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Nuclear Weapons and Papal Teaching: An Affirmation 
from Japan  

 
 

“Our world is marked by a perverse dichotomy that tries to defend and ensure stability and peace through a sense 
of security sustained by a mentality of fear and mistrust.”  

Pope Francis, Nagasaki 20191 

 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In widely anticipated statements from the two 
Japanese cities obliterated by atomic bombs in 
1945, Pope Francis reaffirmed the policy 
direction2 emerging from the Magisterium around 
nuclear weapons. The Pope spoke passionately in 
both Hiroshima and Nagasaki, cities in which 140 
000 people died in the immediate aftermath of the 
bombing and thousands more (probably 400 000) 
in later months and years from radiation sickness 
and related illnesses.3  Pope Francis had already 
said in 2017 that not only the use but also the 
possession of nuclear weapons was fundamentally 
wrong; he called it ‘immoral’. This shifted the 
Church’s position from one of tolerance of such 
weapons under the rubric of deterrence, as long as 
it was understood as a step towards total 
disarmament, to one of total abolition. This 
briefing paper examines the way the Church’s 
stance on this question has developed, and the 
significance of Francis’s teaching on the matter. 
 
 
2. Articulating a New Position  
 
In several places on his visit to Japan the Pope 
referred to the immorality of the use and 
possession of nuclear weapons. In Hiroshima he 
said bluntly: "The use of atomic energy for 
purposes of war is immoral, just as the possession 
of atomic weapons is immoral, as I said two years 
ago. We will be judged on this." He reiterated this 
position a number of times on his pastoral visit.4 
 

 
 
Indeed, on his return flight to Rome, Francis 
emphasized this development of teaching by 
indicating his intention of adding it to the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church. “The use of 
nuclear weapons is immoral, which is why it must 
be added to the Catechism of the Catholic Church,” 
he told reporters, “not only their use, but also 
possessing them.”5 
 
The Pope’s remark matched a statement that he 
had made in Hiroshima, saying that the possession 
of nuclear weapons was immoral. That stand was 
a significant step beyond previous Church 
teaching, which had condemned the offensive use 
of nuclear weapons but left open the possibility 
that a country might be justified in holding nuclear 
weapons in order to defend against a threat posed 
by other nations, including hostile nations that 
might retain a nuclear force.  
 
(He also spoke about his reservations around the 
peaceful use of nuclear energy, citing the fact that 
it has not been sufficiently tested for safety. He 
said, “Safety systems have not yet been worked 
out,” and that as a matter of personal opinion, “I 
would not use nuclear energy until its use is 
completely safe.” 6  Answering a question from a 
Japanese reporter, who had mentioned the 
Fukushima disaster, the Pope said that an accident 
at a nuclear power plant was immensely more 
dangerous than one at a conventional power 
plant.7) 
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3. The Evolution of the Teaching 
 
It has been suggested that this teaching comes 
from out of the blue. A close reading of church  
 
documents, however, shows otherwise. It should 
be noted that already in the 1980s, natural law 
theorists such as John Finnis and Germaine Grisez, 
often regarded as conservatives, had called the 
possession of nuclear weapons immoral according 
to Catholic tradition. This suggests to some degree 
that, in terms of natural law, a paradigm favoured 
by the Church, Pope Francis is building on an 
existing tradition.8 
 
In truth the expansion of this teaching has been 
evolving over the past decade and longer. As far 
back as 1965, the Second Vatican Council declared, 
“the horror and perversity of war is immensely 
magnified by the addition of scientific weapons. 
For acts of war involving these weapons can inflict 
massive and indiscriminate destruction, thus 
going far beyond the bounds of legitimate 
defence… All these considerations compel us to 
undertake an evaluation of war with an entirely 
new attitude.” The Council also indicated deep 
concerns about “deterrence” and the “arms race,” 
and argued that it was “not a safe way to preserve 
a steady peace, nor is the so-called balance 
resulting from this race a sure and authentic 
peace.”9 
 
The fruit of this thinking was later manifested at a 
UN General Assembly meeting on nuclear 
disarmament in 2013, where the Holy See 
maintained:  

 
“The chief obstacle [to the elimination of 
nuclear arms] is continued adherence to the 
doctrine of nuclear deterrence. With the end 
of the Cold War, the time for the acceptance of 
this doctrine is long past. The Holy See does 
not countenance the continuation of nuclear 
deterrence, since it is evident it is driving the 
development of ever newer nuclear arms, 
thus preventing genuine nuclear 
disarmament.”10 

 
In a 2014 message to a meeting in Vienna, Pope 
Francis wrote:  
 

“Nuclear deterrence and the threat of 
mutually assured destruction cannot be the 
basis for an ethic of fraternity and peaceful 
coexistence among peoples and states. The 
youth of today and tomorrow deserve far  

more. They deserve a peaceful world order 
based on the unity of the human family, 
grounded on respect, co-operation, solidarity 
and compassion.”11 

 
Bishop Oscar Cantu in a review of the Holy See’s 
position stated:  
 

“The Holy See in its UN contribution, Nuclear 
Disarmament: Time for Abolition, notes that, 
with the end of the Cold War and the 
emergence of a multi-polar world, ‘nuclear 
deterrence works less as a stabilizing force 
and more as an incentive for countries to 
break out of the non-proliferation 
regime…’ The ‘peace of a sort’ promised by 
nuclear deterrence has led to ‘enormous 
amounts of money’ being allocated for 
modernization of nuclear weapons, to the 
detriment of human development and 
addressing the underlying causes of war. As 
Pope Francis taught in Evangelii Gaudium, 
‘Inequality eventually engenders a violence 
which recourse to arms cannot, and never will 
be able to, resolve.’”12 

 
He went on to say: 

 
“Perhaps most significantly, the Holy See 
employed newer moral arguments related to 
‘the problem of intention’ and to ‘unnecessary 
suffering.’ For deterrence to be credible, one 
has to intend ‘mass destruction—with 
extensive and lasting collateral damage, 
inhumane suffering, and the risk of escalation’ 
and be involved in a ‘whole set of acts that are 
pre-disposed to use.’ The conclusion: ‘The 
system of nuclear deterrence can no longer be 
deemed a policy that stands firmly on moral 
ground.’ One cannot intend and prepare for 
doing what is morally reprehensible. The Holy 
See also noted that ‘scientists and 
international lawyers are now giving more 
attention to the unnecessary suffering 
inflicted by the use of nuclear weapons.’ Pope 
Francis, in his Vienna message, greeted the 
Hibakusha, the survivors of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, and called for more attention to 
‘unnecessary suffering.’ As Pope John Paul II 
said in Hiroshima in 1981: ‘To remember 
Hiroshima is to abhor nuclear war. To 
remember Hiroshima is to commit oneself to 
peace.’13 

 
In a sense this moral trajectory culminated in the 
often quoted speech of Pope Francis in 2017: 
 



3 
BP 490 Nuclear Weapons and the Papal teaching: An Affirmation from Japan  

“Nor can we fail to be genuinely concerned by 
the catastrophic humanitarian and 
environmental effects of any employment of 
nuclear devices. If we also take into account 
the risk of an accidental detonation as a result 
of error of any kind, the threat of their use, as 
well as their very possession, is to be firmly 
condemned. For they exist in the service of a 
mentality of fear that affects not only the 
parties in conflict but the entire human race. 
International relations cannot be held captive 
to military force, mutual intimidation, and the 
parading of stockpiles of arms. Weapons of 
mass destruction, particularly nuclear 
weapons, create nothing but a false sense of 
security. They cannot constitute the basis for 
peaceful coexistence between members of the 
human family, which must rather be inspired 
by an ethics of solidarity.”14 

 
 
4. An Ethic of Solidarity as an Alternative to 
Nuclear Weapons 
 
Pope Francis is very clear: peace, prosperity and 
the security of nations cannot be achieved through 
war and the deployment of nuclear weapons. He 
posits in its place a commitment to achieving 
integral human development and international 
solidarity. The Pope calls it a ‘global ethic of 
solidarity.’ His logic is clear, creating a more just 
and peaceful world in which there is respect for 
human rights, a just redistribution of the earth’s 
goods, care for our common home, and the 
elimination of the glaring inequalities in the world 
will do a great deal more to ensure peace than 
stockpiling weapons. 
 
Noticeably, in his 2017 speech Pope Francis made 
this point:  
 

“Indeed, the escalation of the arms race 
continues unabated and the price of 
modernizing and developing weaponry, not 
only nuclear weapons, represents a 
considerable expense for nations.  As a result, 
the real priorities facing our human family, 
such as the fight against poverty, the 
promotion of peace, the undertaking of 
educational, ecological and healthcare 
projects, and the development of human 
rights, are relegated to second place.”15  

 
In his speech at Hiroshima, speaking before 
survivors of the 1945 bombing, Francis suggested 
that countries divert the money they spend on  

their military to efforts to assist the poor.16 “In a 
world where millions of children and families live 
in inhumane conditions, the money squandered 
and the fortunes made through the manufacture, 
upgrading, maintenance and sale of ever more 
destructive weapons, are an affront crying out to 
heaven.” 17  The point is clear and theologically 
valid. 
 
 
5. Reception of This Teaching 
 
In Church tradition, teaching is reckoned as valid 
on a number of grounds, including the degree to 
which it is received, in other words the degree to 
which it is taken up by local communities and 
organically made part of their faith experience. 
There have been signs of this reception with 
regard to the teaching on nuclear weapons. The 
Canadian Episcopal Conference said in 2019:  
 

“Nuclear weapons have no moral legitimacy, 
they lack military utility, and, in light of the 
recent judgement of the World Court, their 
legality is in serious question. The spiritual, 
human and ecological holocaust of a nuclear 
attack can be prevented only by the abolition 
of nuclear weapons – it is our common duty to 
pursue that goal as an urgent priority.”18 

 
In the USA the Episcopal Conference has long dealt 
with questions of nuclear weapons. In 2015 
Cardinal Francis George said on their behalf: 
  

“We are pastors and teachers, not technical 
experts. We cannot map out the precise route 
to the goal of eliminating nuclear weapons, 
but we can offer moral direction and 
encouragement…  Although we cannot 
anticipate every step on the path humanity 
must walk, we can point with moral clarity to 
a destination that moves beyond deterrence 
to a world free of the nuclear threat.”19 
 

Following on the Pope’s statements in Japan the 
US Bishops added:  
 

“For our part, the Catholic bishops of the 
United States remain firmly committed to 
global nuclear disarmament. We declared in 
1993: ‘The eventual elimination of nuclear 
weapons is more than a moral ideal; it should 
be a policy goal.’ The United States and Russia 
have over 90% of the world’s nuclear 
weapons. This fact alone calls for our nation to 
exercise global leadership for mutual,  
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verifiable nuclear disarmament. The 
extension of New START Treaty with Russia 
would be a prudent next step.”20 
 

The UK Catholic weekly, The Tablet, noted that the 
issue of nuclear weapons had long been off the 
political agenda, especially as an election issue. 
However, in light of the Pope’s rekindling of the 
matter, the Scottish National Party has indicated 
that the removal of the Trident force from the 
Scottish naval base at Faslane will be a 
precondition for any support for a minority 
Labour government after the elections later in 
December 2019.21 
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
Pope Francis’ policy advances signal an important 
and prophetic way forward at a time when several 
international tensions loom large, and when 
withdrawals from various pacts by nuclear 
countries are again part of the political reality, 
rendering peace and security very vulnerable. 
Pope Francis maintains on the world stage a 
different policy option centred on a ‘global ethic of 
solidarity.’ Awkward as it may be, it raises moral 
dimensions in the public space and acutely 
redefines notions of security. This is sorely needed 

in a space that has become seriously polarised and 
potentially dangerous. 
For South Africa, as one of the only countries to 
voluntarily give up nuclear weapons, this shift in 
policy is a vindication. 22  The South African 
experience also holds lessons for those 
considering a similar possibility. It adds credence 
to the political sentiments that framed the UN 
resolution on the Abolition of Nuclear Weapons, 
and lends political support to the various 
multilateral treaties that seek to reduce or abolish 
the proliferation of such weapons. South Africa 
would do well to lean on the momentum created 
by the Pope’s position on nuclear weapons to 
further its own advocacy for a nuclear free world. 
Both the Holy See and South Africa have an 
important role to play in persuading those 
countries of the world that still possess these 
weapons, most of them ‘superpowers’, to think 
differently on this issue for the good of all, and to 
sign and ratify the UN Protocol so that together we 
can make our common home a safe and just place 
and an altogether worthy place to bequeath to 
future generations. 
 
  
Peter-John Pearson 
Director
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