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The decisions made by President John F. Kennedy during the Cuban missile crisis in
October 1962 likely prevented the outbreak of World War III. Understanding the
president’s possible motivations behind those decisions, including any possible religious
motivations, is key to a more complete understanding of the eventual peaceful resolution
of the crisis. Kennedy’s was a complex religiosity from childhood, further complicated
by anti-Catholic prejudice and his own assertions of the firm separation of church and
state during the 1960 presidential campaign. While keeping his religiosity a private
matter, those closest to the president documented their memories of his words and actions
during the crisis. Using these recollections, it is possible to get a sense of what things the
commander in chief may have taken into consideration when deciding which course of
action to pursue. From statements made by the president to the manner of his interactions,
evidence of his attitudes and concerns during the crisis provides inferences into the
character of his conscience. These inferences suggest that Kennedy’s decisions may have
ii

been influenced by the empathy he was able to feel for others, that he may have been
guided by a conscience of peace formed, in part, by his religious faith, and that he may
have weighed his actions using tenets of the Catholic Church, particularly the four
cardinal virtues: prudence, temperance, justice, and fortitude. The papal encyclical issued
by Pope John XXIII in April 1963, Pacem in Terris, lays out as official Church doctrine
the need for universal peace through Catholic virtues such as justice and truth. This
encyclical appears to echo some of the attitudes that, according to those closest to him,
President Kennedy took on during the Cuban crisis, further supporting the idea that
Kennedy’s faith influenced his decisions.
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Introduction
“I know there is a God, and I know He hates injustice. I see the storm coming, and I
know His hand is in it. But if He has a place and a part for me, I believe that I am
ready.”
-Remarks of Senator John F. Kennedy, Keyworth Stadium, Hamtramck, MI
October 26, 19601
During a Michigan campaign speech, in the waning weeks of the 1960
presidential campaign, then-Senator John F. Kennedy recalled the words spoken by
Abraham Lincoln during his own presidential campaign, one hundred years earlier, in
1860, in which Lincoln asserted his knowledge that God had a role for him in the
preservation of liberty.2 In early 1961, the same quote was found on a discarded piece of
paper on the floor of Air Force One, having been scribbled by Kennedy as he was
returning from the tense Vienna Summit in 1961, just months after the young Senator’s
inauguration as America’s thirty-fifth president.3 There was no way to know, during his
campaign speech or on his flight home from Vienna that, within two years, John Kennedy
would face a storm in the form of a nuclear showdown with the Soviet Union, where the
choices of the leaders of the two great superpowers would mean the difference between a
nuclear holocaust or a tentative peace. If God had a place and a part for John Kennedy in
the preservation of liberty, that part may have included his readiness as a leader who
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valued virtue and peace. The desire for peace and the will to work for that peace is not a
prerequisite for world leaders. For much of history, it can be argued, the opposite holds
true as those who sought and fought wars of conquest and superiority were lauded as
great leaders. The end of the Second World War, a war fought against men who desired
power more than peace, produced two world superpowers. The United States and the
Soviet Union, despite having been allied during the war, faced an ideological standoff
that would stretch from war’s end, across five decades and nine American presidential
administrations, including the thousand-day presidency of John F. Kennedy, America’s
first and, thus far, only Catholic president.
History shows that the early 1960s was the most challenging period of the entire
Cold War era and that this ideological standoff included the role religion played in the
respective societies of both the Soviet Union and the United States. Though John
Kennedy said he did “not regard religion as a weapon in the Cold War,”4 it seems likely
that his personal faith played a role in his foreign policy decisions during his
administration, including during the Cuban missile crisis.5 By understanding the
background of Kennedy’s religious faith from his childhood to his presidency, and
examining the public and private responses to the various developments during the Cuban
missile crisis, it is possible to show that Kennedy’s religion may have played a role in
moving the world away from nuclear annihilation. Kennedy’s administration coincided
with the pontificate of John XXIII during these most anxious of days and, while the latter
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served as the leader of the world’s Catholics, the former was a Catholic by heritage who
maintained a separation of his private religion from his political and public life.
Kennedy’s religious sentience, though, may have helped avert a worldwide disaster in
October of 1962. These attitudes were shaped by his experiences with religion as a child,
including his learning the Catechism and its four cardinal virtues, his evolving
understanding of the role religion should play in his public life while in Congress, his
attitudes on the morality of war, shaped by his own war experience, and by the ethos of
American civil religion. Similar attitudes and principles found an overtly Catholic
expression in 1963 upon the publication of Pope John XXIII’s landmark Pacem in Terris
encyclical, which appealed to all people, regardless of faith, towards a conscience
consistent with a rational peace.
The White House- October 1962
By October of 1962, less than two years after being elected the first Catholic
president of the United States, John F. Kennedy had already dealt with a crisis in Cuba
brought on by his own decisions as commander in chief. The failed Bay of Pigs invasion
in May of 1961 made Kennedy acutely aware of those he had around him in advisory
roles, particularly military advisers, and whether he could rely on their advice in future
crises. While many of the decisions for the invasion had been made before he took office
and he faced no strong opposition from those within his administration, Kennedy
accepted responsibility for the decision and its failure, but also gained a deep mistrust of
the bureaucracy and its ability to provide the best responses to crises.6 It was a tragic but
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teachable moment for the young president. He learned to question the advice provided to
him and weigh it against his own opinions and beliefs and the opinions of those he trusted
most, regardless of their position in the bureaucracy. It was a teachable moment for a
deeply intellectual president, who learned “deeply and wisely” from the experience.7 But
it was also a genuinely emotional moment for an apologetic Kennedy, not because of the
loss of political collateral with the American electorate and in with Congress, but for the
loss of life that resulted from the failed invasion.8
As a man who had been raised in the Catholic Church, Kennedy also held tightly
to the traditionally Judeo-Christian belief that each person is entrusted with responsibility
for all others.9 By failing to fully protect the CIA-trained Cuban rebels tasked with
carrying out the invasion, Kennedy bore some responsibility for their deaths and for those
that were later held for 18 months as prisoners of war. In hindsight, John Kenneth
Galbraith, Kennedy’s Ambassador to India, suggested that “we should look back with
satisfaction on the Bay of Pigs” because it was the lessons from this failed attempt at
foreign invasion which focused the president on how to best handle international
incidents.10 It was no longer adequate, in exceptionally dangerous situations, to rely on
the advice of those charged with finding solutions. Kennedy told Washington Post editor
and good friend, Ben Bradlee, after the crisis was over that the one piece of advice he
would give his successor is that they could not simply trust the generals, even on military
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matters.11 Kennedy may have learned as a result of the Bay of Pigs invasion that as
president, he would have to rely on methods he’d employed to make decisions since he
was a young man, mainly his own skepticism. After the Bay of Pigs event, when faced
with decisions that might have drastic, world-altering consequences, Kennedy would ask
for the opinions of those he trusted most, regardless of the amount of knowledge they had
on a subject, and he would rely on his own beliefs and his own conscience to make
judgments. This process of discernment, partially informed by Kennedy’s conscience and
religious beliefs, may have been what prevented the ultimate nuclear catastrophe during
the Cuban crisis of October 1962.
The discovery of nuclear warheads in Cuba was a frightening turn of events for
the Kennedy Administration, but that these weapons were supplied by the Soviet Union
made the situation a waking nightmare. At 8:45am on October 16, National Security
Advisoe McGeorge Bundy informed President Kennedy that aerial reconnaissance photos
confirmed the presence of Soviet missile bases near San Cristobal, Cuba. Kennedy’s
immediate reaction was not recorded but his comments soon thereafter indicated his
belief that bombing the sites would probably be the only viable option.12 Kennedy had
already been shamed on the world stage by Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev when they
met at the Vienna Summit and Khrushchev lectured the young president about the
inevitable triumph of world Communism.13 Khrushchev again felt he gained an
advantage over a novice leader with the building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961.
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Now, just over a year later, Khrushchev was installing weapons 90 miles from the
American shore and Kennedy was going to be forced to take some sort of action. Only a
month earlier, the president had taken a hardline stance against any further entrée of
Communism into the Western Hemisphere and was particularly harsh regarding what
would happen if the USSR began installing offensive missiles in Cuba, saying it would
raise “the gravest issues.”14 After being informed of the missile build-up on October 16,
President Kennedy reportedly remarked that he “should have said that we don’t care.”15
Kennedy now felt that he was locked into a set of actions and quickly assembled a group
of advisers who had little more in common other than that the president valued and
respected their opinions.16 This group would come to be known as the Executive
Committee of the National Security Council or, simply, the ExComm. In the fifty years
since the Cuban missile crisis, scholars studying the crisis, particularly since the
declassification of secret recordings President Kennedy made of the meetings, have
determined that the ExComm was made up of two schools of thought regarding the
behavior of the Soviet Union. One school of thought believed that America’s nuclear
superiority would force Khrushchev to accept Kennedy’s demand to remove the
weapons, while the other school believed that any action, particularly an air strike, could
potentially unleash the full power of the Soviet arsenal.17 Yet, on October 16, as the
world began to move towards the dangerous precipice of nuclear war, President John F.
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Kennedy, the first Catholic president of the United States, believed military action would
be the only way to solve the newest crisis in Cuba.18
For the first week of the crisis, the president chose to work under the most secret
of circumstances. From Tuesday, October 16 until Monday, October 22, only a handful
of people in the world knew of the missiles in place in Cuba. The positive relationship
between the press and the White House allowed for a squelching of stories about a
possible nuclear buildup in Cuba, until the president had made a decision on which
course of action to take. During the first weekend of the crisis, President Kennedy made
the decision to use a military quarantine to try and force the removal of the Soviet
weapons and to prevent any more buildup of weapons. On Monday, October 22, he
would address the American public on what the next steps were during this most perilous
time. The quarantine would go into effect on Wednesday, October 24. By Friday night,
October 26, after a Russian ship had stopped without attempting to breach the quarantine,
Khrushchev sent a letter expressing his desire to end the crisis. Before the administration
responded, though, Khrushchev made a public pronouncement demanding the removal of
U.S. missiles from Turkey before he would remove Soviet missiles from Cuba. Even
though the president had enquired several times about their possible removal during his
presidency before October 1962, for the Kennedy Administration, giving up the Turkish
missiles as part of a quid pro quo with the USSR, was a less than attractive proposal. The
president would send his brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, to meet with the
Soviet ambassador and publicly accept Khrushchev’s first letter. In reality, an agreement
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was reached where the Turkish missiles would be removed, pending the removal of the
Cuban missiles. This agreement, however, would not be made public to avoid the
appearance of being a deal.19 In the end, Kennedy had been able to resolve the crisis
without the use of missiles and nuclear weapons. It was in these two weeks that Kennedy
was faced with making the toughest decision of his political life, but ultimately, his
patience and sagaciousness resulted steps toward peace.
The Vatican- October 1962
By October of 1962, less than four years after being elected the bishop of Rome,
Pope John XXIII had shattered the idea that he was going to serve as a transitional pope
who would use his pontificate to simply help move the church from the two-decade long
papacy of Pius XII, who had led the Church through the Second World War, to the next
long-term pope who would take the Church through the 1960s and 1970s. But this was
not the only type of transition that Pope John XXIII wanted to initiate. Instead, “Good
Pope John” understood the need for the Church to be brought into the present so that it
could continue into the future.20 Bill Huebsch would later write that John XXIII felt that
God was “nudging him to lead the church to greater overall unity” and to help draw the
world together, across all religious affiliations and non-affiliations.21 By the late 1950s, it

19

The compendium of timelines for the Cuban missile crisis is vast including:
Robert Kennedy, Thirteen Days (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1969); Elie Abel
The Missile Crisis (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1966); Stern, Week the World
Stood Still; “The World on the Brink: John F. Kennedy and the Cuban Missile Crisis,”
John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, http://microsites.jfklibrary.org/cmc/;
et al.
20
Gerald S. Twomey, “Anniversary Lessons: Ten Lessons from ‘Good Pope
John,’” America, October 7, 2002, 12.
21
Bill Huebsch, “John XXIII: The Accidental Saint,” National Catholic Reporter,
April 25, 2014, 11, 13.

9

was clear to many Catholics around the world and, particularly in America, that changes
needed to be made in the Church. Many social concerns which were becoming
increasingly problematic in the modern era, had not been reexamined by Church for
many decades, if not centuries, and while there was agreement that changes were needed,
Catholics seemed divided on how these issues should be addressed.22 Since the early part
of the twentieth-century any move towards the slightest liberalization of the Church was
met with opposition from the highest reaches of the Church. This was evident during
papacies like that of Pope Pius X who believed, during an era that brought out
progressive leaders like Theodore Roosevelt, that progressives needed to be, in Pius’
words, “beaten with fists.”23 By 1960, even conservative Catholics were calling on the
Vatican for change.
American Catholicism, in particular, was at a crossroads, with many parishioners
desiring a more outgoing and positive Church for the dawning 1960s, but all knew these
changes would have to come from the highest post in the Catholic hierarchy. 24 In 1960,
Pope John XXIII25 answered these calls when he convened the Commission for the
Promotion of Christian Unity, which brought together representatives from multiple
Christian denominations as a preliminary step towards making changes within the
Church.26 Good Pope John was popular with many Catholics for his efforts to open the

22

Fuchs, John F. Kennedy and American Catholicism, 145.
John Wilkins, “The Odd Couple: Canonizing John XXIII & John Paul II,”
Commonweal, April 11, 2014, 14.
24
Fuchs, John F. Kennedy and American Catholicism, 141-142, 149.
25
Pope John XXIII became Pope Saint John XXIII in 2014 when he was
canonized by Pope Francis.
26
Wilkins, “The Odd Couple,” 13; Fuchs, John F. Kennedy and American
Catholicism, 149.
23

10

windows of the Church and “let in a little fresh air,”27 but possibly more telling of Pope
John’s impact is that he was also very popular with Catholics and with Protestants, as
well.28 For John XXIII, his self-proclaimed motto of “See everything; turn a blind eye to
much; correct a little”29 seemed to exemplify his role in bringing Roman Catholicism into
the mid-twentieth century. Had it not been for these changes that moved the church away
from some of its antiquated beliefs, it seems even more unlikely that a Catholic, no
matter how loosely he held to the doctrine, could have been elected to the United States
presidency.
Just days before the discovery of the Soviet Missiles in Cuba, Pope John XXIII
assembled the Second Vatican Council. This Council, sometimes referred to as Vatican
II, would eventually be charged by the Pope to examine all matters related to the Church
brought before them, regardless of the Church’s previous positions. Between October
1962 and 1965, more than 2,000 bishops, sisters, laymen and laywomen, and observers
met to create sixteen documents laying out a reconciliation of the Church with its place in
the modern world. More than fifty years later, the effects of those documents created out
of Vatican II are still felt today by Catholics around the world, in the way they worship
and how they interact with other Christian denominations.30 These actions, along with
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Pope John’s welcoming spirit, gave hope to a generation of Catholics wanting to see the
Church move towards a more modern and uniting faith.
While Pope John XXIII was welcoming bishops and observers during the first
weeks of the Second Vatican Council, he was also paying close attention to what was
happening with the Cuban situation. Of greatest concern to Pope John were the imminent
decisions of the Communist Khrushchev and the Catholic Kennedy and how their
forthcoming actions would affect, and perhaps devastate, the entire world. It was Pope
John’s prayerful hope that the two men would find some way to agree to a peaceful
solution to the crisis. John XXIII did not wish to do nothing at this critical time but
wanted to do all he could “to help save the peace.”31 Yet, in his apprehension about the
Cuban missile crisis, the pope wanted to only intervene in the most appropriate way and
called upon the leaders to do everything possible to prevent an escalation in tensions by
calling for a stoppage of the military shipments, but also an end to the quarantine. John
XXIII’s message read, in part: “We beg all governments not to remain deaf to this cry of
humanity. That they do all that is in their power to save peace…Promoting, favouring,
accepting conversations…is a rule of wisdom and prudence which attracts the blessings
of heaven and earth.”32 While both Kennedy and Khrushchev welcomed the intercession
of Pope John, Kennedy felt his statement did not meet the central issue of the crisis: the
weapons already present in Cuba. Any effect that the Pope’s appeal made on either the
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American or Soviet government was not apparent.33 Peace would not be achieved solely
through the plea of a religious leader.
The pope appealed to the better natures of both men, using a moral argument by
reminding the men that the fate of all the world’s peoples could not be disregarded. He
would also appeal to their egos but reminding them that history would long remember the
leader who would help make peace possible.34 It is not an accident of faith that, just six
months after the Cuban crisis, on April 11, 1963, Pope John XXIII released his most
famous encyclical, Pacem in Terris. As its name suggests, the statement was centered
around the idea of peace on earth and how it could possibly be achieved. The encyclical
was borne out of the Cuban missile crisis when the “nuclear sword of Damocles” was
“hanging by the slenderest of threads” over the entire world.35 Though the pope was in
the unique situation to be able send an appeal for peace to both men at the height of the
crisis and have that appeal be well received by both leaders, as an outside observer, Pope
John XXIII could only wait like the rest of the world and wonder if the president’s faith
would help to cultivate peace or if international politics would push the world towards
nuclear war.

33

Cousins, The Improbable Triumvirate, 17.
Cousins, The Improbable Triumvirate, 18.
35
John F. Kennedy “Address at U.N. General Assembly,” (speech, New York
City, September 25, 1961), John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, accessed
February 25, 2018, https://www.jfklibrary.org/AssetViewer/DOPIN64xJUGRKgdHJ9NfgQ.aspx.
34

13

Secular Decision Making in the Cuban Missile Crisis
The decisions John F. Kennedy was forced to make during the Cuban missile
crisis were, inarguably, some of the most harrowing faced by any president during the
decades-long Cold War. The significance and worldwide implications of the Kennedy’s
future decisions on this crisis, raised the event to critical historic importance.
Graham Allison’s seminal studies of the process of decision making lay out how
different approaches towards analyzing decision making produce different results.36
Allison suggests three models for how decisions were made in the Cuban crisis: the
rational actor model, the organizational behavior model, and the governmental politics
model. The rational actor approach is closest to the typical decision-making style of John
Kennedy, as he was known to often try to put himself in someone else’s shoes in order to
understand their motivations and the consequences of his decisions regarding their
actions.37 The second of Allison’s models is the organizational behaviors model, in which
a large organization or several organizations divide the tasks associated with an issue in
an effort to be responsive to problems facing the organization. The coordinated efforts to
reach decisions, however, may be constrained by the lack of originality of thought that is
often associated with larger groups and organizations. The third model is the
governmental or bureaucratic politics model, which is almost a combination of the first
and second models. This model involves more nuanced decisions because it involves
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multiple players who share a certain amount of power even if that power is the access
they have to the main decision maker, in this case, the president.
According to many of those around him, Kennedy was not one to leave decision
making to others. Instead he was much more likely to reach decisions himself.38
However, during the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy wanted all of the information to
which he could possibly have access.39 This desire for information is likely one reason he
depended so much on the ExComm during the crisis. Kennedy was also not bound by
departmental confines, but rather cut across departmental lines to ensure he had the best
minds working on problems.40 Not only did he seek out the thoughts of those officials
closest to him, but it was also during this crisis that the president even inquired of his
secret service agents their thoughts on the situation, like he was hoping “somebody would
come back with a solution his advisers had overlooked.”41 That the president wanted a
committee made up of a diverse group of individuals and sought out opinions from others
around him, demonstrated that Kennedy understood the seriousness of the situation and
knew that bringing together members of his New Frontier could help flesh out all
possible solutions, one of which may save the world from nuclear holocaust.
That is why it seems most plausible that, in October 1962, Kennedy used a
combination of two of the models Allison described: the rational actor and the
governmental politics models. Though Kennedy’s initial reaction was military action, he
stepped back from this decision because he said he wanted to try and understand the
38

Dallek, Unfinished Life, 546.
Ralph G. Martin, A Hero for Our Time (New York: MacMIllan Publishing
Company, 1983), 403.
40
Detzer, The Brink, 102.
41
Gerald Blaine, The Kennedy Detail (New York: Gallery Books, 2010), 96-97.
39

15

“why” behind Khrushchev’s actions.42 Kennedy, for the thirteen days of the crisis,
surrounded himself with those whose opinions he most valued, so his decision-making
appears to be influenced most by the third model. Allison’s models do not reason through
other factors that seem obviously to have come into play for Kennedy’s October
decisions, namely the influence of Kennedy’s religious beliefs on his actions.
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Kennedy’s Religious Development
John F. Kennedy did not credit his personal religious faith for the peaceful
outcome of the Cuban missile crisis. Neither Cardinal Cushing, nor any of Kennedy’s
close associates, ever suggested there was a connection with his decisions during the
crisis and his religion, nor was there any mention of religion on the hours of recordings of
the ExComm. Historians, therefore, tend to agree that religion played no role in the
resolution of the crisis. However, to say that there were no religious undertones inherent
in moments of the crisis is denying a possible path towards a greater understanding of the
crisis. While his outward motives might not have been religious, there are instances of
religiousness can be found in Kennedy’s handling and response to the Cuban missile
crisis.
Hugh Sidey, former reporter for Time and Life who spent many years covering
John F. Kennedy said, in relation to the president’s multi-faceted past, “There are, I have
found, many compartments within the souls of men who rise to great power.”43 This
seems especially true in the case of John F. Kennedy and his complicated and often
conflicted religious beliefs. If religion played any role in influencing the decisions which
evaded nuclear war in the early 1960s, it is necessary to first gain an understanding of the
internal faith of John F. Kennedy and how tenuous his faith in Catholicism could be. It
was also Sidey who asserted that, at the highest level of the American government, policy
positions in the presidency come “out of the heart and mind of the President” and that
these ideas are “tempered by his personality…convictions and passions are almost
43
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invariably linked to early impressions gained from family and school and youthful
experience.”44 If policy is believed to be formed in the heart of the president, then it
follows that decisions on manners of the most extreme importance would, as well.
Therefore, an exploration of the development of Kennedy’s private faith during his early
life and the role he allowed his Catholic faith to play in his public life while in Congress,
builds into an understanding of how he may have used religion to avert disaster in the
Cuban crisis.
The Young Kennedy’s Faith
Jack Kennedy grew up in a world of prestige and power, thanks to the political
successes of his grandfathers and the financial successes of his father, but he also grew up
in a home surrounded by and steeped in religion, stemming from the Irish-Catholic roots
of his immigrant great-grandparents. Named for his maternal grandfather who had twice
been elected mayor of Boston and to the U.S. House of Representatives, John Fitzgerald
Kennedy was baptized before he turned two months old and was confirmed in the Church
at age ten.45 By the time of his confirmation, John already spent much of his childhood
surrounded by religion: at home, during Mass, and throughout his constant stream of
childhood illnesses which often left him gravely ill. Religion was not just a balm for the
sick in the Kennedy household, though. The youngest of the nine Kennedy children,
Senator Edward Kennedy, recalled that the family “prayed together daily and attended
Mass together at least weekly” and described the patriarch, Joseph P. Kennedy, Sr. as
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being “deeply religious.”46 The family matriarch, Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy, attended
daily Mass and, at times during her life, was known to attend Mass twice a day.47 Rose,
undoubtedly, encouraged her children to practice their faith in the same ways she did, but
her ritualistic devotion may have ultimately caused her children to view religion as being
more ritual than substance and more performance than conviction.48
As a young man, John Kennedy’s relationship to his faith was shaped by his
mother’s focus on piety, but he still maintained a sense of skepticism about his personal
beliefs. While John approached religion somewhat skeptically, his younger brother,
Robert, came closest to the religious piety of their mother.49 Bobby, as he was better
known, would go on to serve as Attorney General in his brother’s administration and be
one of his brother’s closest advisers, particularly during the Cuban missile crisis. John,
however, was not interested in piety like his mother, but was still an active, assertive, and
individualistic pursuer of faith.50 While the Kennedy matriarch was pushing her children
towards the rituals of Catholicism, the family patriarch, Joseph P. Kennedy, Sr. would
attend Mass weekly with his family and relied heavily on his faith during times of crisis.
Joseph Kennedy nurtured in his sons, not the faith of their mother, but the rewards that
could come from American political power. Whether it was from his choices in their
schooling or in his no-nonsense way of encouraging competition even among the
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siblings, the Kennedy patriarch supported his sons in asserting a certain level of
independence from the constraints often placed upon them by Catholic theology.51 In
their father’s brand of religion, the Kennedy children may have seen beyond the mere
ritualistic performance of the faith, but towards the possibility for freedom of thought and
expression in American Catholicism.52
This encouragement of freedom of thought allowed John Kennedy to question his
faith as he grew older, while still maintaining his Catholic traditions. Evidence of
Kennedy’s church involvement while at Harvard comes from a diary he kept while
touring Europe in which he frequently mentioned attending Sunday Mass and from a
classmate who later reported Kennedy attending Mass on holy days of obligation.53 More
personal reflections come from “Lem” Billings, Kennedy’s friend and roommate, who
commented that, while he didn’t think JFK was “a dedicated Catholic,” he did feel that
his friend was “a good Catholic.” Billings is also noted for saying he “never, never, never
remember in my life Jack’s missing his prayers at night on his knees.”54
It was just a few years later, while serving in the Navy, that John Kennedy’s
letters home to his mother would begin to show his somewhat ironic, doubtful, and
playful stance towards Catholicism. His faith, while still essentially Catholic, was
becoming one tempered in the realities of war, including his older brother, Joe Jr.’s death,
and his own brush with death in the waters off the Solomon Islands in August 1943.
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While he appreciated the prayers of his mother and her strong belief in the protective
power of prayer, he wrote to her expressing his hope that it would not be seen as “a sign
of lack of confidence in you all or the Church if I continue to duck.”55 Though Kennedy
was most likely light-hearted in his criticisms of his mother’s belief, he was serious about
the need for a reevaluation of his personal faith. Rose’s son made clear that, while he
maintained a sense of all she taught him, John Kennedy was going to be his own kind of
Catholic.
Congress and Cushing
As Kennedy began his political career, his attitudes on faith became more clearly
defined, not so much from personal discernment, but from the need to please constituents
from a predominantly Catholic district. His decisions were so closely aligned with his
Catholic constituency that Catholic publications called him a “white knight in the
crepuscular haze” or a “Galahad in the House.”56 Despite this praise, today it seems
obvious that, like his father, Jack Kennedy’s personal belief system was not concerned
with a strict adherence to Catholic dogma. Yet, despite his moral failings and his
continued personal skepticism about Catholicism, John Kennedy was still a friend to
Catholic laymen, priests, bishops, and, even, Cardinals. It was as he was running for
Congress in 1947 that John Kennedy became acquainted with Richard Cardinal Cushing,
who would become a trusted Catholic counselor for the future president throughout the
rest of his life. Cushing, who would be made a Cardinal in 1958, was serving as
Archbishop of Boston when he became a personal confidante to the Kennedy family.
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Cushing, who little more than 15 years after meeting the young Congressional hopeful
from Massachusetts would help perform the slain president’s funeral Mass, recalled that
his first impressions of Kennedy were of his being a young man who was great at
listening to people and understanding the needs of his constituents.57 Yet, he also
remembers a young man who was always wanting to get the ideas and opinions of those
around him and whose opinions he trusted. This would be a sentiment shared by many
who knew Jack Kennedy, particularly during the Cuban missile crisis, when he would
seek out the opinions of a myriad and diverse group of people before making the most
difficult decisions of his public life.58 According to Cushing, the “love of God and love of
country are linked together in the heart of every true Catholic.”59 This statement indicates
that Cushing believed that the values of the Church would possibly have some influence
over the decisions made by American Catholics, in relation to their love of country.
Seemingly, this influence on decision making could also include an influence on political
decisions made by John F. Kennedy.
Catholics and Communism
During the precipitous rise of anti-Communism in the early years of the Cold
War, there was little doubt that the young Irish-American Catholic Congressman would
respond, as typical of American Catholics, with vehement opposition to any communist
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influences in the country. In the years leading up the McCarthy-Army hearings,
American Catholics had gained a reputation for being “the backbone of American antiCommunism.”60 Even before World War II, the Church, took a stand against
Communism around the world, with Pius XI asserting that Communism was the greatest
threat against the Church in its history because communist atheism ostensibly destroyed
not only the rights and liberty of humans, but also the very dignity of those forced to live
under its ideology. The end of World War II saw the Communist Party overtake the
Russian Orthodox Church, resulting in the persecution of churches and the arrest of
bishops who did not fall into line with the Party.61 Because basic beliefs of Christianity
were being impeded by Communism, Catholics were expected to be fundamentally
opposed to its practice and propagation. Pope Pius XII, with whom Kennedy had private
audience in 1951, was strongly anti-Communist.62 Immediately after World War II, in a
Christmas encyclical in 1945, Pope Pius XII responded to these events by condemning
Communism. As more Americans became aware of the apparent threat of Communism,
American Catholics, who had been warning of an approaching Communist threat to the
United States, saw an opportunity to assert their place as “true” Americans, despite a
century of prejudice against them and the belief by some Protestants that it was possible
to be both American and Catholic.63 The anti-Communist stance of Catholics in America
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allowed for both a defense of tenets of the Catholic faith and a defense of the basic
principles of American democracy.
At the Vatican, Pope Pius XII would repeatedly make condemnations of
communism throughout the 1950s, as repression of Catholics and other religious
minorities continued, even as Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization efforts continued across the
USSR. Though efforts at the Kremlin were intended to give the impression of bring about
changes in the ability of Russians to freely practice their religion, like including
“religious liberty” in the USSR’s constitution, this freedom was a formal liberty and did
not allow for true religious freedoms.64 Tensions continued under the papacy of John
XXIII, but as was typical of the new pope’s program of aggriornamento, or updating, of
the Church, Pope John was interested in how he could extend some form of
reconciliation, even to Communists. In preparation for Vatican II in October 1962, many
bishops called upon the council to make clear condemnations of communism but, in the
end, Pope John would agree to have Russian Orthodox observers present at Vatican II,
despite their being controlled by the Communist Party. This inclusion was only possible
because of a secret correspondence that had been occurring between John XXIII and
Khrushchev since 1961. This correspondence was not an attempt to change ideologies,
but simply to grow mutual trust and openness between the two ideologues.65 In keeping
with his welcoming spirit and hope for reconciliation among all the world’s people,
“Good Pope John” was working to understand the threat of communism, not as a way to
pit the world against its evils, but as a way to help Communist leaders and atheistic
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Communists understand the more welcoming and pastoral approach of the modernizing
Church.
From 1947 to 1961, John Kennedy’s Congressional voting record shows that he
was quite cognizant of how his votes and his role as a policymaker would affect the
Catholic Church. While he was undoubtedly influenced by the wishes of his constituents
and by his own feeling on what would be the best for Massachusetts and the nation, it is
also possible that Kennedy’s own background in Catholicism influenced his opinion on
the issues of the day. But, he also asserted that he did not want to be seen as “the white
knight” for Catholicism, as some had made him out to be, particularly during his time in
the U.S. House. Instead, Jack Kennedy wanted to be a public servant, basing his
judgments and decisions on what was in the best interest of the nation, not on any
personal, narrow ideological belief.66 This distancing himself from his faith may have
stemmed from his own religious doubts, but, after losing the vice-presidential nomination
in 1956, John F. Kennedy may have also realized the need to move towards a more
neutral stance should he have any chance to move to the top of the Democratic ticket in
1960.
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Religion and the American Public
Anti-Catholic Prejudice and the 1960 Presidential Campaign
Though some have posited that John XXIII’s more liberal papacy during the
campaign of 1960 was “an inestimable gift to Kennedy’s hope” for election and that the
Pope had brought American Catholics to a crossroads in urging a more outgoing, positive
version of Catholicism, most non-Catholics still harbored a deep uneasiness about the
possibility of electing a Catholic president. While it is true that a certain amount of
“liberal hope” came from the Vatican during this time, it was too early in John’s papacy
for the full extent of his modernization efforts to be understood or felt worldwide.67 The
lack of recognition of Pope John’s movement of the Church likely negated some of the
potential positive effect these changes may have had on Kennedy’s campaign. In order to
try to assuage some of the concerns that he would use his faith to govern, JFK returned to
the individualism encouraged by his father and portrayed his faith as an aspect of his life
which could be compartmentalized from his governing self. Kennedy continued to
downplay the role his religion would play in his decision-making as president. During the
campaign, he did not forsake nor embrace his religious background, but he distanced
himself from his religion unlike any candidate before him. In September 1960, Kennedy
delivered a speech to provide what many considered his definitive stance on the “religion
issue,” questions around which created a diffuse, yet persistent, issue for Kennedy as he
campaigned around the country.
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While speaking before Houston’s Ministerial Association two months before the
election, John Kennedy asserted his strict version of the separation of church and state
that would quiet some of his detractors. Though it did not silence all of the critics, the
speech did help the campaign nationally as Kennedy assured the public that he was “an
American by choice, and a Catholic by chance.”68 Kennedy pointed out that he had
already risked his life and dedicated his career in service to America and that questions of
his ability to be loyal to the United States were new to his presidential campaign. There
had been no questions concerning his Catholic loyalty to America during World War II
when he fought in the Pacific or when his brother, Joe Jr., died while serving in Europe.69
Advisers to Kennedy believed that the depiction of him as a potential puppet of the
Catholic Church was unfair because it was not really aligned with JFK’s beliefs about
religion. According to those closest to him, John Kennedy’s most important personal
qualities and beliefs had been developed on his own and his own discernment led him to
believe that not all virtue lay solely in the Catholic Church. Theodore Sorensen,
Kennedy’s aide and close adviser who worked with him from his early years in Congress
until the assassination, said that although Kennedy was a friend to Cardinals, he was
never in awe of the Catholic hierarchy.70 Though Cardinal Cushing said that he believed
68
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John Kennedy was as good of a Catholic as the Cardinal himself, this statement seems to
be influenced by the Cardinal’s friendship with Kennedy and his desire to paint him in a
positive light within the Church.71 Jacqueline Kennedy, who was not only Kennedy’s
wife but someone he felt was his intellectual equal and another of his most trusted
advisers, is said to have wondered why there was such a fervor over her husband’s
religion because “he was such a poor Catholic.”72 Kennedy admitted that he had not read,
nor would he be bound to, all of the doctrines and documents of the Catholic Church. He
approached and met with Popes, Cardinals, priests, and other Catholics no differently
than he did any other religious or lay leader, nor did he value the opinion of one group
over another.
In the Houston speech, Kennedy made it clear that he did not speak for his Church
and his Church did not speak for him in an attempt to reassure a worried electorate about
the influence of the Catholic hierarchy.73 However, the Catholic hierarchy that many
feared was, actually, the mechanism that had allowed Catholicism to take a stand on
social issues throughout the early 20th century. Kennedy did not focus on the more liberal
social justice aims that had long been the position of the Church, such as the unionization
of workers and the desegregation of Catholic churches and schools, while speaking in
Houston.74 He no longer touted the long-held Catholic opposition to Communism. He

71
72

712.

73

Cushing, Interview, 12.
Newman, “From Kennedy’s 1960 Campaign Speech to Christian Supremacy,”

Fuchs, John F. Kennedy and American Catholicism, 181; Newman, “From
Kennedy’s 1960 Campaign Speech to Christian Supremacy,” 711.
74
Michael W. McConnell, “Is There Still a Catholic Question in AmericaReflections on John F. Kennedy’s Speech to the Houston Ministerial Association,” Notre
Dame Law Review 86, no. 4 (August 2011): 1646, accessed January 9, 2018. HeinOnline.

28

also did not remind Protestants that, in addition to these ideologies already espoused by
the Church, it was the current Catholic hierarchy under the leadership of Pope John
XXIII, that was working to bring the Church into the 1960s. But rather than focusing on
these positive aims of the Church or the liberalization that was seen as coming into the
Church, Kennedy separated himself further from his religion, in terms of how it would
influence his political life. In separating himself so severely from the Church in the
Houston speech, Kennedy missed the opportunity to promote the social teachings of
Catholicism that may have been seen as positive influences on his decision making as
chief executive, including how these teachings would affect foreign relations.
Kennedy believed the issues that were most pertinent and threatening to the
American people were being overshadowed by the continued discussions about his
religion. Issues of foreign relations, particularly those involving the specter of
Communism and its encroachment into the Western Hemisphere via Fidel Castro’s Cuba,
would be what would define the next president’s administration and, yet, they were not
foremost in the American public’s mind.75 Would religion play such a major role in these
international affairs that discussions surrounding Kennedy’s beliefs should surpass
discussions surrounding America’s place in the world community? Kennedy, the
Catholic, revealed more of his ironic stance towards his religion when he admitted that,
while all law comes from God, “that has nothing to do with international law.”76 While
he hoped that statement would make clear that he would not govern from a religious
position to America’s friends not to her foes, others have taken this statement further and
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opined that morality stemming from church teachings has little bearing on foreign
relations.77 This opinion seems overly prosaic because it dismisses the conscience of the
decision maker. While assuring that his religion would not play a role in his decisions,
Kennedy also asserted in Houston that his personal conscience would be his guide in
making decisions in the national interest. The Catholic periodical, America, published an
article one week after the Houston speech that reiterated Kennedy’s point by saying “a
man’s conscience has a bearing on his public as well as his private life.”78 This would,
ostensibly, include decisions on foreign relations. The question remains, though, of how
much separation a man can make between his personal conscience and his religious
beliefs. For Kennedy, having been encouraged by his father to take an individualistic
approach to Catholicism, his religious beliefs and conscience may have been more
closely linked because his belief system was not grounded in the traditional theology to
the extent that his aide and adviser Ted Sorensen remarked that Kennedy “cared not a
whit for theology.”79 Despite this lack of interest in Catholic theology, Kennedy did not
address how his conscience had been informed by the Catholic teaching he received from
his parents, his priests, and from his own personal discernment and how this would,
possibly, play a part in his decision making during the times of greatest crisis during his
presidency.
Civil Religion
Despite distancing himself from his Catholic faith during his terms in the Senate
and his insistence during the presidential campaign on maintaining a strict separation of

77

McConnell, “Catholic Question in America,” 1646.
Quoted in Victor Lasky, J.F.K. The Man and the Myth (New York: MacMillan
Publishing Company, 1963), 278.
79
Sorensen, Kennedy, 20.
78

30

church and state in his future administration, it was impossible for John F. Kennedy to
remove from his presidency the force known as the American civil religion. The origins
of the idea of civil religion can be traced to Rousseau’s The Social Contract, where he
laid out the civil religious dogma, the basic tenets of which include the acceptance of the
existence of God, reward and punishment based on actions, and a strong dislike for any
sort of religious intolerance.80 More recently, the idea of the American civil religion has
been described as a form of idolatry, instituted during the early years of American
history, that created “a sacred dimension to American ideology and institutions” and that
can be viewed, according to Philip Gleason, as a sort of “superreligion.”81 Civil religion
can be thought of as “the religion of patriotism.”82 American civil religion is separate
from any private religious faith that a person or leader may have and, while it is a
generalized version of more traditional religious faiths, it should be considered as
seriously as any other religion. It is an idea that borrows from both the religious and
secular tradition, so that the two are not mutually exclusive. The civil religion is not
against traditional religions, as found in churches, synagogues, and mosques, but, because
it borrowed from these traditions and never set out to do harm to the more traditional
institutions, it is has grown alongside and has even been welcomed as part of some
faiths.83 In another conception of civil religion, Daniel Boorstin posited the idea of
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“givenness” as being “the belief that values in America are in some way or other
automatically defined.”84 Some of these beliefs include the idea that America is
exceptional in all the world and that the nation upholds the values outlined in the
Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution. The idea that the
motives of the nation are pure and the great desire is to advance the cause of freedom
around the world and the idea that God, though not specifically the Christian God, is
always an ally of the United States extend the idea of the virtue of the American civil
religion.85 These ideas, that equate America to being inherently good, lead to a level of
national unity that further helps define civil religion, an adherence to which is almost a
prerequisite for anyone wanting to hold political office.
Kennedy became an American cultural hero, even before his tragic death, partly
because of the masterful way he was able to weave together the nation’s civil religion and
the “givenness” of American society, and how he was able to intertwine his religious
upbringing and his own version of his Catholic faith with the “religion of
Americanism.”86 As president, JFK invoked the image of God often, even from the
moment he took office. In his inaugural address, though not specifically calling upon the
Christian God, he mentions “God” three times and, in each of these instances, God is
called upon as a provider, protector, or the nation’s ultimate guiding force.87 Even though
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he had campaigned on the promise that his religion would not instruct his governing,
within minutes of becoming president, Kennedy was invoking religion. But, he was not
declaring anything explicit about his Catholicism, its doctrine, or its theology. Rather, he
was seemingly invoking the God associated with civil religion and the “givenness” of
America, along with the deep personal devotion he felt to the national interest. After
taking the oath of office, Kennedy reminded the American people that his obligation was
now sworn not only to the Constitution, but also before God. Despite the resistance to the
election of a Catholic as president and the fear that surrounded his possible use of
Catholicism in his administration, Kennedy’s invoking God was not interpreted as an
endorsement of his personal spirituality, but rather as his devotion to the idea of civil
religion. His true intent in invoking God, though, can never be known.
Kennedy also invoked God during his address to the American people before
signing the quarantine order on October 22. After delivering the hard facts of the
situation, and the seven-step plan of the government to meet the crisis, Kennedy
addresses the American people. Khrushchev criticized the address, saying that it was a
serious threat to peace.88 Kennedy, however, was convinced that this was the only way
towards peace. In light of his conviction of America’s “givenness,” the president
persuasively employed the idea of civil religion and America’s moral superiority when he
equated the chosen path as the one “most consistent with our character and courage as a
nation.”89 His fervent hope that the goal be “not the victory of might but the vindication
88
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of right…both peace and freedom” set up his last statement, in which he invokes God by
name and assures America that “God willing, that goal will be achieved.”90 Again,
though this was not necessarily the Catholic God to whom he was referring, there is the
strong undercurrent of personal faith and virtue present in this statement, even when the
statement is meant to appeal to Americans of all backgrounds.
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Kennedy’s Faith and the Cuban Missile Crisis
Kennedy made clear his belief in the American civil religion, it is much more
difficult to assess the actual faith of the man who had been elected America’s first
Catholic president. In speeches, Kennedy would reveal a faith that was reminiscent of the
faith of Abraham Lincoln or that would be the basis for the prayers of George
Washington. The thirty-fifth president’s faith was seen to be based upon “a simple trust
in a benign God whose hand moves in a shadowy but benevolent way in the affairs of
men.”91 The similarity between Kennedy’s public faith and that of two stalwarts of
American civil religion provides compelling reason for Robert Bellah’s conclusion that
the invocation of “God” in Kennedy’s inaugural was intended to be a reference to the
generic ideology that unites God and country and not one that was intended to be specific
to the Catholic faith. While in the case of Kennedy’s inaugural, it seems clear the
difference between Kennedy’s civil and religious beliefs, it is impossible to truly know a
person’s spiritual intent, particularly for someone whose faith was as complex and as
private as John F. Kennedy’s. According to Ted Sorensen, in all of the years he knew
him, JFK never disclosed his personal views on man’s relationship to God nor did he ever
hear him pray out loud. Sorensen felt that Kennedy was a Catholic by “heritage, habit,
and conviction.”92
The liberal Catholic weekly Commonweal reported that one must “acknowledge
that the teachings of the Church are of prime importance” to President Kennedy.93
However, it was also during his presidency that The Economist asserted the president was
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“close to being a spiritually rootless man” and that he only performed “the prescribed
devotions of his faith.”94 Kennedy was troubled by assertions made that he was not
religious because, in reality, he was more deeply religious than he appeared and more
religious than he wanted to appear.95 Those closest to president and who had known him
for many years knew that he would attend Mass every Sunday, no matter where he was in
the world, even during periods of intense campaigning or on visits to meet with foreign
heads of state. He would not alter his religious practices for political convenience,
either.96 He did not like being photographed going to or leaving Mass and would often go
to different churches for Mass and sit in the rear pew, for he believed the relationship
between God and man was a private one.97 For Kennedy, faith was a private and quiet
matter but his actions, particularly during a time such as the Cuban missile crisis, provide
an idea of how his faith was expressed through his works.
Empathy, Family, and Religious Observation
Not only did President Kennedy adhere to his faith quietly, but his was also a
quiet strength and a quiet concern for the world around him. Though his life had been full
of tragedy, losing siblings and children, facing his own death multiple times, and seeing
the horrors of war, Kennedy was not one to broadcast his losses or how he worried about
those around him. His concerns were his alone, though if he shared them with his God
during his nightly prayers, it would not have surprised those who knew him the best. His
concern for others came from an unusual empathy with which he was imbued. This
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empathy made it possible for him to sense what others needed from him and what was
appropriate for him to say or how to act towards other people.98 This characteristic was
likely part of the reason that Kennedy was widely known as great candidate and
politician, much like his great-grandfather. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. believed that John
Kennedy showed little emotion in public for the simple reason that he felt too much
emotion to display it appropriately.99 It was also this characteristic empathy that may
have caused such a shift in his decision making from the Bay of Pigs to the Cuban crisis.
It is well known that the outcome of the Bay of Pigs caused a grave mistrust between
Kennedy and his military advisers. But the empathy he felt for those whose lives were
lost and those who were taken prisoner expressed itself in front of Cardinal Cushing who,
for the first time in their long friendship, saw Kennedy’s eyes fill with tears when the two
discussed the tragic outcome of May 1961.100 The Bay of Pigs, coupled with the Berlin
crisis, also appeared to have a substantive influence on Kennedy’s faith. Hugh Sidey
commented that, to those who watched him through the crises of his first few months in
office, the president’s “church attendance and the reference in his talks to prayer had
become less mechanical and more meaningful.”101 It is possible that the president rediscovered, through the tribulations of his first year in the presidency, the part of religion
that was more than mere ritual. If this occurred in 1961, then it is possible that he was
still finding deeper meaning in his prayers and attendance at Mass in October of 1962 and
the Cuban missile crisis.
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Any presidency is “an act of faith” but for John Kennedy, that faith was tempered
by the prejudice he faced for being a Catholic, even if he wasn’t a strong Catholic.102
Most likely, Kennedy wholly believed in God and accepted church dogma, but merely
kept his personal theology and relationship to God to himself.103 Much like Sidey’s
observation of Kennedy after his first ten months in office, Cardinal Cushing believed
that President Kennedy became a more “prayerful man” when he became president than
he had been at any other time he’d known him.104 Cardinal Cushing also revealed the
pride Jack Kennedy felt in the dog tags issued him when he became president. Unlike the
ones he wore when he was serving in the Navy, the dog tags issued him in 1961 are still
unique in all of history as they say, simply: “Kennedy, John F., Commander in Chief.
Religion- Roman Catholic.”105 Though a dog tag does not tell of a man’s faith, the pride
he purportedly felt in those tags reflect the prayerfulness and religiosity of the Catholic
president.
Many of the struggles Kennedy experienced during the Cuban missile crisis
appear indicative of the conscionable morality that the Catholic Kennedy was attempting
to apply to the grave situation. The president’s demeanor during the thirteen days of the
Cuban missile crisis elucidates the stressful, yet quiet, moments he experienced. These
moments, though not overtly religious, are full of indicators that Kennedy was wrestling
with how to reconcile his actions with his conscience, which had been formed through his
experiences both religious and secular. The president’s connection with those closest to
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him, his deep understanding of those around him, his dedication to finding a peaceful
solution to the crisis, and his empathy, led to Kennedy’s being able to navigate the
struggle for peace in which he was engaged. Knowing Kennedy’s religion likely helped
result in his quiet strength, a strength that came also from a lifetime of loss and tragedy, it
is possible to say that his religious background may have helped buoy his personality
during this most difficult time.
Those around Kennedy, even before being aware of the danger the nation was
facing, sensed that something was wrong with the president, beginning on October 16.
From his secret service agents to his press secretary, those who were not involved
directly in the ExComm meetings knew their Chief Executive was dealing with
something that was weighing heavily on his heart and mind, creating an atypical solemn
mood around him. Kennedy’s press secretary, Pierre Salinger, who would not be
informed of the missile placement until later in the week remembered observing the
president’s “black mood” and noticed in meetings with him he had no smile and was
almost constantly drumming his fingers on his teeth, a sign of his nervous energy that
was especially apparent when his was wrestling with difficult decisions.106 These
moments, that would become more frequent over the next two weeks, were indications
that the normally outgoing president was turning inward, in an attempt to center his
struggle for peace in his own conscience.
Part of this inward turn was to surround himself with his family, more so than at
any other time during his presidency. In trying to keep as normal a schedule as possible,
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both for the public perception of normalcy and his own hope for the return to normal, the
president spent more time with Jacqueline, read to Caroline daily, and made frequent
trips to check on John Jr. who was in bed sick the entire first week of the crisis. He would
occasionally take dinner with friends and even made trips to Hyannis, were he would
walk alone, especially when he had to “think unthinkable thoughts.”107 Those around him
noticed many instances where the president would sit alone, seemingly deep in
thought.108 While his introspection would often be done in private during the moments
when he was forced to make hard decisions, he would also turn to those closest to him to
help him through these quietly contemplative moments. Of all the people who surrounded
him during crisis, though, Kennedy sought out his two most trusted advisers most often:
his wife Jacqueline and his brother Bobby.
Retreating from the harried world of ExComm meetings and secret sessions, times
with those people he most trusted and who shared his political and religious beliefs
provided the president the opportunity to work through both his political and religious
consciences. Mrs. Kennedy stayed in the private quarters most of the time during the
Cuban crisis, so she could be near if the president needed her. She and the president
would often take walks around the Rose Garden during the 13 days of the crisis or dine
together so she could learn of the latest developments and he could share his thoughts and
garner her opinions.109 On the first Saturday of the crisis, when he had returned home
suddenly from campaigning in Illinois to meet with the ExComm, and before the nation
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knew of the threat 90 miles off the coast of Florida, John Kennedy called his wife at their
family retreat of Glen Ora and asked her to come back to the White House with their
children. He wanted her closer to him for the stressful days to come and to be near, in
case the unthinkable happened.110 Having herself been raised in the Catholic faith, any
spiritual reassurance she may have offered would have been true to the Catholic faith, as
well.
Much as he did with his wife, the president spent considerable time during the
crisis with his brother, Robert. They would tell stories and reminisce about their younger
days as a distraction and a way to talk through the stress of the events facing the
nation.111 Bobby Kennedy, not only the president’s brother, but also his Attorney
General, was the first call the president made after being told of the photographic
evidence of the missile placement. Among the other officials in the ExComm, John
Kennedy was somewhat isolated in his own government, leading some to proclaim
“thank God for Bobby during the Cuban missile crisis.”112 The Kennedy brothers were
never closer than they were during the crisis because Bobby, unlike any other ExComm
member, could tell the president exactly what he thought.113 Bobby could also suggest
concerns or solutions to the ExComm on his brother’s behalf, even when the president
was not sitting in on the meeting, something he did occasionally throughout the crisis to
give ExComm members full freedom to speak.114 It was the uniquely close nature of their
relationship and how well they knew one another’s beliefs which allowed John and
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Robert Kennedy to share many of the same ideas and the same concerns. Because the
brothers knew one another so well, though, they both also shared a sense of premonition
about a violent end to the Kennedy administration. Much like Abraham Lincoln, another
president known for his nebulous views on religion, John Kennedy spoke often about the
possibility of an assassination.115 Yet, this fatalistic thinking can be thought of as a
religious trait, as well, because it was not something they dwelled on as a fear, but as an
inevitability and something which only the two of them could truly understand. It was for
this reason that Kennedy brothers confided in one another, like they could with no one
else. They had been raised in the same household, though their versions of faith were
vastly different. Unlike his older brother, Robert Kennedy had a more outwardly pious
relationship to his faith, more aligned with his mother’s piety. Bobby was also more
reactionary against Communism, and, therefore, more “hawkish” during the crisis.116
This also made him a much more “antiquated” form of Catholicism, not yet moving
along the path of his brother’s more liberal faith and in the direction that Pope John
XXIII was beginning to take the Church. The fact that he confided in Bobby so much
during the crisis would imply that some of the president’s thinking was influenced by the
younger brother, advising the older, from a place of Catholic devotion very different from
the way the elder Kennedy was accustomed to thinking.
The Cuban missile crisis made many demands on John Kennedy’s time. However,
the president continued his lifelong dedication to attending Sunday Mass. Reports from
those who were present at the time show that Kennedy attended church services at least
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three times during the thirteen days of the crisis. On the first Wednesday of the crisis,
days prior to the American public being aware of the Cuban missiles, Kennedy decided to
stop at Saint Matthews Church where a National Day of Prayer service was being held.
Dave Powers, who also did not yet know about the missiles, was with the president and
questioned the stop. As the two men knelt in the back of the church, Kennedy responded
to Powers saying that “we could use all the prayers we can get.”117 Kennedy’s statement
is evidence that, even if he did not subscribe to the theology of the Church, he, at least,
spoke to a belief in the power of praying to God during times of intense pressure, in the
same way his mother had prayed for him while he was serving in the Navy.
President and Mrs. Kennedy attended Mass together on Sunday, October 21, less
than a week after the president was told of the missiles and the day before he would
address the American public about the Cuban situation.118 Between Mass on the 21 of
October and Mass on the 28 of October, the world would become aware of the threat
from the Soviet missiles, the crisis would reach its climax, and Khrushchev would agree
to remove the missiles from Cuba. Bookended by Sunday Masses, though, were the most
dangerous days of the Cold War, days which would test the young president, his advisers,
and his principles, both in public and private life. There is no record of Kennedy
attending Mass or going to Saint Stephen’s, Saint Matthew’s, or any other church during
the week. Any strength or sense of peace that Kennedy may have gained from the ritual
of organized Catholic Mass, would have had to carry him through the trying week.
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By the evening of Saturday, October 27, the quarantine was in effect, a U-2 plane
had been shot down and the pilot killed, and there were two communiques from
Khrushchev, one demanding tougher Soviet demands in order to end the crisis. The
meeting of the ExComm that evening was tense, with military leaders pressing Kennedy
even more fiercely to immediately take military action against the Cuban missile sites.
The arguments and “sharp disagreements” between the ExComm members that night
took such a toll on the members that they “almost seemed unable to communicate with
one another” and made the meeting on October 27 the most depressing of his entire
presidency.119 After Bobby went to meet with the Russian Ambassador about the letter to
Khrushchev and to suggest the secret potential of the removal of the Turkish missiles,
John Kennedy and Dave Powers watched the movie “Roman Holiday” before the
president went to bed. Before he left, though, he told Powers that they would be going to
the 10 o’clock Mass at Saint Stephens in the morning and that “we’ll have plenty of hard
praying to do so don’t be late.”120 The pressure of knowing that he might be forced to
take military action was obviously weighing on the president and he was recalling prayer,
just as his mother had taught him, as the way to ease the troubled heart, mind, soul, and
conscience. If Kennedy meant this statement as another ironic mention of his mother’s
ritualistic piety or if he was sincere in his desire to find absolution in prayer, can never be
known, but the plan to attend Mass, with all else swirling around him showed a
dedication to the prayerfulness of John Kennedy’s faith. The next day, Sunday, October
28, was the Feast of Christ the King, a Mass which acknowledges Christ’s reigning over
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all heaven and earth. In the Catholic faith, Christ the King rules over all governments, as
well, and all the decision-makers therein. In essence, the Feast of Christ the King would
be offering prayers to a heavenly leader for His continued reign. Not only were Catholic
churches worldwide celebrating the Christ the King Mass, the U.S. Catholic Bishops also
declared that Sunday as a National Day of Prayer for President Kennedy and his
government.121 The prayers of the nation’s Catholics would be focused on guidance for
the Kennedy’s decisions and the outcomes of those decisions, as well.
The outcome of Kennedy’s decisions was known before he was able to get to
Mass on Sunday morning when McGeorge Bundy informed him of Khrushchev’s
acceptance of the American deal. Though Kennedy took this news with “tremendous
satisfaction” he insisted on reading the message from the Soviet Premier while on his
way to Mass.122 Kennedy told Dave Powers, as they prepared to leave, that they now had
extra reason to pray.123 The president was possibly indicating to Powers that prayers of
thanks would be said on this morning, as opposed to the prayers of intercession for which
he planned to have a need just a few hours earlier. Kennedy, one ExComm member
noticed, “walked with a lighter step” as he prepared to go to Mass on Sunday morning
and the president himself admitted to feeling like “a different man” than he had during
the previous two weeks.124 While the crisis was not completely over, as the missile sites
would remain in Cuba for another several weeks before finally being removed, the most
perilous moments of the crisis had passed. That Sunday night, before getting in to his
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bed, Dave Powers saw the president get down on his knees by his bedside, praying
again.125
The Weight of Virtues
C.S. Lewis once wrote that conscience has two meanings: “…the pressure a man
feels upon his will to do what he thinks is right” and “his judgment as to what the content
of right and wrong are.”126 For John Kennedy, the Cuban missile crisis can, ultimately, be
seen as a struggle of conscience. While neither the pressure to do what is right nor his
judgment as to the meaning of right developed solely out of Kennedy’s Catholic faith,
there is evidence of his faith’s influence in helping form the president’s conscience. This
evidence is found in his religious background, his weaving civil religion and his personal
faith into his political career, and in the personal traits he exhibited during the crisis,
including his church attendance. During the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy’s conscience
seemed to align strongly with the cardinal virtues of the Catechism: fortitude, justice,
prudence, and temperance. As a child, before being confirmed a member of the Catholic
Church, Kennedy would have been taught the Catechism, the basic tenets of Catholic
doctrine, which seek to ground the Catholic in his religious life. Though these virtues are
not exclusive to Catholicism, they are four of the fundamentals of the faith. According to
the Catechism, fortitude is the virtue which “ensures firmness in difficulties and
constancy in the pursuit of good’; justice is “the firm and constant will to give God and
neighbor their due”; prudence can be the “practical reason to discern…our true good and
to choose the right means for achieving it”; and temperance is the virtue that “moderates
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the attraction of the pleasures…and provides balance…”127 These virtues may have
played a role in the forming of the President Kennedy’s conscience, pressuring him to do
the right thing in respect to the pursuit of the common good, while maintaining the rights
and dignity of others.
Hugh Sidey believed that the horror of war was the single biggest influence on
Kennedy’s later leadership. He saw the impact of war on individuals, nations, and
societies and believed that the impact was never a positive one. In fact, the president’s
concern over the effects of nuclear war “ran even deeper than his considerable public
rhetoric on the issue.”128 Throughout his presidency, John Kennedy made comments and
public statements about the horrors that would arise from the use of nuclear weapons.
Kennedy’s response to an early briefing on the effects of nuclear weapons was to turn to
Secretary of State Dean Rusk and say “And we call ourselves the human race.”129 In
1961, the president wrote that his understanding of the impacts of a nuclear exchange
were such he felt “that it would be among the dead than among the quick.”130 When
shown a 20-megaton bomb, Kennedy turned pale and inquired, “Why do we need one of
these?”131 It is not a stretch to infer that the impacts of war which effected Kennedy so
deeply did so because they, in part, violated the four cardinal virtues of the Catechism
which he was taught to uphold.
127

Catechism of the Catholic Church, accessed March 13, 2018,
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s1c1a7.htm, 1837, 1836,
1835, 1838.
128
Sidey, Introduction, xxix.
129
Philip Nash, “Nuclear Weapons in Kennedy’s Foreign Policy,” The Historian
56, no. 2 (Winter 1994): 288. accessed January 9, 2018. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.15406563.1994.tb01309.x.
130
Nash, “Nuclear Weapons,” 288.
131
Nash, “Nuclear Weapons,” 288.

47

Kennedy’s fortitude and resoluteness also may have helped him make the
decisions not to immediately pursue a military path to end the crisis. Though Kennedy’s
first reaction to the proof of missiles in Cuba was that the U.S. would have to revert to an
air strike or invasion to remove them, throughout the course of the crisis, after more
thought, he became opposed to using such military action.132 This opposition became
more difficult for him as his military leaders, particularly the Joint Chiefs of Staff, were
putting increasing pressure on the president to take military action, including both air
strikes and an invasion.133 General Curtis LeMay went so far as to say Kennedy’s
reluctance to use military force was soft and that the American people would think the
same when they discovered he could have taken military action but refused.134 Yet,
Kennedy did not agree to military action and was still hesitant, even when he knew that
he would have to prepare reserve forces in case Khrushchev rejected the American offer
and an invasion became necessary.135 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. believed that the president
was able to resist the pressures from the Joint Chiefs because he had been in the military
himself. His status as a war hero afforded Kennedy the self-confidence that some
commanders in chief lack.136 The president also deeply loathed the bloodshed associated
with war, carnage he had witnessed firsthand, and knew that a nuclear war would likely
mean the end of the world.137 If the use of nuclear weapons during the Cuban crisis did
not cause the physical end of the world, it would almost certainly cause irreparable harm

132

Dallek, Unfinished Life, 547.
Stern, The Week the World Stood Still, 195.
134
Talbot, Brothers, 166.
135
R. Kennedy, Thirteen Days, 109.
136
Talbot, Brothers, 171.
137
Stern, The Week the World Stood Still, 28; Sidey, Introduction, xxiii-xxiv,
133

xxxii.

48

to the people, the land, and the relationships of the world’s nations, regardless of whether
those nations and lands felt the direct impacts of the weapons. Kennedy’s moral
sensibility would not permit a strictly military response that would kill, at a minimum,
hundreds of Cubans and could escalate to kill millions across the world.
The personality traits that it takes to lead a nation to the brink of nuclear war, but
not over that edge, all seemed to come together under the persona of John F. Kennedy.
McGeorge Bundy believed he had never seen a man so fully engaged as President
Kennedy during the difficult days of the crisis.138 Press Secretary Pierre Salinger
recognized that Kennedy “depended on his smile, his courage, and his optimism that this
crisis too would pass.”139 His was a stalwart persona to the world, even confidently
signing his middle name on the quarantine proclamation on the evening of October 23,
something that he typically did not do on his presidential proclamations, while keeping
the pen with which he signed the proclamation for himself, also a rare occurrence.140 At
the critical and even more trivial moments during the crisis, Kennedy exceeded the
expectations of what a president in such a unique and terrifying moment could do.
Kennedy’s friend and aide, Kenneth O’Donnell wrote that he had “dark thoughts about
what could happen if the wrong kind of president happened to be occupying the White
House at a sensitive time in history.”141 Regardless of his internal struggles, Kennedy
portrayed confidence to the world. It is impossible to know if his internal confidence was
shaken, but his deep faith may have played a role in his public display of confidence.
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Though his physical appearance may have given away some of his weariness, at
least according to the Secret Service agents around him who described him aging “a
decade” during the crisis and who noticed the “hollow look in his eyes” after his national
address,142 it was the president’s ability to maintain some semblance of normalcy that
helped those around him stay calm. Most of those involved with Kennedy during the
crisis noted how, despite the inner struggle that he was facing, he was outwardly calm.143
Even during the contentious ExComm meetings, Kennedy’s calm and deliberate manner
was evidence of a leader in charge. It was clear to all those around him that he was
keeping his emotions in check, not becoming aggressive, and was tolerant of criticism
that sometimes came from the meetings. In a reflection of Christian fortitude, he was
composed, in command, and kept his sense of humor throughout the crisis. This
composure seems even more remarkable during this trying time because of something
John Kennedy had told Jacqueline Bouvier when they were engaged: that his chief flaw
was his irritability. Though he likely became upset and angry at times throughout the
crisis, it was his composure that impressed the ExComm the most.144 It was this calmness
that helped keep everyone else from becoming overwhelmed with the dangerous situation
and, while this sense of peace may have come from the virtue of fortitude, it may also
have come from another religious source. At the very beginning of the crisis, while he
was trying to prevent the news of the Soviet missiles from becoming public, Kennedy
made a campaign stop in Illinois and visited at the grave of Abraham Lincoln. He laid a
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wreath at Lincoln’s tomb and stood quietly for several moments in front of the slain
president’s gravesite. Some have surmised that Kennedy was gaining strength from his
predecessor, a man who had faced much adversity and during his presidency.145 It could
also be speculated, though, that Kennedy may have been saying intercessory prayers for
the strength to handle the current crisis. Though there is no direct indication that this
strength was linked to his religious beliefs, religion often provides strength to those who
find their trials too extreme to handle on their own. His religion, therefore, could account
in part for Kennedy’s quiet strength during the most trying times of his life, including
during the Cuban missile crisis.
The transcript of ExComm meetings show that there are several instances in the
Oval Office when Kennedy would ask “And then where are we?” This question was
followed by a period of silence.146 During these quiet moments, it is possible that
Kennedy was quietly in contemplation over what move to make next, using the full range
of his decision-making tools, including his personal faith. At times like these, it is
possible that the president was exhibiting all four virtues in his slow, deliberate, and
thoughtful deliberation. These moments that allowed the president to work through his
decisions through reflection and discernment during the ExComm meetings were brief.
Usually during the meetings, he needed to be steadfast to stave off the growing calls for
military action, something Kennedy knew would kill hundreds, if not thousands or
millions of people. This is not to say that Kennedy was “obsessed with fatality figures”
but he also made a conscious effort to consider every possible option that might avoid
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war.147 Just as he had done as a young man, in his attempts to develop his own brand of
faith through discernment, Kennedy’s reactions to the various options presented him
during the crisis were varied and well-thought out. His approach was one that pivoted on
taking all necessary actions and no unnecessary actions. This was no time to be “hasty,
hesitant, reckless, or afraid.”148 The declassification of records from the Kennedy
Administration, particularly tapes and transcripts from the Cuban missile crisis, have
allowed a reexamining of some of the role that the president played in the crisis. It is
clear from the declassified materials that patience and diplomacy can help reduce
tensions and, potentially, avoid a war. It is also clear that it was the president, assisted by
his brother, who played a decisive role in providing the patience that was required to
prevent all-out war from breaking out during the crisis.149 Kennedy’s conscientiousness
may have been based on his internalized knowledge of the Catholic cardinal virtues being
used in concert with his decision-making process.
Throughout his public life, John Kennedy was well-known for his empathy, a
quality that many credited for his ability to relate to those he was representing while in
Congress and, again, during his presidency. While making decisions, he would put
himself in the position of others in an attempt to understand their motivations.150 This
ability, coupled with his genuine concern for other people, led the president to consider
the “whys” of both the Soviets and the Cubans and to feel the potential pain of loss
resulting from nuclear war. Empathy, though not shared by all of the worlds’ Christians,
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is a trait espoused in the person of Jesus Christ and, therefore is encouraged in those who
are capable of such deep compassion, providing further evidence of the influence of
Kennedy’s Catholic upbringing in his thinking during his administration in general and,
specifically, during the Cuban crisis.
Kennedy’s questions regarding the well-being, both physically and mentally, of
those around him was demonstrative of the empathy he felt for others. He was concerned
about the exhaustive schedule being kept by the members of ExComm and how that was
affecting, not just their decision-making abilities, but also their physical well-being, as
well.151 The level of exhaustion that many of the officials were experiencing was a
general threat to the process of resolving the crisis, so Kennedy’s concern was both for
his officials’ well-being and his goal of keeping the United States from nuclear war.
Physical exhaustion was an issue Kennedy understood well, despite his trying to maintain
a normal schedule during the crisis. But the fear of his officials’ mental exhaustion
weighed on Kennedy, as well, partly because it was something he possibly experienced in
his quieter moments, while carefully weighing the possible actions to take during the
crisis. The mental exhaustion of his officials serving on the ExComm was compounded
by the fact that they were unsure of the fate of their families, while they were spending
days and nights near the White House. The top government officials would be moved to
the White House bunker or the off-site bunker that was designed to keep the American
government functioning during a nuclear attack, only the president’s family would be
permitted the same protections. Kennedy felt the fear of the men around him, being
separated from their families for the long days and nights in the White House with the
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impending potential for nuclear war. Many officials made couches into beds or stayed in
hotels near the White House, simply to be nearby in case the worst were to happen.152
Kennedy, however, was fortunate enough to have his family with him in the White
House, but he never stopped considering the fates of the families of the men who were
helping him steer America out of the crisis. With little advance warning, their families
would be expected to travel to a designated location to be taken to safety. Kennedy
questioned his good friend and special assistant, Dave Powers, about his wife’s reaction
to the events, once they were made public. He was concerned that she was frightened,
being left home alone should the worst-case scenario play out across the nation.153 The
president made similar inquiries about the well-being of the families of his secret service
agents, whose wives and children were accustomed to the absences of the agents and the
daily concern for the agents’ safety, but the worry for their own survival was a
frighteningly new concern.154 Kennedy’s understanding of people and, more importantly
his ability to place himself in a position to feel the fears and concerns of others, helped
him understand the points of view of those around him and be mindful of every man’s
unique perspective.
After the Saturday, October 27 report that Major Rudolf Anderson, Jr.’s
reconnaissance U-2 plane had been shot down over Cuba by a Soviet-supplied surface to
air missile and the pilot killed, a visceral reaction from Kennedy could have resulted in
the immediate commencement of the nuclear war he had been trying to avoid for the
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previous ten days. But, Kennedy’s reaction was tempered by the loss of an Air Force
pilot. His concern was not about Khrushchev, but about the family of Major Anderson,
even more so when he discovered that the Anderson’s had a young son, about the same
age as young John Kennedy, Jr. The president was so upset by this news and the plight of
Anderson family, that he began working on a letter to Mrs. Anderson, even while
meeting with the ExComm. In his final letter, which he would finish the next day, after
receiving word from Khrushchev that he would remove the missiles, the president
expressed the gratitude and sympathy of the entire nation. In a handwritten addition, he
added that he knew “how deeply you must feel his loss.”155 For Kennedy, though, this
was no mere platitude, for he had borne the loss of a brother and a sister in plane crashes.
Despite the stress of his own emotions, John Kennedy was taking on the worries of those
around him while trying to also take on the greatest crisis of his presidency. His empathy
for those around him during the crisis and for the Anderson family, particularly the
Major’s young son, was genuine and heartfelt and came from a place deep within the
president’s moral center, formed and informed by his Catholic faith.
President Kennedy’s conscience seemed to be most burdened by the possibility of
the loss of innumerable lives as causalities in a potential nuclear war, a concern
consistent with the basic values of Catholicism and all four of the cardinal virtues. This
concern about the deaths, particularly the deaths of civilians, was mentioned at various
points during ExComm meetings, but never by the president. Instead, his brother Bobby
would raise the issue, likely on behalf of his brother, to ensure the president did not look
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weak or overly concerned with hypothetical situations, while staring down a very real
threat.156 Bobby, always the more pious brother, sometimes appeared obsessed with
morality, but his deep faith possibly influenced his brother’s judgment on what was right
and warned the president not to take any action that could possibly “blacken” his
reputation.157 Days before there was confirmation of Soviet missile bases, Kennedy was
critical of Congressmen who were calling for an invasion of Cuba. It seemed obvious to
the president that they would perfectly agreeable to send someone else’s son off to fight a
war, the outcome of which no one would be able to predict.158 Kennedy’s conscience
would not permit a pre-emptive invasion, nor would it permit him to order an invasion
even after the missile sites were discovered.
The idea of a Cuban invasion troubled Kennedy because it would endanger the
lives of thousands of Americans on Cuban soil, just eighteen months after the Bay of Pigs
invasion. It would be, in Kennedy’s word, a “mess.”159 During the crisis, Kennedy
remarked “I have the responsibility of the lives of a hundred and eighty million
Americans.”160 But, Kennedy, guided by conscience, morality and his level-headedness
during the crisis, knew that his responsibility ran deeper than the lives of Americans: His
decisions would have an impact on the lives of every living person on the planet. It was
the burden of not knowing the Soviet response that was the greatest strain on the
president. On the last Saturday of the crisis, October 27, the ExComm unanimously were
in favor of air strikes, should Khrushchev not agree to remove the weapons. President
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Kennedy remarked that “It isn’t the first step that concerns me, but both sides escalating
to the fourth and fifth step—and we don’t go to the sixth because there is no one around
to do so.”161 There was no question that the president saw what could be approaching if
the United States went down the path to war. His goal was to avoid the tragedy of war, at
all costs, in order to uphold the common good for all the world.
At the beginning of the crisis, some of the members of ExComm argued that
instead of, or in conjunction with an invasion, a surprise air strike could possibly take out
the missile sites. For the president, though his initial thoughts were centered on an air
strike or an invasion, the thought of potentially thousands of civilian deaths haunted him
to the point of, eventually, vetoing the idea of an air strike.162 Adlai Stevenson, the U.S
Ambassador to the UN, having known Kennedy for several years, was surprised that
Kennedy had ever considered an air strike.163 Knowing the personality, the morality, and
the conscience of the man, made the thought of him launching an attack that would
certainly kill Cubans not involved with the missile sites, seemed incongruent with his
personality and his conscience. Robert Kennedy, again possibly acting as his brother’s
voice during an ExComm meeting, made comparisons between a surprise air strike on
Cuba and the attack on Pearl Harbor twenty-one years earlier. The Pearl Harbor analogy
would be used several times during the discussion. The moral implications of a “Pearl
Harbor in reverse” helped turn some members of the ExComm from supporting the
action to opposition. Douglas Dillon, Secretary of the Treasury, for instance, was
convinced by the idea that America could not simply bomb the island. It would not only
161
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be historically “self-destructive” but also morally wrong and inhumane.164 In a campaign
speech in October 1964, Robert Kennedy said that advisers had estimated 25,000 Cubans
would have been killed if the missile sites and air bases were bombed, but “the President
would have no part” because of “his belief in what is right and what is wrong.”165 That
the Kennedy brothers were using their own sense of morality and conscience to influence
the other members of the ExComm speaks loudly to the influence Kennedy’s Catholic
faith may have had on his decisions during the crisis. Though he was already opposed to
the air strike, Kennedy, using his brother Bobby, was able to bring others’ opinions in
line with his own. While the president made his own decisions, he typically valued the
opinions of others, especially in high stress situations. His wanting to bring the members
in line with his thinking on the issue shows, not only how deeply flawed he felt the plan,
but also how strongly Kennedy’s conscience and personal beliefs may have been acting
upon his decisions.
Pearl Harbor was not the only incident of World War II that seemed to play into
the conscience of John Kennedy during the Cuban missile crisis. His own experiences in
war and his older brother’s death during the war resulted in his fervent hope that war
could be avoided during his presidency. According to Ted Sorensen, President Kennedy
so desired rational alternatives to war that he devoted more time during his presidency on
deferring and preventing war, than he spent on all other subjects combined.166 But,
America, as a whole nation, had been changed at the end of World War II with the
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dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. One scientist who worked on
the atom bomb during the war claims that the horror of the attacks created what he called
“the sanctification of Hiroshima.”167 The bombings took on an almost “religious
significance” because of how the events stayed in the minds of the public and
“strengthened the world-wide will” to never unleash their destructive power on the world
again.168 The fact that some of the nuclear warheads placed in Cuba were 70 times more
powerful than the bomb dropped on Hiroshima likely made the need to prevent the use of
nuclear weapons that much more of an imperative.169 The goal to find a non-nuclear way
to remove the Soviet missiles from Cuba was also the goal to protect millions of lives, a
fact that weighed heavily on the president.
Kennedy knew he had to proceed carefully through the crisis to avoid nuclear war
and this fact weighed heavily on his conscience. He had a much deeper fear of nuclear
war than most around him were aware and the decisions weighed heavily on his
conscience because, not only would a nuclear holocaust be John F. Kennedy’s failure, but
because of the loss of life that would result.170 In private moments, the president would
speak with his brother or with Ted Sorensen about children. He was not speaking of his
own children, or even just American children, but rather his concern was for the world’s
children. At one point, John Kennedy broke down and wept in front of Bobby while
trying to talk with him about millions of children being killed in the event of nuclear war.
The solemnity of the president about the future of all the children in the world, prompted
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him to tell those closest to him that he must find a rational alternative to war.171 Kennedy
was haunted by the thought of the innocent children who would never have a chance to
grow up or a chance to use their voices. The president took on the responsibility for the
future of these innocents.
This unconscionable choice was one reason why Kennedy focused on the
quarantine option. There were, in his opinion, more ways to avert nuclear war and more
possibilities for escalation that would not involve nuclear weapons by choosing to pursue
a quarantine. The quarantine option also did not back Khrushchev into a corner and gave
the Soviet leader more time to change his mind about his actions in Cuba.172 It was the
president’s hope that the flexibility associated with the quarantine would prevent an
escalation to nuclear war. As Kennedy stated, “I chose the quarantine because I wondered
if our people are ready for the bomb.”173 It seems unlikely that the president himself was
ready for the bomb, either. In order to further delay using weapons, the quarantine that
Kennedy ordered was not a strict quarantine but allowed for the passage of food and
medicine and, despite the objections from ExComm members, petroleum and oil were
also allowed to pass through, as well.174 Kennedy hoped these less restrictive parameters
would allow for increasingly tighter restrictions, should the crisis persist. This strategy
made it possible for the use of small incremental steps in terms of what items were
allowed to pass through the quarantine would provide a safer alternative than increasing
pressure using air strikes, invasions, or missiles. Allowing the passage of ships carrying
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medical supplies and food also ensured that the president was not undertaking an action
that ran counter to his conscience. He avoided an air strike because he feared the death of
Cuban civilians, so allowing the free passage of medical and food supplies would
alleviate any moral conflict associated with preventing Cuban civilians from receiving
life-saving supplies. Similarly, Kennedy ordered that ships not stopping at the quarantine
line be disabled, but not sunk. If the crisis came to the point of needing to pursue more
aggressive tactics, this strategy, again, would allow for graduated timing. The president
also made sure that he was going to be personally directing the quarantine.175 It would
ultimately be Kennedy and his own conscience that would control that actions taken
during the crisis.
Throughout the crisis, President Kennedy wrote to encourage Khrushchev to
continue looking for the peaceful way through the crisis. It seems as though Kennedy
understood that the only way there was going to be respect earned out of the crisis was
for the men to reach a solution that would lessen the danger of nuclear way. In a
communication he sent to Khrushchev during the crisis, Kennedy asserted that that both
leaders must show “prudence.”176 Kennedy’s implication in asking for prudence was to
call for a more thoughtful approach to finding a solution of the crisis. The Catechism
provides, as an example of prudence, a verse from the book of Proverbs: “the prudent
man looks where he is going.”177 It is this type of prudent man, the one who would
always look forward to where is he is going or to where he is trying to go, that Kennedy
thought would maneuver the world away from nuclear war. Thankfully, Khrushchev
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seemed to heed Kennedy’s advice on prudence as both Kennedy and Khrushchev seem to
have realized that no leader “in his right mind” would use nuclear weapons, at least not in
an aggressive action. The human price of using nuclear force against another nation
would be far too great and, what is not lost in human life, would be lost in the precipitous
harsh judgment that would come from the rest of the world, and in the lasting negative
view that history would take of the leader, and the nation, who unleased such deadly
force onto the world.178
On the evening of Monday, October 22, when he addressed the American people
prior to signing the quarantine order, President Kennedy informed the nation of the
duplicity of the USSR, but also reminded all Americans that the United States did not
want to conquer or push our ideologies onto other nations. In truth, Kennedy did not
desire the rollback of Communism, but simply desired a way for Communism and the
American way of life to peacefully coexist. There was no intent to win the Cold War
during the Kennedy years, but to simply “thaw” the Cold War by achieving the
underlying goals of the Cuban crisis: the victory “of both peace and freedom…”179 Part
of the achievement of peace, in Kennedy’s mind, seems to be that neither the Americans,
Cubans, nor Soviets experience any kind of indignity for the crisis, particularly on the
worldwide stage. In an action which aligns with the Catholic cardinal virtue of justice
towards men, Kennedy desired that the rights of all people be respected. This also
included showing respect to Premier Khrushchev, despite his duplicity and the continued
missile site work in Cuba. After Khrushchev accepted the Administration’s proposal to
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end the crisis for a vow to not invade Cuba, some members of the ExComm were
wanting to celebrate America’s “victory” over the Russians. The president admonished
this thinking, urging reserve.180 Kennedy, himself, was relieved and spent a quiet evening
in the residence with his family, but he was adamant that no one from his Administration
should be making statements that in any way make it appear that this was a victory over
the Soviets.181 For one, there was no predicting what would really happen next, as the
missiles would stay in Cuba for another month. But, he was also concerned that the
nation be respectful of Khrushchev. After receiving the Soviet Premier’s acceptance of
the U.S. terms and a staff member suggested a “gloating victory report” to be delivered to
the American public, Kennedy retorted, “Khrushchev has eaten enough crow. Let’s not
rub it in.”182 It took much courage and humility for the Soviet Premier to agree to remove
the missiles and, if the United States wanted to make any advancements on a nuclear test
ban treaty, there would have to be deference paid to the sacrifice Khrushchev had made
to end the Cuban crisis. Again, this respect highlights the cardinal virtues of the Catholic
faith, in that he was encouraging temperance in those around him, prudence by looking at
the long-term solutions, and justice in that he was exhibiting “uprightness of his conduct
towards his neighbor.”183
Aspects of President John F. Kennedy’s personality, including his introspection
and calmness, his empathy, and his steadfastness in both his opposition to the carnage of
war and his dedicated church attendance, unquestionably played a role in his decision-
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making skills during the Cuban missile crisis. Though his faith is only mentioned,
directly, in relation to his church attendance, each of these aspects of his personality
relate back to his experiences with his Catholic faith. Questioning himself and his beliefs,
introspectively, was something he had done since childhood and the calm that so often
surrounded him could have stemmed from the quiet peace that comes from deep faith.
Empathy can be a Christian virtue and the opposition to war and dedication to Catholic
ritual are indicative of a man whose faith is likely of paramount importance. These traits
are all also indicative of a man whose moral conscience played a role in his decisionmaking during a most stressful time.

64

Pacem in Terris
Though it is possible to draw connections between President John F. Kennedy’s
faith, the cardinal virtues of the Catholic Church, and Kennedy’s decisions, actions, and
reactions during the Cuban missile crisis, the possible influence of this faith in his
handling of the Cuban missile crisis seems even more apparent when his decisions are
viewed in light of the papal encyclical, Pacem in Terris. The statement, which would be
the most famous of John XXIII’s papacy, was signed by the Church’s leader on Maundy
Thursday of 1963, the holy day when Christians mark the occasions of the Last Supper of
Jesus, as well as his betrayal and arrest.184 Though, by definition, papal encyclicals were
normally addressed the bishops of the Church or to the bishops and members of the
Catholic faith, Pacem in Terris was addressed to “the whole world and to all men of good
will,” the first time a papal pronouncement would include those who were not members
of the Catholic faith.185 Pacem in Terris was revolutionary not only in its content and its
universality, but also how it was received by all those around the world.
John XXIII was more than a “caretaker” of the Church but instead became an
incredibly popular Pontiff, even amongst Protestants, for his more liberal attitudes and his
welcoming spirit.186 The universality of John XXIII’s message is indicative of the type of
pope that John had become during his papacy. Nothing exemplified this better that the
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release of Pacem in Terris, when the encyclical was printed in full in The New York
Times and Protestants commented after reading the letter that the pope finally had a
Christian voice, speaking even to those believers not of the Catholic faith.187 The
Kennedy Administration issued an official response, the first such response to any papal
encyclical, and the next week President Kennedy, while speaking at Boston College made
a strikingly rare remark regarding his faith when he said “As a Catholic, I am proud of it.
As an American, I have learned from it.”188 According to Cardinal Cushing, Good Pope
John built bridges “between people of all religions…bridges of love, bridges of
confidence and charity, tolerance, understanding, and kindness.”189 During the Cuban
crisis, these bridges were in danger of being destroyed by weapons so powerful that the
world would likely never recover.
Pope John XXIII’s Pacem in Terris builds upon the traditions set out by former
popes, particularly the messages that his predecessor, Pope Pius XII, made during and
after World War II.190 After the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Pope Pius
condemned the acts, calling them “an infernal massacre” and an “outrage against
civilization.”191 In the 1950s, his statements on war and on peace seem to indicate his
belief that there would not be peace until another worldwide war was fought, but in 1956,
he made what would become the last denunciation of absolute pacifism and conscientious
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objection from the Catholic Church. Pius moved the Church away from the just war
tradition, encouraging instead “judicial intervention” and “chastisement” as useful
methods to deter aggressors from their aims. The idea of the Christian “just war” had
been first put forth by Saint Augustine, but the concept continued to mature throughout
the Middle Ages. The basic precepts of the just war tradition hold that armed force is
“strictly justified and strictly limited” and that it could only be undertaken “on public
authority and for the public good.” John Kennedy and his family had attended the papal
coronation of Pope Pius XII in 1939 and, in 1951, Congressman Kennedy had a private
audience with Pius, so Kennedy likely knew that Pius was moving the church away from
the acceptance and justification of the use of force to fight against aggressors.192 While
Pius XII moved the Church away from the idea of “just war,” John XXIII’s Pacem in
Terris outright rejected using military force for any reason, including to secure peace.193
Though Kennedy and Pope John were only in contact once during the crisis, and
never met in person, the Pope’s writing was certainly influenced by the events of October
1962 and it is possible that Kennedy’s thinking may have been somewhat influenced by
the modernization occurring within the Church under the lead of Good Pope John.
Cardinal Cushing, on more than one occasion, stated that he believed John F. Kennedy to
be the forerunner of Pope John XXIII because neither allowed his faith to stand in the
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way of his relationships with others. Kennedy also eschewed some of the antiquated
Catholic traditions of the Church, many of which were soon to be modernized by Pope
John’s Second Vatican Council.194 Based on this observation, it is possible to conclude
that “the two Johns” shared many of the same ideas regarding the direction of the Church
in other matters, as well, including some of the attempts to modernize the Church’s
stance on the justification of war and the content of the Pope’s April 1963 encyclical.
Through Pacem in Terris, Pope John XXIII appealed to the conscience of
mankind, though he did not mean only the Catholic conscience. The universality of the
appeal meant that man could worship God according to his own conscience, so long as
that conscience “safeguards the dignity of the human person.”195 By the end of Vatican II,
in 1965, personal freedom of conscience and more individualized choices regarding faith
would be seen as compatible with loyalty to the Catholic Church.196 While these were
new, liberal ideas to come from the pontiff, decades earlier, in what could be seen as
another example of Cardinal Cushing’s idea of him being a forerunner to John XXIII, a
young John F. Kennedy had set out to find his own version of Catholicism that better
aligned with his moral conscience, while still respecting the rights of others.
The conscience John XXIII wrote about in Pacem in Terris hinged upon the idea
of protecting the rights of others. In his encyclical, the pope was able to weave together
the natural law theory, which had been part of the Church for centuries, with the natural
rights theory. Many considered this connection a radical affirmation for the papacy, most
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notably because it seemingly reversed some policies of Pius XII, including those which
restricted meetings between Catholics and communists, among other divisive rules.
Instead, John XXIII uses the encyclical to call on the rights of man to be upheld: rights of
conscience, right to a just wage and, most obviously, disarmament.197 The Pope, being
inspired to write his most famous encyclical by a crisis concerning nuclear weapons, only
mentions nuclear devices twice in the whole of Pacem in Terris, but he is unequivocal in
his statement that the weapons “must be banned.”198 However, his biggest concern and
the majority of his encyclical deals with the kind of peace that comes from the “special
aim the recognition, respect, safeguarding and promotion of the rights of the human
person.”199 In other words, the pope was most concerned about the rights and dignity of
all people.
At least two dozen times, the encyclical mentions “the dignity of the human
person” when discussing the rights of man and the phrase “common good” appeared
more than forty times.200 Pope John XXIII realized that it is impossible to separate peace
and the principle of human rights and human dignity. The encyclical calls on all men of
good will to interact with the world with a sense of justice and of love.201 This idea
reflects back to the fortitude and justice Kennedy may have used as part of his compass
for decision-making. It was the president’s desire to protect human dignity, especially of
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the world’s children, regardless of their religion, nationality, or ideology, that he often
spoke of while making his decisions during the Cuban crisis. While it is impossible to say
that they were the sole factors in Kennedy’s actions during the crisis, it is also impossible
to disregard the role that the cardinal virtues played in his decisions.
Kennedy’s use of temperance, justice, fortitude, and prudence and other aspects of
his Catholic upbringing in his decisions during October 1962 may have led Pope John
XXIII to argue the positive influence of faith in international relations. Kennedy once
quipped that God’s law had “nothing to do with international law,” but his concerns
while making decisions during the Cuban missile crisis did seem to hinge upon, if not
God’s law, the virtues which were instilled in him by the Church.202 John XXIII, just a
few months later, wrote that the same natural laws that dictate how individuals act “must
also regulate the relations of political communities with one another.”203 Because the
same laws regulate both man and governments, if man must be subject to moral law, then
so governments must be also.204 If Kennedy’s actions and motivations did not inspire the
Pope, then the president’s apparent use of moral judgment as part of his motivations, at
least buttressed the Pope’s assertion on the importance of virtue in international relations.
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Conclusion
Just thirteen months after the Cuban missile crisis, both Johns, the two most
visible Catholics in the world, were dead. Pope John XXIII, having already been
diagnosed with cancer before opening the Second Vatican Council and before the missile
crisis, worked to imbue his encyclical with all of the hope for peace that a man could,
knowing his time on earth is limited. President John Kennedy left for Texas, still hopeful
that a more comprehensive ban on nuclear weapons could be reached with the Soviet
Union, never thinking his life would end without the chance to broker more peace. Many
have speculated on what would have happened in the world had John Kennedy not been
assassinated, but few have considered what would have happened if both Johns had
survived 1963. Both men were met with failures, but both also “left behind a vision of
what could have been: a world of tolerance, mutual forgiveness, and love.”205 Both men
knew the power of their Catholic faith and both men exhibited the virtues of Catholicism:
John XXIII, forthrightly, as was mandated by his position, and John Kennedy,
diplomatically, as was mandated by his.
Only one week after Pope John XXIII’s death, Kennedy gave what is remembered
as one of his most stirring speeches in support of peace and nuclear disarmament. The
1963 Commencement Address at American University allowed President John F.
Kennedy to call on a “strategy of peace” in which he announced the United States would
suspend nuclear tests and resume negotiations for a nuclear test ban treaty. He also
defended the Russian people, declaring that “no system is so evil that its people can be
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seen as lacking in virtue.”206 This reiterates, not only the thoughts of Pope John XXIII,
but also the attitude Kennedy took during the Cuban crisis, when he thought of the
people, particularly the children who would be hurt if he made the wrong decisions and
his insistence on respect for the Soviets, even in minor victory.
Despite many attempts to prove him a lax Catholic or to show that his faith had no
bearing in his governing, John Kennedy’s religion still plays a major role in any
discussion of his life, his presidency, his decisions, and his actions at some of the most
crucial points of human history. To that end, though, the depth of Kennedy’s faith and its
influence on his decisions as commander in chief, is an enigma, never to be truly
unraveled. John Kennedy was a man who, as many of his friends and associates noted
before and after his death, no one ever really knew completely. He also never wanted to
be fully revealed, either.207 More than 55 years have passed since the tumultuous
moments of the Cuban missile crisis and it is just as impossible today as it was then to
know what goes on inside the heart, the mind, and even the soul of another person,
particularly one as stoic in public as John Kennedy, a man who only let his emotions
show in front of those he truly trusted.
Though then-Senator Kennedy was determined during the campaign of 1960 to
convince the American public that his Catholicism would play no role in his actions as
president, two years later, religion may have played a role in some of the most important
decisions of his presidency and, possibly, in the entire Cold War era. Some have argued
that Kennedy never really relied on nuclear weapons to get himself out of the Cuban
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crisis, but that his “nuclear restraint eclipsed any nuclear recklessness” and that the
decisions made during crisis were not made as part of a “rational decision-making
process in any traditional sense.”208 If Kennedy was not relying on nuclear weapons,
when all indications were that the enemy was, and if the decisions were not made in any
rational process, then another explanation may be in order: that Kennedy was relying
more on faith than traditionally thought.
Peace is not the end goal of all world leaders. That is as true now as it was during
the Crusades, the World Wars, and even during the Cold War. Yet, at the time when the
Cold War was at its most heated, October of 1962, American President John Fitzgerald
Kennedy moved towards peace. He often told his friends, “All I want them to say about
me is what they said about John Adams: ‘He kept the peace.’”209 John F. Kennedy kept
the peace during the turbulent moments of the Cuban missile crisis and may have been
aided in making the decisions towards that peace by the religious faith that had been part
of his life since infancy. While at no point did Kennedy make any statement specifically
invoking his Catholic faith during the Cuban crisis, the virtues he seemed to display,
including the four cardinal virtues of the Catholic Church, the empathy and respect he felt
for those both for and against him, and the course he ultimately chose to follow, all speak
to the faith of a leader who was determined to save the world from nuclear war, “with a
good conscience” as his “only sure reward.”210
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