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The last issue of The Sign of Peace, “Good
Questions about the ‘Good War’” left out
one obvious question: What was good about
an alliance with a monstrosity like the
Bolshevik Soviet Union, which murdered 30
to 40 million of its citizens, most of whom
were Christians? No one seems to want to
acknowledge that this bloodthirsty regime
savagely butchered the bulk of its victims
immediately before World War II in Eastern
Europe, the location where most of the
Nazis’ massacres occurred. Number-wise,
the Christian-hating Soviets easily tripled
the Nazis’ body counts.

Adam Pace
South Bend, Indiana

Willi Graf’s story [Vol. 6.2, “The White
Rose Martyrs”] needs to be told accurately,
because he was among the most honorable
of those in the White Rose, his resistance
being for moral reasons, not because of per-
sonal issues as was the case with Hans and
Sophie Scholl. Willi said “No” to the Nazis
because he believed they were wrong and
criminal, and the more he saw of their work,
the more determined he was to risk every-
thing to stop them.

His life also demonstrates the precise
quandary you wrote about, that of the
devout Catholic in Nazi Germany. Willi’s

father helped found the Nazi Party in the
Saarland and saw no contradiction between
his Catholic faith and National Socialist pol-
itics. Willi on the other hand rejected
National Socialism nearly from the begin-
ning and believed it stood in direct opposi-
tion to Catholic doctrine. 

Best Regards,
Ruth Hanna Sachs
Director of Center for White Rose 
Studies, 
Lehi, Utah

Editors’ Note: 
In our last issue the article, “The White Rose

Martyrs”  included some inaccurate informa-
tion, most notably regarding Willi Graf’s
imprisonment. Willi Graf and his sister
Anneliese were arrested the same day as the
Scholls, February 18, 1943. This erroneous
statement does a tremendous disservice to
Willi Graf, who of all the White Rose mem-
bers, languished the longest in prison until
October 12, 1943, when he was executed. We
also mistakenly ran an earlier draft of the
article and wish to apologize to the author,
Brenna Cussen, and to our readers. The edi-
tors regret this error. Our thanks to Dr.
Stephani Richards-Wilson of Marquette
University and Ms. Sachs for their helpful
clarifications.  
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Though the 5th (or is it the 17th?) anniversary of the Iraq War came and went, the
arguments about it continue. Amid the suffering and unholy terror of war (taking
place a safe distance away), we Catholics in the US continue to argue about what it

all means, and what we ought to do.

There are those of course who keep insisting that this war is a just one, because of
weapons of mass destruction—no, because of 9/11—no, because of Saddam's brutality—no, because of the need
to establish democracy in the Middle East—and the only thing these arguments have in common is "because," and
that word is finally their substance. Why was it just to invade Iraq? Because...

Yet there are also arguments that go on among us in the Church who consider the war to be unjust, or evil, to
use an unfashionable word. Recently, more and more Catholics in America who originally opposed the Iraq War
have begun arguing that the occupation of Iraq must continue. They make this argument out of a concern for the
good of the Iraqi people, noting that whether American forces leave or stay, the war in Iraq will continue, and hence
the suffering and evil will continue, maybe not for Americans so much (except for veterans and those close to
them), but certainly for Iraqis. They call upon the rest of us to assume an “ethic of responsibility”and work for a
“responsible transition.” The US broke it; Americans have to fix it. Thus, so this reasoning goes, the American mil-
itary should remain in Iraq.

We are not convinced by these arguments. Ultimately, they pit the “ethic of responsibility” against the “ethic of
Jesus,” as if the latter were not the former. And we wonder: Why do we Catholics so often assume that Christ and
the peace which he bequeaths to the Church are not enough at times like this? Why must Christians always be
doomed to repeat the actions of the disciples and abandon the Way of the Cross at the very moment of crisis? (And
yet isn't that Way a terrible one?)

We would like to counter this reliance on the policy prescriptions of the day—as if this were the Church’s great-
est gift to the world—with the language and practice of our faith. In so doing we wish to illustrate that the ethic of
Jesus is an ethic of responsibility, and one which comes at a personal cost to each of us. The key to this ethic is the
duty of solidarity. Here, our duty comes in response to the fact that our sisters and brothers in Iraq are being cru-
cified. We cannot flee the scene, but must our solidarity come in the form of a military occupation? 

It would be a serious mistake to think that the ethic of Jesus requires us to support a military commanded by
leaders who have shown little but disregard for ordinary Iraqis (and ordinary Americans). If we wish to help our sis-
ters and brothers, let us do so with acts of love, done at a personal sacrifice. We make some humble suggestions on
concrete steps toward solidarity that ordinary Catholics like us can take on page 33, under the heading, “What is
to be Done?” If actions such as these were undertaken with the seriousness that we in the Church give to the mil-
itary, then the ethic at work in Iraq would be at once Christian and responsible.

Meanwhile, this issue will focus primarily on the 25th anniversary of the National Conference of Catholic
Bishops’ pastoral letter, The Challenge of Peace: God’s Promise and Our Response, issued in 1983. Most analyses have
noted how the years after the pastoral saw an end to the Cold War. Yet we ought not forget that the US assault on
the Iraqi people—which has continued for the last 17 years—began less than eight years after The Challenge of
Peace was published. Nor has the threat of nuclear annihilation been as removed from reality as it has been from
the headlines. All of this is to say that the years after the pastoral, like those in which it was written, have been full
of war and rumors of war. Thus the gravity of the letter remains, and so does the gravity of the Church’s task in
history. We must live in the light of the great divine “Challenge” to fallen humanity: the Incarnation, Passion, and
Resurrection of the Son of God.

— THE EDITORS

Iraq and the
Challenge of  Peace 
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Rest In Peace - Gordon Zahn 1918-2007
On December 8, 2007, Gordon Zahn died from com-

plications related to Alzheimer’s disease at St. Camillus
Health Care Center in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin. He was
89.

Zahn was born and raised in Milwaukee. In 1944,
Zahn refused to be drafted and declared himself a con-
scientious objector to World War II. Instead of partici-

pating in the military, he chose to
do public service, and worked with
mentally handicapped children. 

After the war, Zahn applied to
several Catholic colleges, identify-
ing himself as a pacifist in his appli-
cations. He was rejected by all
except St. John's, a Benedictine
school in Collegeville, Minnesota.
Zahn received a full scholarship

from St. John’s, but only remained there for a year
because of the controversy that his presence caused
among veterans and former chaplains in the student
body and on faculty. Zahn would complete his under-
graduate work at St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota.

Zahn moved to Washington, DC to work, but eventu-
ally chose to pursue graduate studies at Catholic
University of America. There he completed a master's
degree and later a doctoral degree in Sociology.

Zahn then joined the faculty of Loyola University of
Chicago, and was eventually awarded tenure.  After the
publication of his work German Catholics and Hitler's
Wars, which concluded that the Church had provided
moral buttressing to the Nazi war effort, Zahn once
again found himself in the midst of controversy.

Another of his works, though, is perhaps his most
well-known. In Solitary Witness: The Life & Death of
Franz Jägerstätter, shared the story of the Austrian
Catholic martyr and conscientious objector with the
Church and the world. Zahn’s efforts were central to
Jägerstätter’s cause for beatification.

In the early 1980s, Zahn became a consultant to the
US bishops' committee charged with drafting the pas-
toral letter, The Challenge of Peace: God's Promise and Our
Response. 

After retiring from teaching at the University of
Massachusetts-Boston in 1982, Zahn ended his career
as National Director of the Pax Christi USA Center on
Conscience and War in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Zahn also edited a collection of Thomas Merton's
essays on war and violence, and he wrote more than
thirty articles and reviews for Commonweal, many of
which were on issues related to peacemaking and con-
scientious objection.

The Catholic Peace Fellowship gives thanks for the
life and work of the late Gordon Zahn—may he rest in
peace.

Pope Urges Arms Dealers to Examine Their
Consciences

In his January 1st World Day of Peace message, Pope
Benedict XVI emphasized the central role of the family
in teaching peace.  He also condemned the internation-
al arms trade, calling it a “baneful commerce” that vic-
timizes the poor, and urged the disarmament of nuclear
weapons. In June, in an address to the new ambassador
of Cameroon to the Holy See, the pope returned to the
topic of arms dealing saying, "I exhort all persons
involved in the sale or traffic of arms, with interests
that are often extremely lucrative, to ask themselves
what are the consequences engendered by their behav-
ior."  

Iraqi Student Project
The Iraqi Student Project (ISP) began in the summer

of 2007 to address the critical lack of educational oppor-
tunities for Iraqis. Even during the isolation Iraqis expe-
rienced because of the sanctions from 1990 until 2003,

the colleges and universities of Iraq
struggled to maintain excellence.
Now, however, after invasion, occu-
pation and continuing violence,
studies at the undergraduate level
in Iraq have become nearly impossi-
ble. Iraqis who have become
refugees have little access to higher
learning. With Iraq's excellent high-
er education system in ruins, with
more than four million Iraqis dis-

placed inside and outside Iraq, and with occupation and
sectarian strife continuing, the ISP seeks to make a
small effort toward reconciliation and restitution. The
ISP’s  goal is to bring qualified Iraqis to study without
cost at US colleges and universities beginning in the fall
of 2008.

If you think your alma mater, or another college near
you, might be willing to accept one or more of these tal-
ented young scholars,  more information on the Iraqi
Student Project can be found online at:
http://www.iraqistudentproject.org/

Members of the Marquette University Community
Call the School to “Be Faithful to the Gospel” and to
Cease Hosting of the Military

On March 8, 2008, Marquette University students,
alumni and others gathered on the campus in

Peace Briefs
News Compiled by the CPF Staff

An Iraqi Student

Gordon Zahn  



Milwaukee, Wisconsin for a nonviolent action that
called for the school to close its academic Departments
of the Army, Marines, Navy and Air Force. The
Department of Military Science hosted by Marquette
acts as a base for nine other local universities and col-
leges.

The protestors pointed out that the Department of
Military Science teaches values that are contrary to the
Gospel and the Church’s teaching on the formation of
Christian consciences. Those gathered also called
Marquette, a Jesuit university, to follow the example of
Ignatius of Loyola, a soldier who renounced the sword
to follow Christ, and cease its hosting of and coopera-
tion with a military that is currently waging an unjust
war in Iraq.  

US Military Veterans Speak Out at Winter Soldier 
Drawing inspiration and its name from a similar

event held in 1971 during the Vietnam War, Winter
Soldier, sponsored by Iraq Veterans Against the War,
recently took place in Washington, DC. The four-day
event spanned from March 13-16 and featured testimo-
ny from US military veterans who partcipated in the

occupations of Iraq and
Afghanistan. The veterans
gave those gathered at
Winter Soldier an account
of their experiences and  a
sense of what has actually
been happening on the
ground in those countries.

Panels of scholars, jour-
nalists, and other specialists provided context to the
testimony. In addition to the talks by veterans,  these
panels addressed a range of topics from the history of
the GI resistance movement to the fight for veterans'
health benefits.

Army Suicide Attempts Quadruple
Earlier this year, The Washington Post and CBS News

reported that the number of suicide attempts in the US
Army has quadrupled since 2002,  going from about 500
to more than 2000 last year.

In our work with the GI Rights Hotline, we frequent-
ly take calls from military servicemembers who are con-
templating suicide or who have recently attempted sui-
cide. While generally, in our experience, the Army is
swift to take short-term action to protect a suicidal sol-
dier, long-term care is sorely lacking. This is in part
because those whose mild tendencies to depression are
intensified by life in the Army are treated with great
suspicion, since their problems are brought on by envi-
ronmental factors rather than by chemical imbalance.
In a variation on Joseph Heller's famous catch-22, if the
Army makes you crazy, the Army says you're not crazy;
if the Army doesn't make you crazy, you can be dis-
charged for being crazy.

The problem is intensified by the growing pressure

on recruiters to meet recruiting quotas, and their
increasing willingness to put the lives of others in dan-
ger in order to protect their livelihoods. We have
worked directly with soldiers who were bipolar, who
suffered from paranoid delusions and other forms of
psychosis, and who had extensive histories of suicide
attempts prior to service, who were encouraged by their
recruiters to lie about their psychiatric histories in order
to enlist. When the symptoms of mental illness become
impossible to suppress, usually in the crucible of basic
training but sometimes later, servicemembers who dis-
close their previous histories are usually first given a
chance once again to cover up their medical histories.
This time there is a coercive element, with the threat of
court-martial for fraudulent enlistment hanging over
the mentally ill servicemember. Only if the member is
able to withstand these (uniformly empty) threats is the
member afforded the psychiatric care so desperately
needed.

GI Rights Hotline Update
Lately, we have heard from a number of young peo-

ple who have signed up for the National Guard. These
are difficult cases to deal with, as both the state and fed-
eral governments have authority over them. What is
most difficult about these cases though is that they
reveal the still widespread belief that people in the
National Guard do not deploy to Iraq. Many young peo-
ple sign up for the National Guard in the belief that they
will be able to make some extra money without ever

having to go to Iraq. This is
clearly false, as are other
things that recruits frequent-
ly tell us their recruiters have
said to them, such as,  “if
units from a particular state
have just returned from a
tour, no other units from the

state will be deployed for five years,” “certain jobs
absolutely guarantee that a soldier will not be
deployed,” “only people who volunteer for deployment
go to Iraq,” and so on. These are pernicious lies that
truly do reap a bitter harvest in the lives they so often
ruin. They cannot be combated vociferously enough.

Sentence for Rahho’s Killer Meets  Condemnation 
In May, the Iraqi government announced that an

Iraqi criminal court had sentenced Ahmed Ali Ahmed to
death for killing Paulos Faraj Rahho, the Chaldean
Catholic Archbishop of Mosul, Iraq. Chaldean Catholic
leaders in Iraq have criticized the sentence, stating that
Rahho would have opposed such action. Chaldean
Archbishop Louis Sako of Kirkuk, Iraq, told  AsiaNews,
“Violence must not call for more violence. We are in
favor of justice but not of capital punishment.”
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The Challenge of Peace: God's Promise and Our
Response marked a watershed in the history of the
Catholic Church in America. Coming at a time when

the threat of nuclear war between the United States and the
Soviet Union seemed particularly grave, the document
addressed the Church's hopes and fears about war. It stated
clearly that the arms race was immoral; that the policy of
nuclear deterrence was only acceptable as a “provisional”
ethic; that the just war theory begins with a “presumption
against war”; and that nonviolence and the just war theory
spring up from the same, firm, Catholic soil.

It was also the first major document to be promulgated
by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (now the US
Conference of Catholic Bishops) that was the result of an
open, consensus-based drafting process. This meant that
clerics and lay people had access to drafts of the document as
it was being prepared. This process, led by a committee that
included then-Archbishop Joseph Bernardin and Bishop
Thomas Gumbleton, meant both that The Challenge of
Peace garnered great public attention, and that the bishops
spoke with unusual authority.

It was indeed a critical moment for the Church in
America; and yet many say its promise was left unfulfilled.
On the 25th anniversary of the promulgation of this pas-
toral letter, we offer here a number of reflections on its sig-
nificance by peacemakers, clerics, and scholars. Some pro-
vide a “long view” of the relative significance of the docu-
ment, while others provide thoughtful reminiscences of the
times during which the document was written. We hope
that all will contribute to an ongoing re-reading and re-eval-
uation of the peace pastoral, and help us all to respond
faithfully to its challenge. — THE EDITORS

A Challenge That Cannot Be Met
by Paul J. Griffiths

It is a quarter of a century since the National
Conference of Catholic Bishops in the US issued The
Challenge of Peace: God's Promise and Our Response. That
pastoral letter offered, among other things, an applica-
tion of just war doctrine to the possession and threat-
ened use of nuclear weapons that could render our plan-

et lifelessly radioactive.
It was composed in a world whose interna-
tional politics had been largely ordered for the preced-
ing forty years around the opposition between the USSR
and the USA, an opposition that had by 1983 come to
seem eternal and beyond the possibility of change.

The letter certainly envisaged no change in this
ordering. And yet, in the two and a half decades since
the letter's promulgation, that opposition effectively
ceased to exist: the Berlin wall fell; the USSR disinte-
grated; new states emerged in Eastern Europe;
Germany, astonishingly, was reunified; the European
Union grew and emerged as a political and economic
force of the same order as the USA; new and violent con-
flicts broke out at the edges of what had been the Soviet
Empire, in Central Asia and Eastern Europe; apartheid
ended in South Africa; sub-Saharan Africa became
increasingly violent and chaotic; radical Islamic move-
ments began to make their presence violently felt;
China, after the massacre in Tiananmen Square, became
capitalist without becoming democratic; and the victory
of US-style, post-Fordist, democratic capitalism over
Russian- or Chinese- or Korean-style charismatic state
socialism, while apparently complete, issued in a new
and violent expansionism aimed at burning off cultural
nuance in the name of the free flow of capital. The two
nuclear giants bestriding the earth threatening destruc-
tion with nuclear firebolts became a single hydra-head-
ed bearer of the gifts of democratic capitalism, cease-
lessly at war with those who refuse those gifts. The
chiaroscuro of the new world-order, in endlessly subtle
shades of currency-green, is shot through with bolts of
blood red.

These political changes, radical as they are, mean
that The Challenge of Peace reads like a document from a
different world. It is not that nuclear weapons have
gone away: there are almost as many as there were in
1983. Neither is it that the letter's argument that just
war theory changes its complexion in a world where the
principal weapons of war can bring all life to an end has
been shown to be wrong: that argument is in my judg-
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ment profoundly right. But it is that the document's
diagnosis and prognosis is antique, as detached from
the geopolitical realities we face as would be an analysis
of the European scene as though the Holy Roman
Empire still existed. This is not a criticism of the work
the bishops did in the early 1980s. But observing it has
a number of lessons to teach, among which I'll identify
two.

The first is that the Church is in the same position as
everyone else with respect to geopolitical prognosis.
That position is one of almost-total ignorance: there is
no such thing as expertise in this. Deep-dyed
Sovietologists and Kremlinologists almost to a person
failed to predict the break-up of the Soviet Union;
Islamologists and obsessive observers of the Islamic
world failed to predict the emergence of al-Qaeda, the
results of the failed Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the
increasing use of murderous self-martyrdom as an
instrument of political pressure, and so on and so on.
The prognostic parts of The Challenge of Peace are not
worth the paper they were written on, and they share
this worthlessness with the prognostications of politi-
cal and academic experts. Learning this lesson well pro-
vides a guide for thought, which, paraphrasing David
Hume, may be put thus:  the extent to which a docu-
ment contains geopolitical prognostication is the
extent to which it should be consigned to the flames. 

That first lesson is skeptical, and it is important. The
second lesson is quite the opposite: it is a lesson about
certainty. We Catholics, because of our understanding
of the brokenness of the world that cannot be repaired
by us, can be quite certain that the awe-inspiringly
dreadful situation (the threat of universal and certain
destruction as a standard instrument of foreign policy)
addressed by the 1983 letter cannot improve—not, at
least, until the parousia and the final establishment of
the peacable kingdom, whose coming is not in our
power. The human world is, as it always has been, one

of blood and death, of constant war in which the poor-
est and least powerful suffer most directly and without
cease. The prediction that this will continue is certainly
true. All that changes is the texture of the arrangements
that make it possible and nurture it. The blood of those
violently killed saturates the earth: with every step we
take it bubbles up around our feet. There is no end to it,
no pause in it; there is only more of the same, of evis-
ceration by knife, of dismemberment by explosion, of
choking by the rope, of poison-produced agony.

The challenge of peace is not one we can meet. But it
is one we can respond to with the only tools at our dis-
posal: lament; prayer; fasting; and action to oppose the
violent shedding of blood with the certain knowledge
that such bloodshed will continue unabated no matter
what we do. These responses are, in the language of the
letter, fundamental moral choices. But unless they are
framed by the joint skepticism and certainty I've recom-
mended, and in that way separated from the hopelessly
self-deceiving thought that we can make things better,
even these responses will become sub-Christian, instru-
mental interventions that will contribute to the flow of
blood. 

Paul J. Griffiths is Warren Chair of Catholic Theology at
Duke Divinity School.

From Submarines to the Seminary: Thoughts on
Deterrence
By Rick Gribble, CSC

The Challenge of Peace: God's Promise and Our Response
first entered my life in 1985 when I was a student at the
Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley. As an energetic
seminarian, having just completed the novitiate, and
hearing of the significance of this document, I decided
to read it one weekend.

My initial impressions were mixed, based on my past
experience of life and my present situation as one in
formation for ordination to the priesthood. Having
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graduated from the United States Naval Academy in
1975, I had spent the next five years associated with
nuclear-powered submarines and nuclear weapons.
Between 1975 and 1980 I had been a "front-line soldier"
in the policy of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD)
that dominated the United States’ association with the
Soviet Union since the onset of the Cold War. Not only
was I an officer aboard a submarine with nuclear
weapons, but I was a member of a team responsible to
act should a nuclear attack be ordered by the President
of the United States. Thus, I viewed the bishops’ letter
from a different perspective than most all of my peer
seminarians. I was impressed with the boldness of the
letter, including its absolute "no" to any use of nuclear
weapons and its insistence that a limited nuclear war
was unrealistic.

My previous experience, however, focused my atten-
tion on the letter’s comments about nuclear deterrence.
Having "lived" nuclear deterrence on a daily basis in my
life, I was heartened to see that the bishops followed the
idea of Pope John Paul II who left open the concept of
nuclear deterrence so long as there was an ongoing
effort to secure reduction of nuclear stockpiles. Since
MAD had been so "successful" in keeping the world
from nuclear disaster, it seemed only natural, especially
in the environment of the administration of President
Ronald Reagan, to support a policy that had kept the
peace.

Since my first reading of the 1983 peace pastoral I
have found "new eyes" for its interpretation. The need
for Roman Catholicism in the United States, as exempli-
fied by the words and actions of the bishops, to be a
countercultural voice in our society grows stronger
every day. To be countercultural requires the prevailing
system to be challenged; there is a need to ask ques-
tions, especially around long-standing policies that have
become a part of the fabric of American foreign policy. 

Today the document can be critiqued for its lack of
boldness and challenge. While the absolute no to
nuclear weapons, either as a first strike or in retaliation
is made clear, the bishops’ idea that it is morally sound
to threaten to use a weapon whose use is immoral rings
somewhat hollow. Surely, the document provided some
bold challenges and it was consistent with both prevail-
ing US policy and the words of the reigning pope, but
with the benefit of “20-20 hindsight" it seems the bish-
ops could have done more; they could have gone further
in their call for an abolition of nuclear deterrence and
the general concept of Mutually Assured Destruction.
One might ask, "Did the US bishops compromise their
position and their voice, or were they going as far as one
might rightly push the envelope under the circum-
stances of the day?" The boldness that was possible in
the 1983 pastoral was made more explicit in the 1986
document, Economic Justice for All, where the bishops
chided the United States for its failures to consider the
world community in its economic policy.

It certainly can be argued that MAD has kept the

world from nuclear confrontation for over 60 years.
The question remains, however, is this a policy which
Jesus the peacemaker would have suggested? From this
writer's perspective, the answer is no!

Fr. Rick Gribble, CSC teaches at Stonehill College outside
Boston.

Memories of The Challenge of Peace and the
Distant Dream of Disarmament
By Molly Rush

I was one of three women (the other two members
of religious communities) who presented testimony to
the committee of bishops drafting The Challenge of
Peace. I felt inadequate to the task. Here I was, a house-
wife and mother, a peace activist with no scientific or
theological qualifications, determined to convince the
bishops that they should issue an outright condemna-
tion of nuclear deterrence.

In 1976 in a statement to the United Nations, the
Holy See said, “The arms race is one of the greatest curs-
es on the human race… an act of aggression against the
poor, and a folly which does not provide the security it
promises.”

But in 1982 Pope John Paul II sent another message
to the UN Special Session on Disarmament.

In current conditions “deterrence” based on balance, 
certainly not an end in itself but as a step on the 
way toward a progressive disarmament, may still be 
judged morally acceptable. Nonetheless, in order to 
ensure peace, it is indispensable not to be satisfied 
with this minimum which is always susceptible to 
the real danger of explosion.

Who was I to try to convince the bishops that they
set aside the pope’s words? But I was determined to try.
Leading up to my Plowshares 8 action I had immersed
myself in study of the extreme danger posed by this pol-
icy. My argument went something like this: Deterrence
requires that we maintain a credible threat in order to
prevent an enemy attack. To be “credible” we must have
the capability to strike the enemy’s nuclear weapons
before launch. We would have to strike first and destroy
every missile in their silos with total precision and be
ready to attack without warning so they could not retal-
iate.

In turn the enemy must be able to preempt such an
attack or risk total destruction. This cycle of mutual
escalation, a recipe for an endless arms race, greatly
increased the risk of destroying the planet.

I was elated when the pastoral, a milestone, was
released on May 3, 1983 but I was deeply disappointed
in the weakness of the section on deterrence:

Deterrence is not an adequate strategy as a long-
term basis for peace; it is a transitional strategy just-
ifiable only in conjunction with resolute determina-
tion to pursue arms control and disarmament. (The 
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Challenge of Peace, Summary, I. B. 3)

I believe this left the door open, if only a crack, for
continuing a policy based on an unrealistic and unjusti-
fied hope.

Today the Soviet Union is gone, but the US continues
to target Russia on 15-minute alert, putting war on a
hair trigger. The US failed to honor the Comprehensive
Test Ban Treaty to move toward total disarmament.
Instead, twenty-five years later, hundreds of billions of
dollars have been wasted on a fruitless quest for a fool-
proof missile defense system. And we are funding a new
generation of nuclear bombs.  

Disarmament is a more distant dream than ever. Our
military budget is greater than that of all the rest of the
world combined. We are in the midst of a disastrous
war.

Tragically, despite nuclear proliferation and the
threat that terrorists with a bomb pose, it seems most
unlikely the bishops will today respond with urgency
and seriousness to these calamitous threats. I find
myself yearning for Church leaders who would wrestle
with these issues, however imperfectly, as was done in
1983. They laid the groundwork for those who struggle
today.

Molly Rush is co-founder and staff organizer of the
Thomas Merton Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. She
was one of the Plowshares 8 in 1980.

Americans or Catholics? On Then and Now
By Frank Cordaro

The 25th Anniversary of the US Catholic bishops' The
Challenge of Peace: I can't help but feel nostalgic for
those good old days. The writing of this peace pastoral
marked the culmination of factors and history that
pushed the Catholic Church into a rediscovery and
recovery of the nonviolent, pacifist character of its
founder, Jesus. The bloody wars of the 20th century,
especially WWI and WWII, had a lot to do with awaken-
ing our Church's senses to the true character of modern
warfare, and the US-led nuclear arms race impressed on
the Church the urgency needed to address the issue.
Starting with good Pope John XXIII's encyclical Pacem in
terris and followed by the Second Vatican Council con-
demnation of nuclear weapons, the universal Church
was turning its sights toward becoming a peace Church
and away from its outdated, short sighted, unworkable,
and unbiblical just war tradition.

The US Catholic bishops' The Challenge of Peace pas-
toral was the US Catholic Church's articulation of where
the universal Church was headed in regard to these war
and peace issues. Incorporating our own tragic lessons
from the Vietnam War, taking stock of where the
nuclear arms race was headed with our deployment of
first-strike nuclear weapons systems, and assessing the
stated US policy that justified the first-strike use of
nuclear weapons along with the growing belief in a
winnable nuclear war, the bishops in The Challenge of

Peace restated clearly the Church's condemnation of the
use of nuclear weapons, first-strike or otherwise. More
importantly they raised the priority and the imperative
for Catholics to embrace and seek out nonviolent means
to address political conflicts and to push them toward
the most Christ-like, pacifist option. They restated the
right of pacifist Catholics to be conscientious objectors
to war and went even further when they stated that just
war Catholics could be selective conscientious objectors,
leaving open to Catholics in the military the option to
refuse to fight in wars they deemed unjust.

For many of us in the peace movement, the state-
ment fell far short of where we wanted it to go. But it
and the economic pastoral that followed were the last
consensus pastorals that the US Catholic bishops con-
ference would write with a majority of the bishops
appointed under Pope Paul VI. Once the majority of the
US Catholic bishops conference was made up of Pope
John Paul II appointees, the issues of war and peace
were tragically set aside for what they believed to be the
more pressing concerns of "Catholic Identity." The
prophetic energies within the US Catholic bishops con-
ference that once voiced the concerns of the larger
Catholic social teachings (in which the war and peace
issues had been a part) were replaced by the voices of
bishops championing the anti-abortion cause and thus
squandering the US Catholic bishops' political equity on
this single-issue concern.

Twenty-five years after its writing, we find ourselves
in the fifth year of the Iraq war and occupation, a war
that the Vatican called "immoral, illegal, and unjust"
from its beginning. The shocking realities of
Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib revealed to the world a US
government acting with disregard for international
laws, routinely violating basic human rights, justifying
its use of torture, and plunging the US reputation to its
lowest point in history.

Tragically, we find ourselves celebrating the 25th
anniversary of The Challenge of Peace amidst pastoral
sleep-walking in a collective Catholic amnesia. Today a
new generation of US Catholics knows nothing of this
peace pastoral. They do not think as Catholics when
assessing the war in Iraq and our young know little to
nothing of our Church's just war tradition, the pacifist
Catholic option, nor of our stated support for conscien-
tious objection. Today, the US Catholic Church is
shamefully more nationalistic than it is Roman
Catholic, a spiritual state which is bad for our souls and
bad for our nation.

Frank Cordaro is a member of the Des Moines Catholic
Worker Community.

Taking the Bishops to School
By Kathy Kelly

In the 1980s, teaching religion at St. Ignatius College
Prep, I tried to weave perspectives about peacemaking
into numerous daily lesson plans. Each semester, a
handful of students objected. Sometimes, an irate par-



ent would complain that Ms. Kelly used the classroom
to promote her political positions. "Well, actually," the
president of the school would gently respond, "she's not
saying anything the bishops haven't been saying." 

In 1983, the US Catholic bishops’ pastoral letter gave
young teachers like me a green light for teaching about
nonviolence in Catholic schools. Excerpts from the let-
ter helpfully introduced Gandhi, Martin Luther King
and Dorothy Day to my students.  After reading sec-
tions of the letter about nonviolence, it made sense to
meet and interact with proponents of nonviolence will-
ing to visit our classes. Together, we read essays by Karl
Meyer and then visited a local Catholic Worker house
(See Karl Meyer’s article on p. 32 —Ed.). Roy Bourgeois
became a beloved speaker. And students intently
absorbed stirring filmed statements from Dr. Helen
Caldicott, Dom Helder Camara, Dorothy Day, and César
Chavez. I remain grateful, as an "itinerant" teacher
today, for the many ways that this remarkable docu-
ment can foster the further invention of nonviolence,
so needed in our time.

Kathy Kelly helped initiate Voices in the Wilderness, a
campaign to end the UN/US sanctions against Iraq. She

works with Voices for Creative Nonviolence and lives in
Chicago, Illinois.

Opportunities Lost and Gained: The Harvest of
The Challenge of Peace
By Drew Christiansen, SJ

Arguably The Challenge of Peace was the most influ-
ential social teaching document in late 20th century
Catholicism, at least as important as Pacem in terris,
Pope John XXIII's groundbreaking 1963 encyclical,
which is the foundation of contemporary Catholic
teaching on politics and the source of Catholic involve-
ment in the human rights movement. The peace pas-
toral was discussed around the world and prompted
bishops' conferences across Europe to write their own
pastoral letters on the ethics of nuclear arms and the
Vatican to bring bishops' conferences together to set
limits to the discussion. For good and for ill, the letter
taught Americans to reason and to rationalize with the
just war criteria. In the years that followed, the Senate
debated the Gulf War in just war terms, but the Bush 41
administration named its invasion of Panama
"Operation Just Cause." Former President Jimmy
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Ground Zero: A Focus on Local Peacemaking 
By Shelley Douglass

The late 1970s and early 80s were a time of intense peace activity in the Puget Sound region of Washington
State. Much attention was centered on Naval Submarine Base Bangor on the Kitsap Peninsula, west of
Seattle. The base was of such interest because it was being upgraded to be the homeport for the Trident

nuclear submarine and missile system, the cutting edge of the American first-strike nuclear arsenal.
The campaign against Trident was begun by one family, Bob and Janet Aldridge and their children. Bob

helped to design the missile system, and through friends in the peace movement and his own children’s ques-
tions, came to believe that his work violated his deepest beliefs as a Catholic Christian. At that point his entire
family went on retreat together and committed themselves to making the lifestyle changes necessary for Bob to
leave his work.  

In 1975, in direct response to the challenge of Bob’s action, a small group of peace activists met in Vancouver,
British Columbia and formed the Pacific Life Community. That community believed that the arms race, and thus
Trident, was a logical outcome of the way we live. As a consumer empire using far more than our share of the
world’s resources, we needed Tridents to defend ourselves.  

At that initial retreat/meeting, we committed ourselves to learn (as best we could) a new, nonviolent way of
living with each other in our world. Our campaign against the Trident system would be the public expression of
a broader experiment in the truth of nonviolence as a way of life.

By the early 1980s the campaign had led to exciting developments. We had purchased a piece of land adjacent
to the Trident base, and founded upon it the Ground Zero Center for Nonviolent Action. A dozen or so people
moved to Kitsap County to work full-time in the campaign, which to us meant meeting and getting to know
County people, living among them as part of the community, leafleting weekly at the gates of the base, speaking
at coffee-and-cake meetings in people’s homes, and of course, organizing and carrying out protest actions
including civil disobedience, trials, and jail time. Initial hostility was intense, but over several years began to
abate.  

Archbishop of Seattle, Raymond Hunthausen, was an inspiration to all of us as a humble and honest person
trying to live out the Gospel without counting the cost.   He visited us in jail, and later as we got to know him he
became a valued friend. We had the privilege of sharing our understanding of the arms race with him, and of the
challenge it poses to the Gospel. The Archbishop always thought and prayed about his own response, and then
acted. He became a tax refuser. He gave a major speech in which he called Trident the “Auschwitz of Puget
Sound.” He spoke at many a rally and meeting. And after he did controversial things he would go to those parish-
es most offended and listen, and try to explain. He was an exemplar of Gospel nonviolence in action.  (It should
also be said that when he and his chief fund-raiser became public tax refusers, the annual collections in the



Carter, a Southern Baptist, cast  his opposition to the
2003 invasion of Iraq in just war terms.  

The success of The Challenge of Peace lay in part in the
public disclosure and open debate of the drafts of the
document. In the end, it was accepted even by many
who were critical of the bishops because the process had
engaged them. A case can be made that it had greater de
facto authority than almost any teaching precisely
because it had been written with so much public discus-
sion. That open process exhausted the bishops, and it
moved some to make future drafting processes narrow-
er.

Official Catholic teaching on nuclear weapons has
continued to evolve. The Challenge of Peace said "No" to
nuclear war, but it left open the question of deterrence,
allowing for a highly conditioned acceptance of a
nuclear deterrent with special emphasis on the move-
ment toward nuclear disarmament. Since the end of the
Cold War, both the Holy See and the USCCB have pro-
moted abolition of nuclear arsenals. In their 10th
anniversary peace statement The Harvest of Justice Is
Sown in Peace (1993), the bishops, whose drafting com-
mittee was headed by the same Cardinal Joseph

Bernardin who headed the preparation of The Challenge
of Peace, declared, "Today the moral task is to proceed
with deep cuts [in nuclear weapons] and ultimately to
abolish these weapons entirely.” One wonders where US
disarmament and non-proliferation policy would be if
this judgment had been openly debated.

Finally, for the first time in more than four hundred
years, The Challenge of Peace recognized that nonvio-
lence was part of the Catholic tradition, signaling an
opening in Catholic thought and practice that continues
to bear fruit. Since then church teaching has repeatedly
endorsed nonviolence, most notably in Pope John Paul
II's Centesimus annus (1991; 23, 25, 52). In summarizing
the tradition on war and peace, The Harvest of Justice
offered as its fundamental position the proposition
that, "in situations of conflict, our fundamental com-
mitment ought to be, as far as possible, to strive to
resist injustice through non-violent means." As a meas-
ure of progress in the acceptance of nonviolence in the
Catholic community, in its first five-year report, Called
Together to be Peacemakers, the Vatican-sponsored
International Mennonite-Catholic Dialogue affirmed,
"We hold [the] common conviction that reconciliation,

Diocese of Seattle went up.)
In the early 1980s we at Ground Zero became aware that trains were entering the Trident base carrying solid

fuel propellant for the missiles, and a bit later we discovered the “White Train,” which ran from Amarillo, Texas,
to the base carrying nuclear weapons to be deployed on the submarines. At a weekend gathering at Ground Zero,

people from along the tracks formed the
Agape Community. Over the years of its
existence the Agape Community united
people along the railroad tracks between
Amarillo and Bangor, so that every time a
train moved weapons a praying community
of nonviolence met it all along the way to
its destination. 

Our work against the nuclear trains put
us in touch with another unusual bishop,
Leroy Matthiesen of Amarillo—a bishop so
sensitive to the immorality of assembling
nuclear weapons that he offered to support
workers who felt impelled by conscience to
leave their jobs. Hunthausen and
Matthiesen together led a retreat at
Ground Zero that further linked our com-
munities. 

It was these bishops—and a few others like Michael Kenney of Alaska, who joined us in protesting the Alaska
submarine, and of course Tom Gumbleton of Detroit—who gave us hope for the Church. We were encouraged
that the body of bishops heard the concern about nuclear weapons enough to open a dialogue, and if we thought
the result—The Challenge of Peace—was less than prophetic, at least the question had been raised as a legitimate
issue for faithful discernment. From our perspective, the Church was listening to the sensus fidei and respond-
ing as best it could. 

All in all though, our excitement was not for the pastoral, but for the workers who left their jobs, the thou-
sands of leaflets accepted by base personnel, the hundreds who risked jail, and all those who, like our bishops,
stood up against intimidation to speak the truth.

Shelley Douglass was a founding member of both Pacific Life Community and Ground Zero Center for Nonviolent
Action.  She lives and works at Mary’s House Catholic Worker in Birmingham, Alabama. 

Protesters at Ground Zero with Hunthausen (right). Scott Takushi/The Seattle Times
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non-violence and peacemaking belong to the heart of
the Gospel" (179). The drafting of  The Challenge of Peace
was a unique moment in modern Catholic history. In
the movement to abolish nuclear weapons, in the
spread of active nonviolence and the growth of Catholic
peacemaking, it continues to bear fruit.

Fr. Drew Christiansen, SJ is editor-in-chief of America:
The Jesuit Weekly.

The Challenge of Peace and Evangelium Vitae 
By Gerard V. Bradley

The Catholic Church’s moral teaching about killing
has long made a sharp distinction between public and
private. No private person may intentionally kill any-
one. But anyone at all—including private parties—
could use lethal force where necessary for legitimate
defense of oneself or of others. Where deadly force is to
ward off unjust aggression, the intent has to be just
that: to stop the aggression, and not to kill. Should the
aggressor die as a result of defensive blows, his death
could be accepted as a justifiable side-effect of using
lethal force. 

The Catholic tradition has long held, too, that inten-
tional killing was morally permissible in three cases: just
war, capital punishment, and armed rebellion against
unjust government authority. Persons acting on behalf
of public authority—soldiers, police, death row person-
nel—could target and really intend to kill enemy sol-
diers or the condemned prisoner. A related aspect of
this teaching was non-combatant immunity: persons
caught in the line of fire but who themselves were not
aggressors must never be targeted. They must never be
intentionally killed. Civilian deaths during wartime
could be accepted, however, as side-effects of violence
aimed at killing aggressors, so long as the civilian losses
were proportionate.

The Challenge of Peace operated within this tradition
of reflection. In it the bishops rightly said that “the
intentional killing of innocent civilians or non-combat-
ants is always wrong.” The central concern of it was the
unimaginable number of bystanders who would be
killed—even if they were not targeted—in any nuclear
exchange, and whether this devastation could ever be
morally proportionate to any just end.  In their letter
the bishops did not really question whether targeting
and intending to kill military personnel was morally
permitted. They assumed it was.

This assumption has since been put into doubt by no
less an authority than Pope John Paul II. In Veritatis
splendor, his 1993 encyclical letter on morality, John
Paul II said: “When it is a matter of the moral norms pro-
hibiting intrinsic evil, there are no privileges or exceptions
for anyone. It makes no difference whether one is the
master of the world or the ‘poorest of the poor’ on the
face of the earth. Before the demands of morality we are
all absolutely equal” (96, emphasis in original). John
Paul II said further that, “[e]ven though intentions may
sometimes be good, and circumstances frequently diffi-

cult, civil authorities and particular individuals never
have authority to violate the fundamental and inalien-
able rights of the human person” (97). 

It appears from these passages that John Paul II
meant to bring together what the tradition has put
asunder: the ethics of lethal force. In his later encyclical
letter Evangelium vitae, the Holy Father surely appeared
to assimilate the morality of public killing to that of pri-
vate killing. He applied a unified moral teaching to the
problem of capital punishment. He concluded that the
possibility of morally licit capital punishment could not
be altogether excluded. But, the pope wrote, in devel-
oped societies its use should be “rare, if not practically
nonexistent” (56).  

In Evangelium vitae, capital punishment is morally
excluded, save in the very few cases where it constitutes
the last means of defending against aggression.
“Aggression” in this understanding means an actual
impending or threatened physical attack which cannot
be forestalled by non-lethal means—say, where a socie-
ty does not have the wherewithal to safely isolate a mur-
derous criminal for the rest of his natural life, but must
nonetheless protect society, somehow, from him. In
other words, in Evangelium vitae, the ethics of public
killing was assimilated to that of private lethal force: no
one at all may be intentionally killed. 

In this brief reflection I cannot explore the intricacies
of the Pope’s teaching on capital punishment. Nowhere
in Evangelium vitae did John Paul II expressly extend his
insight about the immunity of all persons from inten-
tional destruction to the case of war.  And the teaching
of the Church surely needs further authoritative clarifi-
cation. But it nonetheless seems to me that, years and
maybe decades from now, we may look back upon
Evangelium vitae as the beginning of an important tran-
sition within the Catholic tradition, the end point of
which will, someday, be this interpretation of the Fifth
Commandment: intentionally killing any human person is
always wrong. There are no exceptions. 

Gerard V. Bradley is Professor of Law at the University
of Notre Dame.

The Church Needs You
By Tom Cornell

When I was program secretary for the Fellowship of 
Reconciliation, I often visited Washington, DC, some-
times for visits to the State Department, for peace
movement consultations, and in the latter years of the
Vietnam War, for demonstrations. Whenever I could, I
made it a point to drop in at the bishops’ office, often
at lunchtime. Tom Quigley, then in charge of programs
for Latin America, was a CPF member. He introduced
me to Fr. Bryan Hehir and to Mr. Ed Donahue. Our
conversations were casual, but substantive. The bish-
ops took up some of my suggestions, reiterated sup-
port for SCO, pledged the good offices of the Church to
the support of anyone who had a problem of any kind
with military service or the draft and endorsed the CPF
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draft counselor training program.   
Then the FOR eliminated my position (they fired

me). For three years I free-lanced as a draft counselor
trainer and peace activist. Remuneration was minimal. I
had to sell our home in New York’s Hudson Valley and
accept a job teaching eighth grade English in New
Hampshire to survive.  There in my “northern exile,” I
vainly attempted to teach the difference between lie and
lay. One afternoon, as I asked the Lord, “Is this all there
is?” the telephone rang. It was Ed Donahue in
Washington. “The Church needs you,” he said. Would I
be free to come down to New Haven to consult with the
five bishops who were drafting the peace pastoral? I was
stunned. Of course! I will make arrangements, I told
him.

There were only three representatives of the peace
movement at St. Thomas More Chapel at Yale
University. One was a nun. I cannot recall her name. She
delivered a sermon. It was a fine sermon about the non-
violent Jesus. But let me warn you, never preach to
bishops unless you are asked to. Molly Rush was most
personable, a middle-class wife and mother under
threat of serious prison time for civil disobedience. She
represented “ordinary Catholic women” who were
deeply concerned about modern war and the Church’s
responsibility for peacemaking. I spoke about the moral

problems that nuclear deterrence poses. I started off by
telling them that I did not know what they should tell
the Catholic and other people of our nation. I knew
what the Catholic Worker should say; I knew what the
CPF should say.  We had already said it. But the bishops
have to say something that the people can actually hear.
If the people do not follow them, then they are not lead-
ers. They are just out for a walk. The Vatican Council
unequivocally condemned mass destruction (Gaudium
et spes, 80). Nuclear weapons are instruments of mass
destruction. Nuclear deterrence is based upon the
threat to use them. Morality resides in the intentional
order. Either we intend to use them or we do not and
are lying. If we intend to use them, then we are already
guilty. And on the other hand, the Church has always
had a problem with lying. So where do we go?

Where we went and where we have to go is the sub-
ject of other essays in this issue of The Sign of Peace.
What remains is, when will the pastoral be implement-
ed?  How? Who will bring about the consciousness, the
pressure to do it? You, dear reader. “The Church needs
you.”

Tom Cornell co-founded CPF in 1964. He is a deacon and
Catholic Worker who lives on Peter Maurin Farm in
Marlboro, New York.

Two Voices from the Drafting Committee
The CPF was fortunate enough to get brief comments on The Challenge of Peace: God’s Promise and Our

Response from two members of the letter's drafting committee, Fr. Bryan Hehir and Bishop Thomas
Gumbleton.

Fr. Hehir, following a talk at the University of Notre Dame's Kroc Institute, discussed military reactions to
the drafting of The Challenge of Peace. "Interestingly enough," he noted, "There were some moves
that were made. In the 1980s the Air Force adopted a new standard. Obviously, when you enter the
military you take an oath to the commander-in-chief, you take an oath to the Constitution and to
follow the orders of the commander-in-chief. Things became so uncertain about people’s views on
nuclear weapons that the Air Force instituted a second test: that if you were going to go into a
nuclear silo you had to sign a paper saying that you had no objection to using nuclear weapons. So there was a
kind of uncertainty about what [Catholics] were thinking."

Fr. Hehir continued, "I remember in the parish I lived in, in Virginia, I used to say the seven o’clock Mass
all of the time. And one of the people who came to the seven o’clock Mass all the time was a really terrific guy
who was a Navy Admiral. He never said a word to me all during the writing of the pastoral. The week after the
letter was passed, he stuck his head in the door and he said to me, ‘I’ll tell you how this letter will work. When
you get to my level of the military there are 25 of us for every job that is available.' And he said, ‘If there begins
to be doubts that Catholics can’t handle nuclear weapons, nobody will ever say anything, but it will have an
effect on promotions.’"

Bishop Thomas J. Gumbleton, Auxiliary Bishop Emeritus of Detroit observed, “We have not followed the
letter's judgment... No genuine steps have been taken in the last 25 years toward disarmament.  In
fact, recent developments by the United States include major steps toward a position of world dom-
inance by moving its nuclear weapons into space—an extraordinarily more dangerous situation for
our planet and every person who lives on this planet.” 

Bishop Gumbleton reminded us that,“the promise was proclaimed by Jesus to his disciples: ‘My
peace I give you; my peace I leave with you... ’ The promise is still there, waiting to be accepted and celebrated.
But the response is lacking.”  
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Faithful Discipleship and the Bishops’ Pastoral Letter

Shepherding in a Time of Crisis
B Y  T H E  S T A F F  O F  T H E  C A T H O L I C  P E A C E  F E L L O W S H I P

With all that happened dur-
ing the past two presiden-
tial elections, it is a com-

monplace to note that Catholics in
the United States are divided along
political lines. Political candidates
and their operatives take opinion
polls, crunch numbers, produce
analyses, and devise strategies
designed to work Catholic opinion
to their political advantage. Still
Catholics seem to split according to
party preference, Democrat or
Republican, more than find com-
mon ground based on the truths of
our faith.  In an effort to overcome
these divisions, the US Catholic
bishops have published once again a
Faithful Citizenship document to
clarify the many complex issues
involved in our political life.
Whether or not their efforts at unity
will be very fruitful in the upcoming
presidential election, they should
still be commended for attempting
to give their flock some kind of
direction on thorny issues of public
life.  

This is not the first time the US
Catholic bishops have sought to
address a divisive and contentious
political atmosphere. Twenty-five
years ago they issued The Challenge
of Peace, a pastoral letter on war and
peace that focused especially on the
issue of nuclear war. Their efforts to
bring clarity to the issues met with
mixed results. The pastoral letter
did little to overcome the divisions
in their flock; it may even have
solidified them. Nevertheless, they
made a sincere attempt at good
shepherding. We think it important
to recall this moment in the
Church’s history, to try to capture
the energy and enthusiasm that
accompanied The Challenge of Peace,
and also to make sense out of the
divisions that emerged during its

preparation and after it was finally
promulgated.

Reactions to the letter can be
divided into four groups. First, there
were those who supported the pas-
toral letter as a positive, indeed
momentous, contribution by the
bishops in the national debate on
US policy on war and nuclear
weapons. Second, there were those
who denounced the letter as mis-
guided in its attempt to intervene in
the sphere of politics and irrespon-
sible in its tendency to downplay
the Soviet threat. Third, there were
those who faulted the pastoral letter
for doctrinal error in deeming
nuclear deterrence strategy morally
acceptable. Fourth, there were those
who commended the letter for tak-
ing up the serious issue of war but
criticized it for not fully embracing
the teaching and example of Jesus
Christ, the Prince of Peace. This arti-
cle addresses all four groups, from a
perspective in line with the latter
two. As we explain in due course
about these latter two reactions,
both traditional Catholic moral the-
ology and Gospel-based pacifism
share a crucial skepticism toward
the war-making enterprises of the
modern nation-state. We should
also note that what follows also
addresses a fifth group:  those who
are too young to recall the pastoral
letter or were not alive when it was
promulgated, and who therefore do
not understand its significance,
then and now.  

“A Moment of Supreme Crisis”
Before looking at the pastoral let-

ter itself, it is important to recount
the events leading up to it in order
to explain the sense of crisis that
pervaded the nation in the early
Eighties and that set the stage for
the intense debates surrounding its

promulgation. From an historical
perspective, the primary event, of
course, was the dropping of atomic
bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki
in August 1945, marking the end of
the Second World War and also the
beginning of the Cold War. Within
weeks, the United States and the
Soviet Union, uneasily allied against
the Axis powers, were engaged in a
clandestine contest to develop more
powerful atomic weapons. The first
post-war tests of atomic bombs
were conducted by the United
States, two explosions in 1946 and
three in 1948. In 1949, the Soviet
Union conducted its first test. In
1951, the United States conducted
sixteen tests, and the Soviet Union,
two. The year 1952 saw an increase
not only in the number of tests, but
also in the magnitude of the
weapons when, on November 1 (All
Saints’ Day), the United States deto-
nated a hydrogen bomb. In 1953,
the Soviet Union detonated its own
hydrogen bomb. Over the next
decade, H-bomb tests grew more
frequent and the H-bombs them-
selves grew more powerful. In 1963,
the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty out-
lawed atmospheric testing, but the
two superpowers continued under-
ground testing. Moreover, by that
time France and China had acquired
nuclear capacity and did not comply
with the ban. Throughout the 1970s
the nations of the “nuclear club”
continued adding to their arsenals,
so that by 1980 the total number of
stockpiled nuclear weapons was
55,246. With no end to the Cold
War in sight, the situation looked
ominous.

Several political developments in
the early 1980s made the situation
look even more ominous. For one,
the Soviet Union invaded
Afghanistan, spurring President
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Carter to reinstitute draft registra-
tion, withdraw the US Olympic
Team from that year’s games in
Moscow, and consider strategies in
which the United States would pre-
vail in nuclear war. For another,
Ronald Reagan was elected presi-
dent. Upon taking office, he referred
to the Soviet Union as an “evil
empire,” scrapped all talk of arms
control, and asserted that the best
way to end the Cold War was to win
it. 

And then, in keeping with this
assertion, there was the overall shift
in US policy that threatened to
destabilize the balance of power
that had remained relatively intact
for the prior two decades. Up to that
time, US nuclear policy was gov-
erned by a strategy of Mutually
Assured Destruction. The idea was
that the best way to prevent the use
of nuclear weapons is to assure the
other side that a first strike missile
launch on their part would be met
with a devastating retaliatory strike
on their population centers; this
assurance would then deter the
other side from launching a first
strike. While it was nerve-wracking
to think of the damage to be
wrought if this deterrence strategy
were to fail, proponents argued that
it had worked for several decades.

But Reagan called for the develop-
ment of a Strategic Defense
Initiative (SDI) in which the United
States would be able to defend itself
from nuclear attack by intercepting
incoming missiles, thus creating a
situation in which it could launch
nuclear weapons without fear of a
devastating counter-attack.
According to critics, this “Star Wars”
strategy, as it was called, threatened
to upset the precarious arrange-
ment that had worked up to that
time and set off a chain of events
that could lead to worldwide nuclear
catastrophe. The fear during these
years was pervasive and palpable.

All of this gave credence to the
opening sentence of The Challenge of
Peace, that “the whole human race
faces a moment of supreme crisis in
its advance toward maturity.” This
statement was taken from Gaudium
et spes (77), the Pastoral
Constitution on the Church in the
Modern World issued by the Second
Vatican Council. In placing it at the
beginning of their letter, the bish-
ops signaled that they were writing
in union with the whole Church. At
the same time, they made it clear
that they were writing on behalf of
one particular local church, in the
United States of America, whose
members were living in terror of a

possible nuclear war and were
responsible to try to prevent it. But
how could it be prevented from hap-
pening? This became the central
issue taken up in the letter.
However, before looking at how the
bishops tackled that question, it is
important to review the various
resources, perspectives and pres-
sures bearing upon the bishops as
they set about their self-appointed
task.  

The Church
Catholic teaching during the Cold

War consistently warned against
the use of nuclear weapons.
Grounded in natural law principles,
the core of this teaching affirmed
the right of nations to self-defense
by military force if necessary. At the
same time it condemned any inten-
tional taking of the lives of the inno-
cent during war. Applied correctly,
this teaching condemned the drop-
ping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, although this was not
widely understood and acknowl-
edged by Catholics in the United
States after World War II. More
importantly, Catholic teaching in
the Cold War era condemned the
use of nuclear weapons on popula-
tion centers, which was the stated
intention of both the United States
and the Soviet Union. Moreover,
members of the Catholic hierarchy
as well as ecclesiastical authorities
began asking whether or not nuclear
weapons could be justifiably used at
all, given that the limited use of
“tactical” weapons could spark an
all-out nuclear war. Cardinal
Ottaviani, a Vatican official often
(mistakenly) described as a “conser-
vative,” suggested that nuclear
weapons had made just war theory
obsolete. Pope John XXIII, in Pacem
in terris, his farewell encyclical
issued in 1963, expressed similar
concerns about nuclear war and
called for increased openness and
understanding between East and
West. And then the Second Vatican
Council stated in its clearest and
strongest language that “Any act of
war aimed indiscriminately at the
destruction of entire cities of exten-Ronald Reagan delivering the March 23, 1983 speech initiating SDI.
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sive areas along with their popula-
tion is a crime against God and man
himself. It merits unequivocal and
unhesitating condemnation”
(Gaudium et spes, 80).  Church teach-
ing had not changed, but changing
relations in the Cold War entailed a
shift in the Church’s posture toward
nuclear weapons and the possibility
of nuclear war. A clear and consis-
tent voice of criticism, indeed
protest, was emerging from Rome.

In this country, similar protests
emerged from several quarters in
the Church. There were implicit crit-
icisms on the part of Catholic moral
philosophers, there were protests
emerging from the Catholic Worker,
and  there were those taking a more
moderate approach, employing tra-
ditional just war principles to con-
clude that participation in modern
war, and certainly in nuclear war, is
impermissible. In addition, there
was a host of younger Catholics
whose work for peace was forged
during the Vietnam War. With the
help of a handful of peace organiza-
tions, such as the Catholic Peace
Fellowship, the Community for
Creative Non-Violence, and Pax
Christi, a relatively broad base of
Catholics had been initiated into
the Church’s “fresh new appraisal of
war” (Gaudium et spes, 80).  By the
early Eighties, it was common to
speak of a Catholic peace move-
ment, which, in addition to focusing
on the situation in El Salvador and
Latin America more generally, was
concerned with the arms race and
the prospect of nuclear war. 

This is not to say that most
Catholics were calling for unilateral
disarmament on the part of the
United States—not by a long shot.
Many Catholics, perhaps even a
majority, still looked at US foreign
policy in terms of the conservative
narrative of Cold War. In the mid-
Fifties, a small, talented, and politi-
cally powerful group of conserva-
tives began generating an intellec-
tually formidable account of their
position. The leader here was
William F. Buckley, Jr., who put
forth a viewpoint that was spelled
out each month in the journal he

founded, the National
Review. Vehemently
anti-communist and
strongly supportive of
the Vietnam War,
Buckley and the other
contributors to the
National Review con-
sistently maintained
that a strong nuclear
arsenal was the only sure defense
against world domination by the
Soviet Union. After watching the
rise of what they called the secular
liberal establishment in the sixties
and seventies, they saw their work
come to political fruition when
Reagan was swept into office in
1980, heralding a “conservative rev-
olution.”

And there was a strong Catholic
contingent to this so-called “conser-
vative revolution.” There was
Buckley himself, of course,  but also
an entire company of strong-willed
Catholics, the most prominent of
whom was Michael Novak. When
Reagan declared that Soviet military
might would be met with military
might, Buckley, Novak and other
Catholic neo-conservatives provid-
ed energetic intellectual support,
including well-developed reasons
why Catholics and other religiously-
minded people have a deep stake in
backing the United States in its
efforts to defend the heritage of the
West.  

All these influences and pres-
sures—Vatican II’s condemnation
of using nuclear weapons, the wit-
ness of the Catholic peace move-
ment, the upsurge of Catholic con-
servatism—were at play when the
Catholic bishops in the United
States began work on their pastoral
letter on nuclear weapons. They
shaped not only the content of the
letter but the process by which it
was composed. It is to the process of
composing the letter that we now
turn.

The Process
The idea for a pastoral letter on

war and peace originated with P.
Francis Murphy, an Auxiliary
Bishop of Baltimore, who intro-

duced it under “new business” in
advance of the November 1980
meeting of the National Conference
of Catholic Bishops (NCCB). In his
proposed new business item (or var-
ium, in the parlance of the NCCB),
Murphy explained that he was
moved by the story of Franz
Jägerstätter, the words of Pope Paul
VI, and the repentance of Father
George Zabelka, the chaplain who
prayed with and blessed the men
carrying out the bombing of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The pro-
posed varium was accepted. The
plan was to issue a concise summary
of Church teaching on war and
peace.  

But between the proposed vari-
um in August and the November
meeting, Reagan was elected presi-
dent. In response, Murphy caucused
with other bishops, so that at the
November meeting, several bishops
rose and called for a more substan-
tial statement on the part of the
Conference. The most memorable
intervention was that of Thomas
Gumbleton, Auxiliary Bishop of
Detroit. Gumbleton cited Pope
John Paul II’s World Day of Peace
statement, calling for a renewed
commitment to nonviolence, for
studying “nonviolent civil defense”
and “nonviolent alternatives to
war.” The ensuing applause was
long and loud, clearly indicating
that Gumbleton had struck a chord.
The matter was turned over to a
committee to consider further
action.  

The following January (1981),
the president of the Conference,
Archbishop John Roach of St. Paul-
Minneapolis, announced the cre-
ation of an ad hoc committee on war
and peace whose task would be
drafting a statement to be consid-

When Reagan declared that Soviet military

might would be met with military might,

Buckley, Novak and other Catholic neo-con-

servatives provided energetic intellectual

support.
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ered and debated by the full body of
the US bishops at a subsequent
meeting. The committee was head-
ed up by Archbishop Joseph
Bernardin of Cincinnati, known for
his consensus building ability, and
was comprised of Gumbleton,
Auxiliary Bishop John J. O’Connor,
head of the military vicariate,
Bishop Daniel Reilly of Norwich,
Connecticut, and Bishop George
Fulcher, auxiliary of Columbus,
Ohio. In the ensuing months, two
members were added to represent
the religious orders of men and
women in the United States:  Father
Richard Warner, provincial of the
Indiana Province of the
Congregation of Holy Cross and
Sister Juliana Casey, head of the
Immaculate Heart of Mary sisters in
the Detroit area. A priest was
appointed to coordinate the
process, J. Bryan Hehir, of the
Archdiocese of Boston and associate
secretary of the United States
Catholic Conference on Justice and
Peace.  

The committee’s work was longer
and more involved than initially
envisioned. It met more than a
dozen times over the course of two
and a half years. In an attempt to
build consensus amid the diverse
positions held by committee mem-
bers as well as the bishops as a
whole who would have to approve a
pastoral letter, Bernardin urged
that proposed drafts be circulated
and comments be solicited. He also
arranged for the committee to meet
with theologians, philosophers,
politicians, and policymakers, so as
to learn some of the technical issues
at stake and draw on their expertise.
Committee members met more
than a dozen times and they had
plenty of homework to do in
between. 

Meanwhile, the letter became the
subject of national and internation-
al debate. At one point, officials
from the Reagan Administration
asked to talk with the committee. At
another point, some members of
the committee were summoned to
Rome to consult with Vatican offi-
cials and the bishops from European

countries who also had a stake in
the outcome of the process.  All in
all, the process was remarkable in
the way it drew Catholics together
to debate the implications of their
faith. 

At the same time, the final ver-
sion of the pastoral letter marked,
not so much the beginning of an era
in which Catholic teaching on war
and peace would exert a decisive
impact on the public policy of the
United States, as many had hoped;
rather, it reflected the confusion of
the post-conciliar era when
Catholicism in the United States
suffered from a lack of consensus on
basic points of doctrine due to deep
divisions along liberal / conserva-
tive lines, divisions that have
remained intact in the quarter cen-
tury since, and indeed have become
more intractable. But before getting
into its ambiguous legacy, it would
be helpful to summarize the letter
itself.  

The Pastoral Letter: A Summary 
As already noted, the bishops

begin the pastoral letter by describ-
ing the present situation as “a
moment of supreme crisis.” Then
they identify themselves as bishops
and pastors speaking on behalf of
their flock, and also as Americans
and citizens of the nation that first
produced nuclear weapons, used
them, and “which today is one of the
handful of nations capable of deci-
sively influencing the course of the
nuclear age,” for which reason “we
have grave human,
moral, and political
responsibilities to see
that a ‘conscious
choice’ is made to save
humanity.” The pas-
toral letter thus serves
as “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
supreme crisis’” (The Challenge of
Peace, 4).

This agenda of influencing the
policies of the nation shapes the

rest of the letter, which comes in
four parts.  

Part One, “Peace in the Modern
World: Religious Perspectives and
Principles” identifies two audiences
to be addressed in the pastoral: “the
Catholic faithful, formed by the
premises of the gospel and the prin-
ciples of Catholic moral teaching,”
and “the wider civil community of
Christians, Jews, Moslems, other
religious communities, and all peo-
ple of good will who also make up
our [that is, the US] polity” (16).
These two audiences require two
styles of teaching, according to the
bishops, one based on faith and the
specific beliefs of Catholics, the
other based on reason and the prin-
ciples of natural law, which are
available to all people. But because
these two styles of teachings are
seen as complementary, the bishops
can move without a problem from
(a) the biblical vision of peace to (b)
the theology underlying the just-
war theory to (c) a moral assess-
ment of the issues today to (d) an
assessment of the political and per-
sonal tasks facing everyone.  

Entitled “Peace and the
Kingdom,” the exposition of the
biblical vision of peace moves from
the Old Testament traditions of
war, peace, and the covenant, to the
New Testament vision of peace as
exemplified in the teaching and
example of Jesus and the life and
witness of the community of believ-
ers. To its credit, the letter notes
that no notion of a warrior God is

found in the New Testament and
that all military imagery is gathered
into an overriding vision of God’s
peace reaching out to the ends of
the earth and calling for reconcilia-
tion among all peoples “so that
God’s purpose, ‘a plan for the full-
ness of time, to unite all things in

All in all, the process was remarkable in the

way it drew Catholics together to debate

the implications of their faith. 



him’ (Eph. 1:10), will be fulfilled.”
But then the letter concludes this
biblical exposition with this remark-
able claim: “Even a brief examina-
tion of war and peace in the scrip-
tures makes it clear that they do not
provide us with detailed answers to
the specifics of the questions which
we face today. They do not speak
specifically of nuclear war or nuclear
weapons, for these were beyond the
imagination of the communities in
which the scriptures were formed.
The sacred texts do, however, pro-
vide us with urgent direction when
we look at today’s concrete realities”
(55). This notion of the Bible pro-
viding a direction but not a concrete
solution to the nuclear arms race is
deeply debatable; it allows them, in
spite of their protestations to the
contrary, to place the biblical wit-
ness of peace in the future, as a hope
reserved for the “kingdom”; the real-
ity of here and now is placed under a
separate category, namely, “histo-
ry.”  Hence the title of the next sub-
section, “Kingdom and History.”

While “Kingdom,” for the bish-
ops, serves as a placeholder for the
biblical witness of peace, “History”
is the name of the realm where sin
still prevails, and thus where war is
sometimes necessary. “It is within
this tension of kingdom and histo-
ry,” the bishops write, “that Catholic
teaching has addressed the problem
of war.” Thus the bishops refer to
the “moral choices for the king-
dom,” choices that carry a presump-

tion against violence but which at
the same time affirm “legitimate
self-defense.” The term “legitimate”
here is defined by “the just-war cri-
teria,” which they list in accord with
the traditional division between cri-
teria determining why and when it
is permissible to wage war (jus ad
bellum) and what specific operations
are permissible in waging war (jus in
bello). The jus ad bellum criteria
determine that war may be waged
(1) for a just cause, (2) by a compe-
tent authority, (3) for comparative
and not absolute justice, (4) with an
intention for pursuing peace, (5) as
a last resort, (6) with a probability of
success, and (7) when the good
expected exceeds the damage antici-
pated. The jus in bello criteria deter-
mine that operations within a war
must be (1) proportionate, i.e., the
damage expected must not out-
weigh the good sought, and must be
(2) discriminate, i.e., must not
intentionally target non-combat-
ants (civilians). These jus in bello cri-
teria, the bishops state, “have spe-
cial significance today precisely
because of the destructive capability
of modern technological warfare.”
After affirming the value of nonvio-
lence as an option and witness for
individuals (more on this below),
the bishops apply these criteria to
the present situation.

Part Two, entitled “War and
Peace in the Modern World,” reiter-
ates the dire situation of the world
under the nuclear threat, affirms

the importance of religious leader-
ship in forming national policy, and
then submits several specific judg-
ments on nuclear weapons. These
judgments are: nuclear weapons
may not be used on civilian popula-
tions, they may not be used as a
first-strike, they may not be used
even in a limited manner, and they
may be used in deterrence strategy
only as a means of disarmament.
This last judgment the bishops call a
“strictly conditioned moral accept-
ance of nuclear deterrence” (186)
and these conditions reject policies
based on prevailing in nuclear war,
reject the quest for nuclear superior-
ity, and affirm deterrence only as a
step toward progressive disarma-
ment. More specifically, these con-
ditions preclude deploying first-
strike weapons and using nuclear
weapons to ward off conventional
attack, and they call for “immediate,
bilateral, verifiable agreements to
halt the testing, production, and
deployment of new nuclear weapons
systems” (191). The bishops do not
want their moral acceptance of
deterrence strategy to be seen as
approval of the present situation.
Rather, they see it as a call, indeed a
prophetic challenge, to move
beyond it and to take “resolute steps
to actual bilateral disarmament and
peacemaking” (198). They expand
on this vision in the next section.

In Part Three, entitled “The
Promotion of Peace: Proposals and
Policies,” the bishops place their
moral judgments and policy recom-
mendations in a broader set of posi-
tive goals for peace. First, they urge
accelerated work on arms control,
more controls on the sale of arms,
prohibitions of chemical and biolog-
ical warfare, further efforts to devel-
op nonviolent conflict resolution,
and protection of the rights of con-
scientious objectors and selective
conscientious objectors. From
there, they offer a conception of
world order and international rela-
tions that affirms the importance of
national sovereignty but at the same
time appeals to a deeper interde-
pendence, one that can, if heeded,Swords into Plowshares:  In September 1980, the Plowshares Eight snuck into the GE

nuclear munitions plant in King of Prussia, PA and took hammers to several warheads.
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inject a sense of mutual self-interest
and harmony among nations. Citing
recent papal encyclicals and public
statements, they conclude that
humanity possesses the ability to
provide for its own security, safety,
and welfare, but must also have the
will to do it.  

Part Four, “The Pastoral
Challenge and Response,” moves
from the realm of public policy to
the practical steps toward peace to
be taken by those in the Church.
Taking these steps, the bishops
note, is part of Christian disciple-
ship and may require Christians to
separate themselves from all attach-
ments that impede their hearing
and following Christ and could
involve persecution and even mar-
tyrdom. The first steps involve edu-
cational programs in the formation
of conscience, instilling in all
Catholics a deep reverence for life,
including the lives of the unborn,
and practices of prayer and penance
such as voluntary fasting and
abstaining from meat. Then the
bishops call on various members of
the Catholic Church in the United
States to bring the issue of nuclear
weapons to bear on their work.
Priests, deacons, religious, pastoral
ministers, parents, youth, people in
the military, in defense industries,
and in the media, scientists, public
officials, and citizens—they all are
called on to contribute to the wider
civil community so as to reverse the
arms race and to secure world peace.   

In conclusion, citing Pope John
Paul II’s words that “we need a
‘moral about face,’” the bishops reit-
erate their claim that “the whole
world must summon the moral
courage and technical means to say
‘no’ to nuclear conflict; ‘no’ to
weapons of mass destruction; ‘no’ to
an arms race which robs the poor
and vulnerable; and ‘no’ to the
moral danger of a nuclear age which
places before humankind indefensi-
ble choices of constant terror or sur-
render” (333). They call for an inter-
national governmental body with
the structures, supervisory capaci-
ties, and the political authority to
reverse the arms race. “Obviously

the creation of such a
sophisticated instru-
mentality is a gigantic
task,” the bishops con-
cede, “but is it hoping
for too much to
believe that the genius
of humanity, aided by
the grace and guid-
ance of God, is able to
accomplish it? To cre-
ate it may take
decades of unrelent-
ing daily toil by the
world’s best minds
and most devoted hearts, but it shall
never come into existence unless we
make a beginning now.” Thus they
turn to the United States, “our own
government,” and “beg it to propose
to the United Nations that it begin
this work immediately...” (336).
Their hope, they insist, is rooted in
their “belief in the risen Christ
which sustains us in confronting the
awesome challenge of the arms
race... We believe his grace will
never fail us.  We offer this letter to
the Church and to all who can draw
strength and wisdom from it in the
conviction that we must not fail
him.” And they do so in light of the
promise of the kingdom set forth in
the Book of Revelation, “Behold, I
make all things new” (339).

To sum up: The Challenge of Peace
called upon the nations of the world
to begin the hard work nuclear dis-
armament. Writing as teachers of
the faith and citizens of one of the
two superpowers, the bishops point-
ed to the natural law and the princi-
ples of just war theory to mount a
serious challenge to the arms race,
and in particular to US nuclear poli-
cy. They rejected the use of nuclear
weapons as a first-strike, as a retal-
iatory strike, or as a limited or “tac-
tical” strike. They accepted deter-
rence strategy under strict condi-
tions, not as a valid policy in itself
but only as a step on the way to dis-
armament. Acknowledging that
human history is marked by sin and
division, but pointing to the promis-
es of Christ and the coming of the
kingdom of God, the bishops
expressed confidence in humanity’s

capacity to meet the challenge of
peace.  

The pastoral letter was clearly
intended as an intervention in
world events. And for the two and a
half years it was being written, and
in the wake of its promulgation,
many expected it to have a far
reaching impact on the nuclear poli-
cy of the United States and other
nations. But many others contend-
ed that the letter was mistaken in its
theoretical assumptions and mis-
guided in its criticism of US policy.
Indeed, in 1982, as the leading
emphasis of the letter was taking
shape, a group of Catholics drafted a
document of their own that criti-
cized the direction the bishops were
taking. 

The Conservative Critique
The document in question was

called Moral Clarity in the Nuclear
Age. It was written by Michael
Novak, author, speaker, and religion
editor for the National Review, and
was signed by scores of high-profile
Catholics, including William F.
Buckley, Jr., William Bennett, Clare
Boothe Luce, Peter Grace, Philip
Lawler, James Schall, SJ, and Henry
Hyde (the US Representative from
Illinois). The document took a con-
servative position, leading many to
dismiss it as politically and ideologi-
cally driven. But a fair reading of the
document shows that this group of
conservative, or neo-conservative
Catholics, began with many of the
same principles as the bishops.  The
difference was that they applied
them differently.  

Acknowledging that human history is

marked by sin and division, but pointing to

the promises of Christ and the coming of

the kingdom of God, the bishops expressed

confidence in humanity’s capacity to meet

the challenge of peace.
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In Moral Clarity in the Nuclear
Age, Novak and company (we refer
to him as the author of this docu-
ment, though this includes all the
signatories as well) delineate three
spheres of Gospel teaching in
human life.  The first sphere con-
cerns the spiritual realm and the
things of eternity. The second con-
cerns the temporal realm and the
things of life in this world, including
the principles by which life in socie-
ty should be guided, as presented in
Catholic social teaching. The third
has to do with applying those princi-
ples in particular circumstances,
which involves interpreting con-
crete matters using prudential judg-
ment. Novak maintains that when it
comes to the first two spheres—the
spiritual realm and social princi-
ples—he has no major disagree-
ment with the bishops. The dis-
agreement comes up with the third
concern, applying the principles of
Catholic teaching to the particulars
of US nuclear policy. Here Novak
takes issue with a host of issues
about the bishops’ prudential judg-
ment. 

Basically, he argues that the best
way to avoid nuclear warfare is for
the United States to maintain a suf-
ficient nuclear defense; not a superi-
or defense, he points out, but a suf-
ficient one; and this means keeping
in place all the elements of US deter-
rence strategy. More specifically, it
means not renouncing first-strike
policy, not renouncing a counter-
population retaliatory strike, and
not tying the validity of deterrence
strategy to successful negotiations
on arms reduction with the Soviet
Union. This last point highlights a
crucial element in making sound
prudential judgments, according to
Novak, for the Soviet Union espous-
es an ideology and pursues a policy
that is dead set against the personal,
political, economic, and religious
freedoms protected by the United
States and its allies. In short, the
Soviet Union is the enemy of free-
dom, and as such also the enemy of
the Church and its teachings on the
social order. 

Thus, for Novak, carrying out the

Vatican II mandate of “reading the
signs of the times in the light of the
Gospel” requires seeing the Soviet
Union as the primary threat to
world peace. He argues against any
notion of moral equivalency
between the two superpowers and
criticizes the bishops on this point
(or at least some of them) for being
naïve.  

At one key section in Moral
Clarity in the Nuclear Age, Novak
focuses on the issue
of deterrence strate-
gy. He acknowledges
that deterrence
strategy creates
moral problems
inasmuch as it
entails expressing
the evil intention of
a retaliatory strike
on a civilian popula-
tion or, as military strategists put it,
a counter-value target. But he con-
tends that this evil is outweighed by
the greater evil of a Soviet superior-
ity in the arms race. If that were to
happen, the Soviet Union could hold
the rest of the world hostage and
the United States and its allies could
actually lose the Cold War. In mak-
ing his case, Novak posits a distinc-
tion between an intention to attack
a civilian population and a threat to
do so. It is not that the United
States intends to carry out an attack
on civilians; rather, it threatens to
carry out such an attack; and this
threat is necessary to prevent such
an attack in the first place.  Novak
concedes that this threat is an evil,
but he argues that it is a lesser evil
than the evil of a Soviet domination
of the world, that this threat is a
secondary intention to the United
States’ primary intention of making
deterrence work so as to avoid
nuclear war. In other words, US pol-
icy has two effects: a primary effect
of averting nuclear war and a sec-
ondary effect of maintaining the
threat of a retaliatory strike on pop-
ulation centers. This secondary
effect is unintended, he argues, and
he embeds this intention within the
United States’ “objective political
intention.”  Writing on behalf of all

the signatories of the statement,
Novak sums up his argument in a
passage that is worth quoting in full: 

In short, given the nature of 
Soviet leadership, its ideology, 
and its political culture, and rec-
ognizing the configuration of its 
nuclear forces, we see no com-
pletely satisfactory position: nei-
ther abandonment of the deter-
rent, nor a deterrent strategy 

based on counterforce, nor a 
deterrent based on countervalue.  
Among these, we judge the best 
of the ambiguous but morally 
good options to reside in a com-
bination counterforce and coun-
tervalue deterrence. We uphold 
the fundamental intention of 
deterrence that no nuclear 
weapon ever be used. We uphold 
the secondary intention of being 
ready to use the deterrent within 
the narrowest feasible limits, as 
indispensable to making deter-
rence work. We reject the policy 
of national bluff which permits 
possession but does not permit 
its essential secondary intention. 
We discern no other way to 
defend the Constitution of the 
United States, to protect its 
institutions of liberty, and to 
prevent the most awful aggres-
sion against innocent peoples 
here and elsewhere. It would 
hardly be better for us if some 
other people bore this burden, 
but in any case there is none who 
can lift it from us.  In due course, 
the Soviet Union may learn to 
prefer ways of peace abroad and
ways of liberty at home—in 
which case, peace among nations 
may be possible.  For this we 
labor and pray (pp. 66-67).

Novak posits a distinction between an inten-

tion to attack a civilian population and a

threat to do so. He concedes that this threat

is an evil, but he argues that it is a lesser evil

than the evil of a Soviet domination of the

world.
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Setting aside (for a moment) the
reference to the US Constitution
and its institutions of liberty, one
can discern in this passage a logic
that is well known in the discourse
of moral theology. It is called “pro-
portionalism,” and it is highly con-
troversial. Indeed, it was (and is)
sharply criticized by traditional
Catholic moral theologians, and by
one in particular, namely, Germain
Grisez.  

The Grisez Critique
Throughout his career, Grisez, a

just war thinker in the Anscombe-
Ford tradition (see our Winter 2007
issue), has opposed the use of pro-
portionalist logic in a number of key
moral matters. The most controver-
sial matter had to do with contra-
ception. Serving on the committee
overseen by Pope Paul VI, he argued

that the Church should hold to its
absolute prohibition of contracep-
tion. The committee’s majority, who
urged a relaxation of the prohibi-
tion, argued on proportionalist
grounds that, tragically and through
no fault of the moral agent, some
circumstances allow only a range of
evil options and that one may then
opt for the lesser evil; thus the “evil”
of contraception may be allowed in
order to forestall a greater evil, such
as a potentially life-endangering
pregnancy. Grisez argued to the
contrary, that some acts are intrin-
sically evil, evil in themselves,
regardless of the tragic circum-
stances or the good intentions of
the moral agent, that these acts are
never morally permissible, and that
one such intrinsic evil is contracep-
tion. After considering the issues,
Pope Paul VI decided in favor of
Grisez’s position and reiterated the

Church’s absolute prohibition on
contraception in the encyclical
Humanae vitae. Needless to say, the
issues here are very complex, but
the operative principle can be readi-
ly grasped:  no evil may be done that
good may come of it (cf. Romans
3:8). And this principle applies to a
range of actions in addition to con-
traception: abortion for example,
and euthanasia—and intentionally
taking the lives of innocent non-
combatants in war.  

Accordingly, Grisez has long been
a critic of Allied bombing policies
toward the end of World War II.  He
has also been a consistent critic of
US deterrence strategy for being
grounded on the intention of carry-
ing out the evil of a counter-popula-
tion retaliatory strike. Accordingly,
when it became clear in the second
draft of their pastoral letter that the

bishops were
considering giv-
ing conditional
approval of
deterrence strat-
egy, Grisez
intervened by
writing a letter
to every bishop
in the United
States warning

them that they would be approving
a policy at variance with Catholic
teaching. He also published an arti-
cle stating that it is logically inco-
herent to claim that one must toler-
ate an evil that one is at the same
time intending to do; it would indi-
cate a divided will or a deception
that is morally suspect. 

This is the argument that Novak
tries to refute in Moral Clarity in the
Nuclear Age when he (Novak) argues
that U.S. deterrence strategy rests
not on an intention to do this evil,
but on the threat to do it, which is
needed to forestall a Soviet takeover
by means of nuclear war. Grisez’s
thought on this matter is memo-
rable. At one point in his article, he
addresses the “Better dead than red”
mentality by countering, “Better
anything than mortal sin.” And he
elaborates on this quip in a book co-
authored with John Finnis and

Joseph Boyle, Nuclear Deterrence,
Morality, and Realism (Oxford
University Press,  1988) by arguing
that if the West must be protected
by committing the mortal sin of
threatening to use nuclear weapons
on innocent civilians, then
Christians (and others) who wish to
adhere to the commandments must
learn to divest themselves of their
attachment to the West, which is
not, after all, coterminous with the
kingdom of God. It may well be that
this renunciation will lead to perse-
cution, suffering, and even death,
but such is the lot of the followers of
Christ.

We have gone into Grisez’s argu-
ment at some length because it
reveals several important features
of the debate in the early eighties
over nuclear war and what the bish-
ops would say about it in their pas-
toral letter. First, it reveals the
extent to which both the bishops
and their conservative critics held
that deterrence strategy is morally
acceptable. Second, it reveals the
extent to which their acceptance of
deterrence strategy is grounded in a
non-negotiable commitment to pro-
tect the principles and values of the
United States. Third, it reveals that
the reasoning at work in their
acceptance of deterrence strategy,
even with conditions attached and
distinctions posited to justify it, is
highly questionable from the per-
spective of traditional Catholic
teaching on absolute moral prohibi-
tions of intrinsically evil acts.
Fourth, it reveals that the morally
problematic policy of deterrence can
be rejected if, and only if, the value
of protecting and preserving the
United States and Western
Civilization is relativized so as not to
override an absolute moral prohibi-
tion for the sake of “the lesser evil.”
This, in turn, reveals a fifth feature
of the debate about what the pas-
toral letter should say about war
and peace and nuclear weapons:
that Grisez’s refusal to set aside the
law of God for the sake of defending
the United States and Western
Civilization from Soviet attack is in
key ways logically parallel to the

For Grisez, if the West must be protected by com-

mitting the mortal sin of threatening to use nuclear

weapons on innocent civilians, then Christians

must learn to divest themselves of their attach-

ment to the West, which is not, after all, cotermi-

nous with the kingdom of God.
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pacifist refusal to do so. Both Grisez
and the pacifists maintain that the
moral law (rather than the need to
protect the US) is absolute. Both
contend that adhering to this
absolute entails a readiness to set
aside the purposes of the United
States. And both rely on God’s prov-
idence to give their stance logical
sense, or better yet, theological
sense. In the face of possible
destruction, we must bow humbly
and cast our cares upon God, Who
cares for us (Cf. I Peter 5:6-8).

In the debate about the pastoral
letter on war and peace, then, we
find similar lines of thought
between those taking a traditional
Catholic stand against doing evil
that good may come of it, such as
Grisez, and those taking a pacifist
stand against war based on the
teaching and example of Christ. By
looking at it through these two lens-
es, we now offer our own thoughts
on The Challenge of Peace.  

Our Reading
Without a doubt, the writing of

The Challenge of Peace was a positive
development in the efforts of the
Catholic Church to contribute to
public policymaking in the United
States. Never before had so much
attention been drawn to the
Church’s teaching on war and peace.
Never before had government offi-
cials felt compelled to justify their
policies so explicitly in terms of just-
war principles. Thus the writing of
the letter was effective, in one
sense.

But in another sense, it was not
very effective at all. US nuclear poli-
cy in the period after the pastoral
was promulgated remained
unchanged; in fact, it became less
conciliatory, more aggressive.
When the Cold War ended with the
revolutions of 1989, conservative
Catholics felt vindicated, attributing
the fall of the Communist Bloc to
the twin causes of President
Reagan’s hard-line stand and Pope
John Paul II’s robust shepherding.
Soon there was talk of only one
superpower in the world and how it
was now the responsibility of the

United States to provide security
and democratic freedoms to nations
in the Middle East. 

In 1991, the United States, with
support from the United Nations,
launched Operation Desert Storm,
staving off an invasion of Iraq into
Kuwait and establishing a military
presence in the region to impose an
economic embargo and no-fly zones
on Iraq. These actions were given
conditional approval by the US
Catholic bishops, so long as they
were carried out, of course, in
accord with just war principles. But
conservative Catholics pointed out
that determining the justice of
these actions was not a matter of
principle but of prudential judg-
ment. On this point, they were cor-
rect, conceptually speaking, but on
the actual judgments they consis-
tently invoked a new crisis scenario,
not the Cold-War scenario of strug-
gle with the Soviet Union but a new
struggle with the rising tide of pan-
Arab nationalism.  

With 9/11, the rhetoric intensi-
fied.  The implacable foe became
“Islamic extremism,” the “axis of
evil” or “Islamo-fascism.” Shortly
thereafter, the Bush Administration
prepared for a full-scale invasion of
Iraq, the rationale for which shifted
from needing to impose a “regime
change” to preempting an attack
with “weapons of mass destruction”
to providing “freedom for the Iraqi
people.” The Holy See warned
against an invasion of Iraq, as did
the US bishops. But President Bush
forged ahead, with neo-conservative
Catholics invoking the “prudential
judgment” argument to neutralize
any criticism coming from Church
authorities. 

A Self-Defeating Agenda
All of which is to say that the har-

vest sown by The Challenge of Peace
has brought forth a
marginal yield. It
could hardly be oth-
erwise, as we see it,
for the agenda of the
letter—to call the
United States to con-
form its nuclear poli-

cies to natural law principles—was a
self-defeating agenda. The United
States provides many advantages
and freedoms to its citizens, cer-
tainly more than the former Soviet
Union. But the United States is a
nation-state, and like all nation-
states, those advantages and free-
doms are protected by means of
national security, the purposes of
which unavoidably will, at one point
or another, come into conflict with
the principles of the natural law.
The bishops were confronted with
this reality when they tried to tackle
the vexing issue of deterrence strat-
egy. They did not—indeed could
not—resolve the conflict between
targeting population centers and
the just war principle of not inten-
tionally taking innocent lives. They
could have done so only by relaxing
the aim of national security, as
Grisez urged (“Better  anything than
mortal sin”); and they simply
refused. 

Such are the vexing problems of
maintaining security in the modern
nation-state system. And the prob-
lems pertain not only to deterrence,
but to a wide range of wartime real-
ities: the advantages of preemptive
attack, the inevitability of civilian
casualties, the necessity of public
deception, and the utility of torture,
to name a few. Given these realities,
the practitioners of modern state-
craft are inevitably drawn to com-
promise between waging modern
war effectively and adhering to
moral principles come what may.
This was true during World War II,
the Cold War, and the present War
on Terror, as can be readily seen in
newspaper and magazine articles
and in books on the US invasion of
Iraq. The problem is not so much
with specific policymakers, though
there are better and worse policies.
The problem is with the exigencies

US nuclear policy in the period after the pas-

toral was promulgated remanied unchanged;

in fact, it became less conciliatory, more

aggressive.
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of the modern nation-state, which
has consistently proven itself inca-
pable of adhering to the principles
of the natural law, not to mention
the evangelical counsels set forth in
the Gospel. In taking as their pri-
mary agenda the reform of national
policy, the US Catholic bishops
failed to comprehend the impossible
nature of their task.  

Still, drafting and promulgating
The Challenge of Peace was a power-
ful and good moment for the
Catholic Church in the United
States, and the pastoral letter itself
has two strengths that remain
important for Catholics in this time
of war. In conclusion, we want to
point out these two crucial
strengths to the letter.

First, there is the section of the
pastoral letter titled “Elements of a
Pastoral Response” (279-329). Here,
the bishops turned from the diffi-
cult questions of public policy to
what average Catholics can actually
do in response to the nuclear crisis.
They emphasized prayer, a genuine
reverence for life, and educational
programs focused on the formation
of conscience. To their credit, many
bishops started such programs in
their dioceses. 

Meanwhile, there were murmur-
ings of Catholics in the military not
getting promotions because of
membership in a Church that
encourages conscientious discern-
ment as to whether or not, or to
what extent, they can participate in
the waging of war. We hope that
such practices grow among
Catholics working in various set-
tings: in the military of course, but
also in defense-related industries,
Catholic college and university
research programs, high schools,
parishes, and so on. The bishops
also recommended bringing back
Friday abstinence from meat as a
penance and a sacrifice for peace. 

The second strength of the letter
is that it gives more substance and
weight to the pacifist tradition in
the Church. The scriptural exposi-
tion in the early sections makes it
clear that in the apostolic age and
the early centuries of the Church,
nonviolence was the norm for
Christians. The bishops relativize
the importance of this norm by plac-
ing scripture within the confines of
“kingdom” and undercutting its
concrete relevance in “history.” But
this division between kingdom and
history is conceptually misleading,
in that the doctrine of the incarna-
tion locates the kingdom within his-
tory; as Jesus says, “the kingdom of
God is among you” (Lk 17:21). 

Later in the pastoral, the bishops
commend witnesses to nonviolence
such as Dorothy Day, but they
reserve this witness for individuals.
This too is conceptually misleading,
in that morality is always
located within commu-
nal settings in Catholic
belief and practice; as
Paul says, we are mem-
bers of a body (cf. I Cor.
12:27). A more proper
conception of pacifism
comes near the end of the pastoral,
where the bishops write that “a
response to the call of Jesus is both
personal and demanding. As believ-
ers we can identify rather easily
with the early Church as a company
of witnesses engaged in a difficult
mission... To set out on the road to
discipleship is to dispose oneself for
a share in the cross (cf. Jn 16:20).
To be a Christian, according to the
New Testament, is not simply to
believe with one’s mind, but also to
become a doer of the word, a way-
farer with and a witness to Jesus.
This means, of course, that we never
expect complete success within his-
tory and that we must regard as nor-
mal even the path of persecution

and the possibility of martyrdom”
(276).  

The "Crisis" Reconsidered
It is easy enough to speak of per-

secution in the United States of
course, where even the boldest
Christians do not risk martyrdom.
But the bishops were speaking, it
should be remembered, in that
"moment of supreme crisis" when
the fate of America, Western
Civilization, and perhaps humanity
itself seemed to hang in the balance.
While the bishops ultimately did not
actually promote the path of mar-
tyrdom (their response to Grisez's
"Better anything than mortal sin"
was after all something of a heart-
felt and anguished sigh), they at
least acknowledged its unimpeach-
able and even primary place in the
Christian life.

But what is the supreme crisis?

In the Christian life, there is only
one Crisis, if we take the Greek
meaning of the word krisis, which is
Judgment, or Investigation. The
one Crisis in the Christian life hap-
pens not before the face of the
Soviet Union or "Islamo-fascists,"
but before the awe-inspiring coun-
tenance of the Lord. It is His judg-
ment which is the crisis, His investi-
gation which is ongoing throughout
the many passing crises of history.
And it is by attending to His law of
mercy, and not the laws of any polit-
ical institution or arrangement, no
matter how orderly, that we come to
live in His kingdom, which exists
even now, in history. For the Lord
God is also the Lord of history.

The one Crisis in the Christian life hap-

pens not before the face of the Soviet

Union or “Islamo-fascists,” but before the

awe-inspiring countenance of the Lord.
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The road to Chicago, where the Catholic bishops of
the United States, I among them, gathered in
1983, to finalize the peace pastoral letter, The

Challenge of Peace:  God’s Promise and Our Response, had
been a long one, sometimes tortuous, often exhilarat-
ing.  

The Cold War between the United States and the
Soviet Union was nearing the midnight hour on the
doomsday clock. The two superpowers were each armed
with 25,000 nuclear warheads on trigger alert atop
intercontinental ballistic missiles, aboard submarines
under the high seas, and on transcontinental bombers,
each ready to eradicate the other from the face of the
earth, each restrained tenuously by the apocalyptic hor-
ror of mutually assured destruction.

Twenty-five years later, after the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc, we have yet to
accept the admonition of Pope Paul VI: “If you want
peace, work for justice.” Nor have we accepted Pope
John Paul II’s addendum: “There will be no justice with-
out forgiveness.” We, the Catholic Church, have yet to
respond fully to God’s promise of peace by formally
declaring ourselves a peace church.

My own journey, from the time I was the proud pos-
sessor at the age of 12 of a single-shot .22 caliber rifle on
our family farm in Central West Texas, to the time I
joined the call for the abolition of nuclear weapons, was
a gradual one.

Ordained a priest for the Diocese of Amarillo in Texas
a year after we dropped the nuclear bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, I recall only relief that Japan
then surrendered. To me it meant my brother, already
stationed in Germany, would not be sent on to the
Pacific Theater to invade Japan.

But our relief was short-lived as the nuclear arms race
got under way. I raised some concern in Christmas ser-
mons, but no more than that. That is, until I was
appointed pastor of St. Francis Parish, fifteen miles east
of Amarillo, in 1971. Pantex, the final assembly plant
for all nuclear warheads produced in the United States,
lay within the territorial boundaries of the parish of
which I was now pastor. A large sign outside the plant
described it as a research and development division of
Sandia National Laboratories.

As parishioners who worked for Pantex learned more
about nuclear weapons, some would come and question
me about the morality of working at the plant. I referred
inquirers to the bishop. But then, in 1980, I became the
Bishop of Amarillo. It became much harder to evade
their questions.

Following my consecration as bishop, a number of
events came in rapid sequence. First came the arrest
and conviction of the Pantex Six who had scaled the
plant’s outer security fence and waited for guards to
arrest them, not daring to touch the inner fence. It was
so electrified they could hear it crackle and smell its
odor. Among the six was an Oblate of Mary Immaculate,
Father Larry Rosebaugh, whom they sent to the Potter
County Detention Center. I went to see him, expecting
to find a bearded, long-haired radical. Instead, I found a
gentle, humble man. Next came a question from a per-
manent deacon asking if it was moral for him to work at
Pantex. Then, in June, Archbishop Raymond
Hunthausen of Seattle characterized the Trident sub-
marine base near Seattle as “the Auschwitz of Puget
Sound.” The nuclear warheads atop the intercontinental
missiles in the bellies of the submarines were assembled
at Pantex, in my diocese. 

Finally, in August, 1981, President Ronald Reagan
approved the assembly of the "enhanced radiation war-
head" previously halted by President Jimmy Carter. The
destructive power of that warhead, commonly called the
neutron bomb, was enhanced by placing a shield around
the pit, the core of the bomb, resulting in the rays
rebounding, mingling with others, and compounding its
destructive power. The neutron bomb was designed to
kill men, women, children, babies, and infants in the
womb, indiscriminately. When I learned that this bomb
was to be assembled at Pantex, there was no possible
moral judgment to make but to condemn its produc-
tion, assembly, possession, and use. Even the willing-
ness to use such a weapon is immoral.

Since ordination I had prayed the Liturgy of the
Hours daily, and Psalm 33 appearing regularly. I had
prayed it hundreds of times, first in Latin, then in
English. But it was only now that I grasped the import
of a stanza that read: “A vain hope for safety is the
horse. Despite its power it cannot save.” In the context
of the psalm, the horse is a war horse. Now, almost
unconsciously, I read it differently: “A vain hope for
safety is the nuclear bomb. Despite its power it cannot
save.”

A Shepherd of Christ’s Flock 

The Pastor and Pantex
B Y   L E R O Y  T .  M A T T H I E S E N ,  B I S H O P  E M E R I T U S  O F  A M A R I L L O

Bishop Leroy T. Matthiesen is the author of Wise and
Otherwise: The Life and Times of a Cottonpicking
Texas Bishop. He is retired and resides in Texas.
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First Printed in West Texas Catholic in 1981

The announcement of the decision to produce and stockpile neutron warheads is the latest in a series of
tragic anti-life positions taken by our government. This latest decision allegedly comes as a response to the
possibility of a Soviet tank attack in central Europe. The current administration says the production and
stockpiling of neutron bombs is a logical step in a process begun in 1978 under the previous administration.
Thus both the Democratic and Republican administrations seem convinced that in accelerating the arms
race they are carrying out the wishes of the American people. The matter is of immediate concern to us who
live next door to Pantex, the nation’s final assembly point for nuclear weapons, including the neutron bomb.

It is clear now that the military can—perhaps must—think in only one way. Each enemy advance in arms
technology and capability must be met with a further advance on our part. No matter that the enemy must
then, perforce, respond with a further advance of its own. No matter that we already have the capability of
destroying each other many times over, and that soon other nations of this imperiled planet will possess the
same awesome power.

God’s gifts may be used for evil or good, for war or peace. The God of Israel warned the people of ancient
times that the military use of the horse is “a vain hope for safety. Despite its power it cannot save” (Psalm
33). Is not the military use of nuclear energy likewise a vain hope for safety? Despite its incredible power it
cannot save.

Enough of this greater and greater destructive capability. Let us stop this madness. Let us turn our atten-
tion and our energies to the peaceful uses of nuclear energy, for the production of food, fiber, clothing, shel-
ter, transportation.

We beg our administration to stop accelerating the arms race. 
We beg our military to use common sense and moderation in our defense posture.
We urge individuals involved in the production and stockpiling of nuclear bombs to consider what they

are doing, to resign from such activities, and to seek employment in peaceful pursuits.
Let us educate ourselves on nuclear armaments. Let us support those who are calling for an end to the

arms race. Let us join men and women everywhere in prayer that peace may come.

Bishop Leroy T. Matthiesen
Bishop of Amarillo

A Bishop Calls for Arms Workers to Resign

I issued a statement (see "A Bishop Calls for Arms
Workers to Resign," below) calling on workers in nuclear
weapons plants to consider the moral implications of
what they were doing, to resign from such activities,
and to engage in peaceful pursuits. 

The statement ignited controversy, condemnation,
and commendation, and brought national and interna-
tional media to the Texas Panhandle.

Meanwhile, the bishops had begun examining the
question of the morality of possessing nuclear arms
even before 1980. Now they decided to give it a full-
fledged, broad examination prior to publishing a pas-
toral letter on peace. After two years of nation-wide
consultation we gathered in Chicago in May, 1983.

We debated the final draft of the letter over a period
of three days. Under the floor leadership of Archbishop
John Quinn of San Francisco, since retired, the majori-
ty of us voted on the second day for a total condemna-
tion. On the third day we were reminded that the
Vatican, wary of the threat of Soviet Communism, had
given a conditioned moral acceptance of the possession
of nuclear weapons as a deterrent. The conditions ruled

out their use and called for their gradual reduction and
eventual abolition. 

The final draft of the pastoral letter, The Challenge of
Peace:  God’s Promise and Our Response, was approved
with an understanding that its moral judgment would
be reviewed every five years thereafter.

The Soviet threat was still in place in 1988, so no
change was made. By 1993, the Soviet Union had col-
lapsed. Many of us then called for a total condemnation
of nuclear weapons, but to no avail. The bishops were
grappling with other issues.

Since then, efforts to get the nuclear weapons ques-
tion on the agenda of the general assembly of the
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops have
failed, the issue referred to the Committee on
International Policy. Although our stockpile of nuclear
warheads is being reduced, some are being refurbished,
and more efficient ones are being assembled at Pantex,
still in the Diocese of Amarillo, Texas.

The hand on the doomsday clock has moved a couple
notches back from the midnight hour, but the fate of
the planet continues to hang in the balance.
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The following piece is excerpted with permission of the
author from an article that appeared in the Center
Journal, Vol. 2 ( 1982) pp. 9–24. Grisez challenges the
proportionalist thinking that was eventually embraced by
the bishops in the pastoral letter on peace as doctrinally
flawed, for it deems nuclear deterrence strategy morally
acceptable. — THE EDITORS

The problem about the nuclear deterrent is not
that it involves death-dealing weapons, nor that
these are nuclear, nor that they are used to deter.

The problem, rather, is the precise intent to kill includ-
ed in the present United States deterrent threat.

To choose to kill the innocent is always wrong. The
reason for this is that human life is an intrinsic good of
persons, and a choice to kill persons is a will closed to
this good. But a morally good will must be open to the
full-being of persons. Thus, the specific, antilife will
which is present in the choice to kill an innocent person
cannot be morally upright.

Why do I limit the norm to choices to kill the inno-
cent, and what is meant by “innocent” here? Most Jews
and Christians have thought that certain choices to kill
are divinely authorized and hence justified. Among
these are choices to execute certain types of criminals
and to kill enemy soldiers in a justifiable war. For my
present purpose, it is unnecessary to deal with these
types of killing. Therefore, I set them aside by limiting
the norm I state to the choice to kill the innocent.

“Innocent” here does not refer to the personal moral
condition of those whose killing is excluded. Rather, it
refers to those who are harmless, in contrast to the
criminals and enemy soldiers who are involved in social-
ly harmful, objectively unjust, violent behavior. Thus,
the norm means that it is wrong to choose to kill any-
one who neither has been nor is engaged in such behav-
ior.

Limited to the innocent, the norm which forbids the
choice to kill persons has the support of the entire
Christian moral tradition. It is the bare minimum which

Christian teaching demands by way of reverence for
human life.

The will to kill under conditions not in one’s own
power has the same moral quality as the will to kill
unconditionally, even though one might never carry out
one’s murderous intent. For example, a terrorist armed
with a bomb and prepared to kill both himself and oth-
ers if his demands are not met is morally a murderer,
even though he hopes his threat will gain his ends and
no one will get killed. Of course, in maintaining the
deterrent we wish that it not be used. We will execute
the threat only very reluctantly and only if we must. Yet
this condition does not limit our willingness to kill. It
only limits our execution of this willingness.

The threat which constitutes our nuclear deterrent
has been expressed in various ways. During World War
II, the United States engaged in terroristic obliteration
bombing of both Germany and Japan, culminating in
the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The
early form of the deterrent threat was that we would
retaliate massively against an enemy aggressor at a time
and place of our own choosing, to do again what we had
done to Japan. Later, as the USSR acquired nuclear
capability of its own, our threat was reformulated.
(Around the time he completed his service as Secretary
of Defense, Robert S. McNamara published a book, The
Essence of Security: Reflections in Office (New York:
Harper & Row, 1968), summarizing in simple language
the main aspects of United States military policy. With
respect to nuclear deterrence, he wrote (pp. 52-53):

One must begin with precise definitions. The cor-
nerstone of our strategic policy continues to be to 
deter deliberate nuclear attack upon the United 
States or its allies. We do this maintaining a highly 
reliable ability to inflict unacceptable damage upon 
any single aggressor or combination of aggressors 
at any time during the course of a strategic nuclear 
exchange, even after absorbing a surprise first 
strike. This can be defined as our assured-destruc-
tion capability. 

It is important to understand that assured destruc-
tion is the very essence of the whole deterrence 
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concept. We must possess an actual assured-des-
truction capability, and that capability also must 
be credible. The point is that a potential aggressor 
must believe that our assured-destruction capability 
is in fact unwavering. The conclusion, then, is clear: 
if the United States is to deter a nuclear attack on 
itself or its allies, it must possess an actual and a 
credible assured-destruction capability.

When calculating the force required, we must be 
conservative in all our estimates of both a potential 
aggressor’s capabilities and his intentions. Security 
depends on assuming a worst plausible case, and 
having the ability to cope with it. In that eventual-
ity we must be able to absorb the total weight of 
nuclear attack on our country—on our retaliatory 
forces, on our command and control apparatus, on 
our industrial capacity, on our cities, and on our
population—and still be capable of damaging the 
aggressor to the point that his society would be 
simply no longer viable in twentieth-century terms. 
That is what deterrence of nuclear aggression 
means. It means the certainty of suicide to the 
aggressor, not merely to his military forces, but to 
his society as a whole). [End MacNamara quote-Ed.]

But the constant feature in United States nuclear
deterrence policy has been the threat that, no matter
what damage an aggressor might inflict upon us, we are
ready, willing and able to respond by inflicting unac-
ceptable damage—for example, the destruction of
20,000,000 Soviet citizens or the destruction of 25% of
the population of the USSR and 50% of its industrial
capacity. The current official United States Military
Posture statement issues the threat which constitutes
the deterrent in the following terms:

The prime objective of US strategic forces and sup-
porting C3 [command, control, and communica-
tions] is deterrence of Soviet nuclear attack on the
US and its allies. Deterrence depends on the 
assured capability and manifest will to inflict dam-
age on the Soviet Union disproportionate to any 
goals that rational Soviet leaders might hope to 
achieve. Any US strategic retaliation must be con-
trolled by and responsive to the NCA [National 
Command Authority], tailored to the nature of 
the Soviet attack, focused on Soviet values, and 
inevitably effective. 

The word “values” here is used in a technical sense,
familiar to readers of works on nuclear deterrence, to
refer to persons and property as distinct from military
forces. 

This official document and others like it constitute
national policy by virtue of Congress’s reliance upon
them in enacting the legislation which authorizes and
funds the activities of the Department of Defense.

Thus, in this and similar documents the United States
issues the threat, which includes the choice, to kill per-
sons innocent in the relevant sense under conditions
not in our control. Hence, our choice of this policy is
morally unjustifiable. The intent—that is, the manifest
will—essential to the nuclear deterrent is murderous.

Someone might object that present United States
policy does not include a clear and  unambiguous threat
to target cities. It seems to me that the phrase, “focused
on Soviet values” is a clear threat to target cities as such.
But even if all our nuclear weapons were targeted on
military objectives, it
would not follow that
the intent included in
the deterrent does not
encompass the death of
millions of innocents.

The object of our poli-
cy choice is deterrence,
and the deaths of the
millions of innocents are
an essential part of the
threatened harm.
Hence, these deaths are
included in what we
choose; they are not
merely an accepted side-
effect. When destruction
which is a side-effect of
one’s outward behavior
is essential to the attainment of one’s purpose, such
destruction is included in what one morally does.
Hence, targeting is not the issue. The issue is the will to
kill the innocent which is included in any real threat to
bring about their deaths.

Some have tried to argue that the millions whose
lives we threaten with our deterrent are not really inno-
cent. They are part of a totalitarian society which is
engaging in total war against us. Thus, the argument
goes, those threatened are somehow participants in the
unjust activities of their nation. This argument fails. In
its traditional sense, as I have explained, “innocent”
refers to those who have not been and are not involved
in criminal or military activity. The deterrent threatens
many small children, elderly persons, and others who by
no stretch of the imagination can be considered partici-
pants in any unjust harm. Indeed, the Soviet peoples as
a whole are oppressed peoples; they probably share far
less in what their leaders are doing than we share in
what our leaders are doing.

What is even more important, the deterrent threat
does not bear upon anyone insofar as he or she is
engaged in unjust, harmful action. It bears upon a mass
of persons indiscriminately just insofar as their lives are
values—that is, are of some importance to their lead-
ers—and their deaths disproportionate to any goals
which these leaders, if they are rational, might hope to
achieve. Even those who might have been justly killed in
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a battle will be unjustly killed if the deterrent is carried
out, for they will be killed, not as agents of unjust vio-
lence, but as victims of an unjustifiable exchange of
hostages.

If the deterrent fails and the time comes to carry out
the threat we have been making, perhaps those in
authority will not do so. Indeed, perhaps even now
President Reagan and a few of those close to him have
made up their minds that under no circumstances
would they ever give the order to carry out the threat of
the deterrent. Such a decision would make sense, for if
the time ever comes to execute the deterrent, there will
be nothing to gain by doing so.

If our leaders have made such a secret decision, their
making it is to their personal moral credit. However,
the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons is only as credi-
ble as the apparent resolve to carry out the threat if

deterrence fails. Deterrence
requires not only assured
capability but manifest will.
Therefore, our public policy
must remain a firm commit-
ment to kill millions of
innocent persons if the
deterrent fails. Even if most
of us were to reject and
morally dissociate ourselves

from this policy, as we can and should do, the public act
of deterrence and the personal acts of those who sus-
tain the public act will continue to include the murder-
ous intent which alone makes the deterrent effective.

One sometimes hears the suggestion that, even if
our present deterrent includes murderous intent, one
can conceive a deterrent without such intent. A nation
might have nuclear weapons, neither intend nor threat-
en to make any immoral use of them, yet by their poten-
tial alone frighten an unprincipled adversary who would
assume that no other nation would respect any moral
boundary.

This suggestion might have been helpful had it been
offered before the present deterrent policy was adopt-
ed. But we are at present committed to an explicit
deterrent including murderous intent. If the suggestion
that some other, morally justifiable deterrent might be
possible is to be anything more than idle speculation
about what might have been, those who make this sug-
gestion must explain how the United States can
exchange its present deterrent for one free of murder-
ous intent.

If their explanation is to square with the Catholic
moral tradition, they will have to project a deterrent
whose threat could be carried out in a just war. Such a
deterrent would be part of a capability to fight and win
a large-scale nuclear war. Personally, I do not think the
United States can acquire such a capacity, if at all, only
through an all-out arms race. Both the war it would
make possible and the arms race would need to be justi-
fied.

Some will argue that our persistence in the deter-
rent, even though it includes murderous intent, some-
how is justified by the equally murderous intent of our
adversaries. But this line of argument is mere rationali-
zation. Two wrongs do not make a right. Rather, in the
willingness to be as murderous as our adversaries, we
abandon any claim to moral justification in our struggle
against them.

Notice that I am not arguing: “Better red than dead.”
In the first place, the disvalues in the alternatives are
noncommensurable; there is no common scale on which
to weigh being red against being dead. In the second
place, I believe that domination of the world by the
USSR and its Marxist ideology would be a frightful evil,
and that to prevent it some persons—those able to help
in the common defense—ought to be prepared to suffer
death. But, in the third place, the issue is not our readi-
ness to suffer evil, but rather our willingness to do it.
The murderous intent of the deterrent is a moral evil
which simply is unjustifiable. Not “Better red than
dead,” but “Better anything than mortal sin.”(If we were
to dismantle our strategic deterrent, I do not doubt that
the USSR would reduce us and other Western nations to
puppet status. The USSR surely also would take the
steps necessary, even including wars of terrible destruc-
tion, to dominate both present and potential competi-
tors, such as China. But what then? The Soviet leader-
ship would be confronted with an unprecedented man-
agement problem. Without its antithesis, the inadequa-
cy of Marxism would become apparent; it no longer
would have any excuse for its inability to create heaven
on earth. The US and other powerful opponents provide
the USSR with the excuses without which its promises
and aims for the world would be totally implausible).

Many people find it hard to accept such a position.
They are convinced that every problem one encounters
in this world must have some acceptable solution, and
that if one cannot solve a problem without doing evil,
then one somehow becomes entitled to do it. 

However, the Christian injunction that we not
answer evil with evil but rather with good is not an arbi-
trary and idealistic divine demand. Rather, it is wise and
realistic advice for salvaging human good possible in
our fallen world.

If we use the evil of our adversaries as an excuse for
our own murderous intent, we continue to expand and
aggravate evil, mutilating ourselves first of all. For this
reason, Plato also recognized that it is better to suffer
evil than to do it. Thus, the injunction to respond to evil
with good is neither a mere counsel for especially holy
individuals nor otherworldly advice for the private lives
of Christians. The refusal to match others in evil is the
only way for fallen humankind, individuals and soci-
eties alike, to stop compounding human misery and
begin emerging into the light of decent human life and
communion.
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Families crumble, innocent people die, the poten-
tial of the young is wasted, peoples are displaced,
the hopeful despair, the kind succumb to hatred,

the gentle learn to kill. These are the realities of war as
it actually happens in human history. These are the
realities of every war, whether people call it just or
unjust. The Church is right when it calls war, again and
again, the ancient scourge of humankind. Before the
Fall there was no war, and after Christ comes in glory
there will be no war.

I  begin with these observations because so frequent-
ly, in the kind of discussion I am about to undertake,
they are forgotten. War is so often treated as simply one
more manifestation of politics, one more form of
human interaction to be debated, one more idea among
many ideas to be discussed. But war is much more than
an idea.

And yet we need to have discussions about war, and
in so doing we need to “talk ideas.” When it comes to
these ideas, we especially need to confront the incorrect
ones. Given the horror of war, so very real, idea-talk can
seem impotent and insulting. But the hope is that in
confronting the incorrect ideas, the bad ideas, we can
aid in the struggle against war, which, since it results
from sin, is the enemy of all humankind. The ideas I will
confront here are ones that have been proposed by the
Catholic intellectual George Weigel. My piece begins
with a summary of Weigel’s position, then moves into
an analysis of the writings of St. Augustine, which
Weigel uses for support. I then will consider how
Augustine’s historical context helps make sense of what
he wrote, and draw some parallels to contemporary
times.

A Bad Idea
George Weigel, biographer of Pope John Paul II and

defender of the Iraq War, has argued that Catholics
should not begin their thinking about war with a “pre-
sumption against war.” It is his assertion that those
“who claim that the [Catholic] just war tradition 'begins'
with a 'presumption against war' or a 'presumption
against violence' are quite simply mistaken. It does not

begin there, and it never did begin there.” Thus he
wrote in a seminal  essay published in the January 2003
issue of First Things entitled “Moral Clarity in a Time of
War.”

In making this assertion, Weigel is taking aim at a
formulation of the US Catholic Bishops in their pastoral
letter The Challenge of Peace, a document discussed at
length elsewhere in this issue. There, the bishops wrote,
“The moral theory of the 'just-war' or 'limited-war' doc-
trine begins with the presumption that binds all
Christians: we should do no harm to our neighbors”
(The Challenge of Peace, 80). They added that the deci-
sion to go to war “requires extraordinarily strong rea-
sons for overriding the presumption in favor of peace
and against war” (83). The bishops furthermore stated
that the just war theory and nonviolence “diverge on
some specific conclusions, but they share a common
presumption against the use of force as a means of set-
tling disputes” (120).

Weigel, following the philosopher James Turner
Johnson, disagrees with this assessment of the similar-
ities between just war thinking and nonviolence.
According to Weigel, this idea of “presumption against
war” is in fact a novelty which did not exist throughout
most of Catholic tradition; the presumption against war
represents a break with tradition, and it must be reject-
ed. Why does Weigel believe this?

Weigel holds that war has a “moral texture” which is
unique to it, and which differentiates it from other
forms of violence. As he wrote in the same article cited
above, when a person who is trying to reason about the
morality of a war begins with a presumption against
war, “... warfare is stripped of its distinctive moral tex-
ture. Indeed, among many American religious leaders
today, the very notion of warfare as having a 'moral tex-
ture' seems to have been forgotten.” In other words, the
US bishops and others who have promoted the idea that
the presumption against war is essential to just war
thinking have made the mistake of identifying war as
just one more kind of killing. Weigel wants to treat war
as inherently different from other kinds of killing.

He has firm ground in Catholic tradition for doing
this, he argues. In fact, he claims, the traditional or
“classic” form of the just war theory, as propounded by
Augustine, Aquinas, and others down to the 17th centu-
ry, distinguishes war from other types of killing. In
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Latin, this distinction is summed up by two words:
duellum, which signifies killing done by private individ-
uals, and bellum, which signifies killing done by the pub-
lic authorities. While discussing the concept of bellum,
Weigel argues, “The classic just war tradition does not
regard armed force as inherently suspect morally;
rather, classic just war thinking treats armed force as an
instrument that can be used for good or for evil,
depending on who is using it, for what ends, and how.”
To put it in clearer terms, according to Weigel, Catholic
tradition says that killing people is a morally neutral
activity, as long as it happens during a war. The simple
fact that war necessarily involves killing is not enough
for Catholics to be suspicious of the morality of war,
according to Weigel. It is only the circumstances of a
particular war that can make that war and the killing
within it morally suspicious.

Augustine on War
But is this really the only message that the classic,

Catholic just war tradition gives us? A re-reading of rel-
evant sections of the work of St. Augustine shows us
that, although some of what the saint said does seem to
bolster Weigel's claim, Augustine's final reflections on

war undercut Weigel's posi-
tion. In fact, although
Augustine never uses a
phrase like “presumption
against war,” his discussion
of the violence in war sug-
gests that, for us, just such
a presumption flows neces-
sarily from his thought.

If one were to pick one work by St. Augustine that
offered the most support to Weigel's argument, his
treatise against Faustus the Manichean would be a like-
ly candidate. The following is from Book 22 of Contra
Faustum, written during the reign of the Christian
emperor Theodosius:

What is the evil in war? Is it the death of some who 
will soon die in any case, that others may live in 
peaceful subjection? This is mere cowardly dislike, 
not any religious feeling. The real evils in war are 
love of violence, revengeful cruelty, fierce and 
implacable enmity, wild rebelliousness, and the lust 
of power, and such like; and it is generally to punish 
these things, when force is required to inflict the 
punishment, that, in obedience to God or some law-
ful authority, good men undertake wars.

Here, Augustine's thought and Weigel's seem to be 
in lock-step. A war cannot be judged evil simply because
people die in war; indeed, the death of a person is in
itself not a terrible evil, since all will die any way.
Therefore, according to this line of thought, it is not the
killing in war that makes a particular war evil, but
rather the way the war is approached. When war is waged

out of obedience or to punish evil, it is just; when it is
waged out of cruelty, rebelliousness, or the lust for
power, it is unjust. In this way the killing in war (bel-
lum) seems to be treated as a morally neutral phenom-
enon, which can only be made unjust by circumstance.

However, other statements of Augustine contradict
this position. Take, for example, Book XIX of his City of
God. Chapter 7 of this book, one of the longer passages
on war in Augustine's works, reveals a profound sensi-
tivity to the evils that all wars spring from, and that
even just wars can cause. In the following passage,
Augustine discusses the Roman Empire's historical wars
of expansion:

I shall be told that the Imperial City has been at
pains to impose on conquered peoples not only her 
yoke but her language also, as a bond of peace and 
fellowship...True; but think of the cost of this
achievement! Consider the scale of those wars, with 
all that slaughter of human beings, all the human 
blood that was shed! Those wars are now past histo-
ry; and yet the misery of these evils is not yet 
ended.

Here, although Augustine does not call into question
the possibility that war can be just (indeed, a few sen-
tences later he describes how the just are necessarily
driven to war by the injustice of the wicked), he also
does not say that the killing in war is entirely unworthy
of moral suspicion. After all, Augustine focuses his
attention on decrying “all that slaughter.” If he did not
conceive of killing as some kind of evil, he could not
adduce “all that slaughter” as a reason to impute the
goodness of the imperial wars. He would instead have
to focus on something like the wicked intentions the
Roman rulers had in waging wars.  But he does not
focus on the circumstances of the wars. He focuses on
killing itself.

This is important. It means that there are grounds in
the classic just war tradition for conceiving of the “tex-
ture” of war as being marked by the misery and horror
that are inherent to killing, no matter the context in
which that killing takes place. And if therefore, as
Augustine apparently believed, killing is itself an evil—
some kind of evil—then Christians must approach war
with moral suspicion, for the very simple reason that
generally Christians should not visit evils upon other
people. They cannot treat a phenomenon whose texture
(according to Augustine in the same chapter) is marked
by “misery,” “horror,” and “cruelty,” purely as morally
neutral.

Augustine’s Shifting Stance
This discussion leads us to yet more questions about

Augustine, and by extension the just war tradition as a
whole. Why did he shift his stance, apparently, about
the nature of killing? In Contra Faustum, Augustine
hardly considered it an evil, but in City of God, killing is 
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a source of misery. And if Augustine saw killing as an
evil, as a tragic occasion, even (sometimes) when justi-
fied, how could he insist that “the just man will wage
war”? 

A way toward an answer to the first question is pro-
vided by the great scholar of Augustine's intellectual
life, R. A. Markus. Markus placed these two documents
in the context of other simultaneous developments in
Augustine's conception of history. Augustine wrote
Contra Faustum, among other reasons, to refute the part
of the Manichean heresy that said that the Old
Testament contradicts the New Testament and there-
fore must be disregarded. At the time that Augustine
was writing this work, the emperor was Theodosius, an
orthodox Christian who began a policy of strict religious
coercion. Like many educated Christians at the time,
Augustine saw the hand of God directly at work in his-
tory, fulfilling Old Testament prophecies about the God
of Israel “trampling down his foes.” And as these

prophecies were being fulfilled, Augustine became con-
vinced that his own times, the “Christian times” of
Christian Empire, were a unique epoch in the history of
salvation, the time when all people would be converted
to Christ.

As Augustine wrote in another work of the time, De
consensu evangelistarum, “Now the God of Israel is him-
self destroying the idols of the heathen... Through
Christ the king he has subjugated the Roman Empire to
the worship of his name; and he has converted it to the
defense and service of the Christian faith.” Because
Augustine thought he could clearly understand how the
Old Testament prophecies were being fulfilled, he could
equate the wars of his day with the wars of the Old
Testament. And since the wars waged in the Old
Testament were ordered by God, certainly the killing
that took place in such similar wars as happened during
his own life could not be an evil. 

All this had changed by the time Augustine wrote the
City of God, however. Augustine came to reject the illu-
sion that his own time had such a special significance in
salvation history. Augustine came to understand that
“Christian times” were not inaugurated by the ascen-
dancy of a particular ruler, or by particular military
activities, but rather by the Incarnation. As Markus
wrote in Saeculum, his study of the saint, by the time
Augustine wrote the City of God, “he had ceased to
attach any positive meaning to the Theodosian settle-
ment” of Christian Empire. Augustine had come to
understand how inscrutable God's role in shaping histo-
ry truly was. In this context, a context of realistic cyni-
cism about the inherent goodness of any particular
political regime, Augustine was freed to see killing in
light of the misery it brought upon all who were touched
by it.

And yet Augustine still felt that killing in war was
sometimes necessary. One can see that he thought this
necessity was a tragic one, as the sections of the City of
God that deal with killing (executions, war, etc.) make
clear. But Augustine died soon after writing that work,
and his thinking was not allowed to develop further.

It is left to us then to ask and to think. The US bish-
ops did a service when they explicitly identified the pre-
sumption against war that is inherent, though latent, in
the traditional Catholic just war doctrine. However, to
acknowledge this explicitly does introduce a tension
into the just war tradition, which George Weigel has
identified: how can something which is an evil in and of
itself ever be justified? And if it is not an evil, why
should we presume against it? Weigel's attempt to
resolve this tension however, by arguing that the killing
in war is distinct from other forms of killing and there-
fore morally neutral, does justice neither to Augustine
nor to the fundamental Christian intuition about
killing. This intuition is best expressed in the ancient
saying of the Church: ecclesia abhorret a sangine. The
Church abhors bloodshed; and if the Church abhors
bloodshed, it must certainly abhor war.

SWORDS INTO PLOWSHARES

Everything enhances, everything
gives glory—everything!

Between bark and bite
Judge Salus’s undermined soul
betrays him, mutters
very alleluias.

The iron cells—
row on row of rose trellised
mansions, bridal chambers!

Curses, vans, keys, guards—behold
the imperial lions of our vast acres!

And when hammers come down
and our years are tossed to the four winds—

why, flowers blind the eye, the saints
pelt us with flowers!

For every hour
scant with discomfort
(the mastiff’s baleful eye,
the bailiff’s mastery)—

see, the Lord’s hands heap
eon upon eon,
like fruit bowls at a feast.

- DANIEL BERRIGAN, S.J.
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Among those who responded to our last issue, on World
War II, one response stood out. Long-time Catholic Worker
and peace activist Karl Meyer wrote, “As long as people
believe that total war was the only practical way to defend
Europe and the world against the brutal expansionism of
the German military, we won’t be able to convince them
that the governments have to follow the norms of St.
Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas in situations they
regard as similar. Did warmakers follow those norms even
in their time? We may convince many people that World
War II wasn’t a 'good war,' but we won’t convince many that
it wasn’t necessary, unless we present a comprehensive
alternative vision.”

In order to present one such “alternative vision” of what
a nonviolent response to Hitler might have looked like, we
present here an article that Meyer wrote in 1992. He wrote
it after reflecting how the idea of the “good war,” World War
II, lived on as people used it to justify the invasion of Iraq.
Here one of our most stalwart voices for peace gives us an
imaginative view of what large-scale nonviolent resistance
to evil would entail. — THE EDITORS

Anyone who has ever talked to other people about
nonviolence or pacifism knows that one must
very soon address the problem of Hitler. A well

informed person may convince most people that the
war in Vietnam or the recent war against Iraq were
unnecessary. The goals of the US policy were unclear
and questionable to the public. Any goals that seemed
valid might have been achieved by better means than
war.

On the other hand, most people see the war against
Nazi Germany as a necessary war, even a “good war” in
spite of its immense cost in innocent lives. The loss of
life in Europe in World War II can be estimated on the
order of 40 million dead. It is hard to conceive of any
nonviolent scenario, without war, which could lead to
such death and destruction.

Yet it is hard to convince most people that the prob-
lem of Hitler and German aggression could have been
dealt with in any other way.

I believe there could have been a better way, based on
nonviolent national strategies. If I am to address the

problem of Hitler, you must grant me the power to dis-
cuss an alternative national defense policy for
Germany’s European neighbors for several years before
the war, at least for the years following 1933 when
Hitler came to power and the military threat to his
neighbors began to become apparent.

Of course, if I were to discuss alternative, nonviolent
policies for all of the Allied Powers after World War I,
had they been implemented, Hitler might never have
come to power at all. These nations' policies toward
Germany helped to create the context of economic and
political stress that opened the door to Hitler’s appeal
as a demagogue.

Demagogues as blatant as Hitler tend to achieve
power only in situations of severe economic and politi-
cal stress, when they succeed in appealing to the mass-
es by blaming their problems on foreign enemies and
domestic scapegoats. The United States and the
European democracies were vulnerable, under the
unusual economic stress of the Great Depression of the
1930s. Germany was suffering under greater stress
than most, because of the extra economic burden of
reparations imposed by the victorious allies after World
War I, and other economic dislocations in a defeated
country. Hitler played on this to gain political support
in Germany.

Neverthless, he did not come to power by a majority
vote. The Nazi party received only 32% of the popular
vote in the 1932 elections. Most of their opponents
were bitterly opposed to them. However, Hitler man-
aged to engineer a coalition which persuaded President
Hindenberg to appoint him as chancellor.

Hindenberg did this with extreme reluctance. After
he got control of the government, Hitler was able to
manipulate it to increase and consolidate his control
over all sources of power in German society.

To understand my analysis it is important to under-
stand that Hitler came to power as a minority chancel-
lor, against bitter opposition within his own country.
Like other dictators and political leaders across history,
he knew how to use hatred and fear of foreign and
domestic enemies to eliminate his opponents, increase
his popularity and consolidate the country behind his
leadership.

In a pacifist analysis, the governments of Germany’s
neighbors played into the hand of Hitler’s demagogy.
They agreed to play the role of enemies by massive rear-
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mament and preparations for war.
In 1933, as soon as he came to power, Hitler began to

rail against the foreign enemies surrounding Germany,
and to rally the German people for a massive military
program to restore Germany’s power against them.

The Nonviolent Alternative
If pacifists could set the policies of his neighbors at

this point, this is what we could have done:
We would openly refuse his designated role as ene-

mies of the German people. We would refuse to engage
in an arms race. We would clearly declare our determi-
nation not to be sucked into war with Germany.

We would organize a radio network all around the
perimeter of Germany to refute Hitler’s political distor-
tions. We would broadcast our policies and intentions
directly to all the German people. We would begin a uni-
versal program to educate all our school children and
adult population to fluency in the German language for
the express purpose of enabling every citizen to com-
municate effectively with German soldiers in case they
invaded our countries. We would initiate a program of
exchange vacations and invite Germans to visit our
countries as guests at our expense. We would begin a
program of training for a large core of our population in
the principles and tactics of nonviolent organization to
deal with the possibility of aggression. We would begin
a media program to educate all of our people in the prin-
ciples of nonviolent communication, conciliation, medi-
ation and nonviolent resistance. We would constantly
broadcast to the German people an explanation of our
policies. We would open our borders to any and all
refugees from political persecution in Germany. We
would invite them to participate in our preparations for
receiving the German armies in case of invasion.
Throughout this process we would announce that if
German armies invaded our countries, we would receive
them as guests and welcome them into our homes. No
one would shoot at them or attempt any physical harm
to them. However, we would refuse to serve the purpos-

es of the German government in invading any country.
We would not participate in economic activity that
could make an occupation profitable for them. We
would talk to the German soldiers unceasingly about
the reality that we are not their enemies. We would also
show them that they have more to fear from their own
commanders and government. We would suggest that
they go back to their own country and remove their dic-
tators from power, so that all of us could live in peace
and prosperity together. We would begin the liberation
of our own imperial colonies.

On this premise we would positively invite Hitler to
send his armies into our countries as soon as possible so
that we could begin the process of dialogue and mutual
education. The closer you can get to people the better
your opportunity to communicate with them effective-
ly. No dictator would dare send his armies into the kind
of educational environment I have just described.

Instead of this, what did the governments of Europe
do? They played into Hitler’s hand by being the kind of
enemies he described. They armed heavily to prepare
for war. They themselves held colonies in imperialist
subjugation all over the world; yet they responded to
German expansion by declaring war. They met German
armies with deadly force, even when it was totally inad-
equate to stop invasions. Most people were not able to
speak the language of the invaders and could not per-
suade them effectively. They organized violent under-
ground resistance, which aroused the fear and anger of
the invaders by assassinating them in unpredictable sit-
uations. The surviving governments fueled the anger of
the invaders by bombing their homes and families
behind the lines, creating firestorms that killed thou-
sands of civilians. They demanded unconditional sur-
render of the German armies. No wonder that Hitler,
with dominant control of most means of communica-
tion to his own people, could manipulate them to fight
to the death, rather than turning against him as the
cause of it all.

What is to be Done?
What can we do? This question, asked in hindsight about “stopping Hitler” is still asked today.  In our editorial
on Iraq (page 3) we respond to those who continue to think military solutions are the only “real” solutions and
that we as civilians and Catholics can do little.  So here we reference just a few small, perhaps tedious but cer-
tainly concrete, works of love that we can do today... Iraqis are in need of many mundane but necessary things.
We can support Saint Raphael Hospital in Baghdad which is operated by the Dominican Sisters. The Catholic
Near-East Welfare Association and the Pontifical Mission to the Middle East need assistance with helping the
Chaldean Catholic Patriarchate to support Iraq’s priests and parish communities, which are besieged by vio-
lence. Those organizations are also attempting to help to keep open Baghdad’s Babel College for Philosophy
and Theology, which educates Iraq’s seminarians, and has been forced to relocate to Arbil. In order to meet the
needs of Iraq’s Syriac Catholic Church, Archbishop Casmoussa has opened St. Ephrem Seminary in Qaraqosh.
Our support is needed. Christian Peacemaker Teams are at work in Kurdish communities and Catholic Relief
Services/Caritas Iraq is working to provide care for vulnerable children and their mothers, the elderly, disabled,
the orphaned, and the displaced. Art by Amal Alwan, an Iraqi mother of 4 who is currently a refugee in Amman,
Jordan can be purchased through the Hartford Catholic Worker; all proceeds will go directly to Amal and her
family. Involvement in the Iraqi Student Project (see Peace Briefs), the GI Rights Network, Conscientious
Objector counseling, and educating the faithful on Church Teaching on war, conscience and discipleship are
other actions that can be undertaken. Finally, let us not forget the importance of prayer. — THE EDITORS
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The short, 82-page book, On Conscience by Pope
Benedict XVI and published by Ignatius Press, is
actually a collection of two addresses the then

Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger gave to workshops for the
US Bishops organized by the then Pope John XXIII
Medical-Moral Research and Education Center (now the
National Catholic Bioethics Center) in 1984 and 1991.
The pope’s first address in 1984 dealt with the relation-
ship between the bishop and theologian, while the sec-
ond dealt with the relationship between conscience and
truth. Because it is presented first in the book, I will
treat the latter of the two addresses first.  

Conscience and Truth
The Pope begins his treatment of conscience by assert-

ing that the contemporary debate in moral theology is
framed by two contrasting viewpoints: “morality of con-
science and morality of authority, as two opposing mod-
els, appear to be locked in struggle with each other” (pg.
12).  In describing these two notions of conscience,
Benedict claims that popular Catholic notions of moral-
ity, based on a post-Enlightenment concept of absolute
autonomy see the authority of the Magisterium as neg-
ative at worst and advisory at best; simply providing the
“material” for the deliberation of the conscience, which
alone can determine the morality of any given act.  He
rightly acknowledges that the form (“do good, avoid
evil”) of conscience is infallible, but questions whether
the material (“this is good, that is evil”) is equally so.  To
illustrate this, the Pope relates comments from one of
his colleagues about the possibility of subjectively moral
Nazi SS officers, acting out of duty and sincere convic-
tion.   The tension that this scenario generates is pre-
cisely the reason why the material of conscience is not
infallible. 

An exegesis of Psalm 19:12-13 and the example of
Cardinal John Henry Newman provide the central
theme of the Pope’s reflections in this address: “…the
centrality of the concept of conscience…is linked to the
prior centrality of the concept of truth, and can only be
understood from this vantage point” (24). Conscience is
therefore not the same kind of thing as taste or person-
al wish, nor is it the mere consensus of society at any
given time in history.  It is rather both a remembering
(anamnesis) of the image of God and a given judgment

(conscientia) based on knowledge of that image.  It is an
event realized in action of the human person, not an
unchangeable quality. Therefore, a person’s will can
decisively enhance or degrade conscience in both
aspects. There is a moral imperative to make sure that
one’s conscience is properly formed. To this end, the
Petrine office serves to elucidate and defend the
“Christian memory” which is vindicated in mission
“when those addressed recognize in the encounter with
the word of the gospel that this indeed is what they
have been waiting for” (33).    

Bishops, Theologians and Morality
In the last half of the book, Benedict examines the

relationship between bishops and theologians in terms
of the larger ecclesial context of conscience.  Before
reaching this specific question, he gives four sources of
morality: reality (or objective truth), conscience (or
“knowing” that reality “with” God), the wisdom of tradi-
tion (the mores of the community) and the will of God
(the ultimate arbiter of good and evil) and claims that
conscience “…is an organ, not an oracle… because it is
an organ, it requires growth, training and practice” (61).
As such it can become deformed and provide false infor-
mation as to what constitutes the good.  Because of this,
the Church bears responsibility for correct formation.
Morality requires a “witness”; the bishop teaches the
“wisdom of faith.” The theologian begins his/her work
within the  community-customs of the Church; “…he
goes before it [the Magisterium] noticing new ques-
tions, gathering knowledge of their objective content
and preparing answers” (74). Criticism of the
Magisterium by theologians is helpful “…when it fills in
a lack of information, clarifies shortcomings of the lin-
guistic or conceptual presentation, and at the same time
deepens the insight into the limits and range of the par-
ticular teaching” (75).

This book is a concise and helpful guide to the ele-
ments of Benedict’s understanding of the nature and
role of conscience in relation to truth and that of both
the bishop and theologian.  I found his initial treatment
of conscience as remembering refreshing and encourag-
ing.  His discussion of the role of conscientious dissent
by theologians left some unresolved questions relating
to the development of Church teaching on war and non-
violence, among other issues. Overall, however, his the-
sis of the necessity of objective truth in conscience is a
welcome remedy to the “dictatorship of relativism” as
witnessed in the ambiguous American Catholic
response to violence in a post-9/11 world.

Book Review

Benedict XVI On Conscience
B Y  J O N A T H A N  D .  L A C E

Jonathan Lace teaches Theology at Seton Hall
Preparatory school in New Jersey. An Air Force veteran,
he was honorably discharged for conscientious objection.
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To Our Readers
Each issue of First Things concludes with “The Public Square,” a lengthy, often insightful, at

times funny, at other times snarky set of observations and opinions of the editor, Richard John
Neuhaus.  In the May 2008 issue, Neuhaus reports on a manifesto calling for an end to nuclear
weapons, issued by an unlikely gang of four. This is what he writes:

“Let’s get rid of all the nuclear weapons in the world.” So what’s this? Another crackpot idea 
from lefty pacifists? Hardly. The statement in support of a nuclear-free world was issued in 
January 2007 by George P. Schultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger, and Sam Nunn—
two former secretaries of state, a former secretary of defense, and a famously hardnosed
former senator and expert on security. The Catholic Peace Fellowship or Evangelicals for 
Social Action this is not.

Neuhaus goes on to express his usual skepticism about a world without nuclear weapons, but
what caught our attention was that he mentions the Catholic Peace Fellowship. We can’t speak
for Evangelicals for Social Action, but as for CPF, we are pleased that Neuhaus feels compelled
to contrast us with Schultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn—a veritable rogues gallery of 20th
Century war-makers, and in one case, according to Christopher Hitchens (who is still right
about some things), a war criminal. Neuhaus & Company churn out reams of rhetoric at an
astonishing rate, thanks to a host of benefactors who support their efforts with Big Bucks. By
contrast, CPF disseminates its vision at a more modest pace, in part due to its much more mod-
est means. With more financial support, we can do more in our peace and CO-support work,
and also, perhaps, draw more snarky comments from the likes of Neuhaus & Company. So,
please help us with your financial support.  

Richard John Neuhaus speaking... not at a CPF conference.
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