal proliferation) could hardly be prevented in 
the long run in the absence of serious efforts by the nuclear 
states to control and reduce their own nuclear arsenals (vertical 
proliferation). Article VI of the NPT pledged the superpowers 
to serious efforts to control and to reduce their own nuclear 
arsenals; unfortunately this promise has not been kept. More
over, the multinational controls envisaged in the treaty seem to 
have been gradually relaxed by the states exporting fissionable 
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The American bishops demand accel

erated work for the control and reduc
tion of nuclear arms and finally disarma
ment because they are convinced that 
the arms race is nearly out of control: 
Production of two hydrogen warheads 
every day in the United States alone! 

In the face of this extreme situation, 
the bishops affirm Pope John Paul ll's 
confidence — expressed in his 1982 ad
dress before the United Nations — in 
the power of true negotiations to arrive 
at just and equitable solutions among 
nations. In the final version of their docu
ment, the bishops urge that such negoti
ations be undertaken to halt the testing, 
production, and deployment of new nu
clear weapons systems. 

While the bishops do not advocate a 
policy of unilateral disarmament, they do 
nevertheless ask the two superpowers to 
undertake "independent initiatives" to 
reduce the number of existing weapons 
in a manner which lessens the danger of 
thermonuclear holocaust. The bishops 
do not forget in their practical discourse 
on disarmament the technical require
ment that it must be a process of verifi
able agreements. 

This technical demand of verifiability 
should be no difficulty in an age of ex
ploration satellites in which the potential 
antagonists, e.g., the United States and 
the Soviet Union, know precisely what 
happens in every inch of each other's 
respective territories day in and day out. 

The bishops know, of course, that ne
gotiations and arms control agreements 
will not suffice without persistent and 
parallel efforts to reduce the political., 
tensions between the capitalistic and so
cialistic block, which motivate the build 
up of arms. These political tensions 
again arise from deep-rooted differences 
in the economic subsystems of capitalis
tic and socialistic action systems. There
fore the American bishops ask their gov
ernment to have maximum political con
tact with the governments of potential 
adversaries through summit meetings 
and other forms of discussion. 

The bishops agree with the "Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty" of 1968, that 
the spread of nuclear weapons to other 
countries throughout the world can 
hardly be controlled as long as the nu
clear superpowers do not make serious 
efforts to control and reduce their own 
stockpiles of weapons. The bishops urge 
their own government to make clear its 
determination to uphold the spirit as well 
as the letter of this treaty. 

In taking such a strong position 
against the use of nuclear weapons and 
in calling for a reduction in the number 
of existing weapons, the bishops are 
aware that they must also speak regard
ing conventional weapons. 

They take account of the argument 
which asserts that more money will have 
to be spent on conventional weapons 
and forces if nuclear weapons are re
duced. However, the bishops' own hope 
is that, as steps are taken to reduce nu
clear weapons, similar steps will be tak
en to reduce conventional weapons and 
forces. 

In effect, what the bishops are saying 
is that a good process of negotiation 
and agreements should lead to a reduc
tion in conventional as well as nuclear 
weapons. 


