
Pope Francis wants peace, NATO not yet 
It is a proxy war between world powers, the Pope seems to want to emphasize 
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Pope Francis has made some statements in relation to Ukraine that have been received with mixed feelings in the 
Western world. Among other things, he called on journalists "to continue to research and study what is happening in 
the world, to continue to tell it like it is. It is your service to the country, and I will be eternally grateful for everything 
you do" (Corriere Della Sera, 3 May 2022). The media did not elaborate on what the Pope meant by this. Now that 
heavier and more far-reaching war material is being transported to Ukraine, Mirjam Ateş-Snijdewind is looking for 
an answer. 
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The Pope made more statements that raised questions. For example, on 3 May 2022, in the same interview with 
Luciano Fontano in the Corriere Della Sera1, the Pope said: "Perhaps it was 'NATO's barking at Russia's gate' that 
prompted Putin to launch the invasion of Ukraine. I cannot say whether his anger was provoked, but I suspect that it 
may have been instigated by the attitude of the West." He repeated this in the magazine La Civiltà Cattolica on June 
14, adding, "I do oppose the simplification of this complex issue into a struggle between good guys and bad guys, 
without thinking about its roots and interests." The Pope also criticised the arms trade and in particular "the escalation 
in the production of weapons."2 
 
The media did not elaborate on what the Pope could have meant by this. But what is the tenor of his message? Could 
his message bring peace closer?3 
 
Those who seek paths to peace must ask themselves whether enough is known about a conflict. Whether the parties 
involved have been heard enough. Whether points can be found that can help to bring a solution closer. The Pope gave 
indications, with which, as a spiritual leader, he undoubtedly wanted to make us all think, so that we could then work 
towards a lasting peace based on justice, not power. What are the facts of NATO and Russia? Can they perhaps lead to 
a solution? 
 
In 1990, President Gorbachev was assured by several Western political leaders, Baker, Bush, Genscher, Kohl, Gates, 
Mitterrand, Thatcher, Hurd, Major and NATO chief Woerner, that NATO would not move an inch closer to the East 
(the Soviet Union) after the reunification of East and West Germany. The released National Security Archives with 
photos attached, are silent witnesses to this.4 
 
The atmosphere in those years was one of friends among themselves, who welcomed the "new" Russia into the House 
of Europe. In that atmosphere, Gorbachev, as President of the Soviet Union, together with his colleagues from Russia 
(Yeltsin) and Ukraine (Ivashko), decided to give the Soviet states the independence they wanted in December 1991, 
dissolving the Warsaw Pact, which no longer seemed necessary.5 



 
Past history 
Would the Pope be referring to this past history? A history that cannot be seen in isolation from President Clinton's 
move in 1997 to expand NATO after all, even though prominent Americans strongly advised him against it and spoke 
of a "political mistake of historic proportions.6  
 
In two waves (1999 and 2004), most of the western, former Soviet states then joined NATO, 7 8 9 much to Russia's 
dismay. President Putin, then still pro-Western, offered at the second wave that Russia could also become a member of 
NATO, something several European countries were interested in, but not the US.10 
 
Another moment the Pope may have been thinking of when he said "NATO was barking at the gates of Russia" may 
have been 2008, when the NATO summit decided to also expand to include the former Soviet republics of Ukraine 
and Georgia, Russia's immediate neighbours. (Ukraine is a country where millions of Russians have lived in 
communion with Ukrainians for centuries.)11 
 
This decision was a step too far for Putin, which he announced at the Bucharest summit. "NATO on the border with 
Russia will endanger the security of the country," and "One third of the population in Ukraine are ethnic Russians."12 
13 Putin's concerns were brushed aside, however. 
Was the pope perhaps referring to this decision when he said he suspected "that it may have been facilitated by the 
attitude of the West"? Or do "the West's attitude" and "roots and interests" perhaps refer to the following? 
 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, there was a growing American economic, military and political 
influence on Ukraine and Georgia. At the beginning of this century, President G.W. Bush visited Tbilisi (Georgia, 
2003). Vice President Biden visited Kiev very regularly in those years to conclude contracts. In Moscow in 2012, 
Biden encouraged students at several universities not to vote for Putin. Hillary Clinton also frequented Kiev, as did 
George Soros and the CIA, among others.14 
 
In December 201315, Russian-born President Yanukovych refused to sign the EU association agreement with a $17 
billion IMF loan, preferring the aid package, which would have been used to finance the country. He preferred 
Russia's $15 billion aid package with a discount on Russian natural gas16, and refused to sign. 
 
The riots, which had been going on since November 2013, intensified after this decision. It was during this time that 
the later leaked telephone conversation took place between the US Deputy Secretary for Political Affairs of Europe, 
Victoria Nuland, and the US Ambassador to Kiev, Jeffrey Pyatt, in which they discussed the US strategy for a political 
transition in Ukraine and who should and should not come to power...17 
 
That early spring, several American, Dutch, and other European politicians were also in Kiev. Some of them spoke to 
attendees at the "Euro Maidan," as it was called.18 
 
In February 2014, the riots culminated in the "Maidan Revolution", the Maidan Massacre, due to the many hundreds 
of deaths and injuries among Yanukovych's supporters.19 By his own account, Vice President Biden, who was in Kiev 
at the time, advised Yanukovych to "walk away from Ukraine."20 An American-backed interim government emerged 
(see Nuland-Pyatt interview), which then accepted the multi-million dollar IMF package in May 2014, not long before 
the American-backed oligarch Poroshenko came to power. 
 
In addition, 2014 was also the year of the Odessa massacre of the Russian-speaking population,21 with neo-Nazis 
playing an important role in both outbreaks of violence. Poroshenko not only banned Russian as formal language, but 
he made it clear on Ukrainian television that Russian-speaking residents “…would no longer have jobs, pensions, 
schools and nurseries, and that their children would be living in shelters, unable to do anything.” (See video excerpt of 
speech by President Poroshenko.22) Water and electricity were also no longer taken for granted. When residents 
revolted against this, Poroshenko had the army throw cluster bombs on his own citizens in Donetsk and Lugansk. It 
was the start of a war, which is still going on today, and where many fascist and neo-Nazi groups, such as Azov, are 
active.23 
 
Putin has repeatedly drawn attention to this and called on both the Ukrainian government and international leaders to 
(help) stop this violence.24 And to ensure that the Minsk Accords of 2014 and 2015, which stipulated some degree of 
self-determination, were respected. He spoke against deaf ears. 
 
Right-wing extremist children's camps are organized in Ukraine where, during shooting exercises, the instruction 
states: 'Never aim at people. But we don't consider separatists as people. So, you should aim at them."25 



 
Since 2014, according to the UN, some 14,000 people have already been killed in that region26, including some 9,000 
civilians27 (Eastern Ukrainians and Ukrainian Russians). Insiders speak of genocide.28 In 2017, around 2.5 million East 
Ukrainians fled to Russia. 'Demilitarisation and denazification' were Putin's goals when he sent his troops to the 
People's Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk - proclaimed by the population in 2014 - on 24 February. This message, 
too, was swept off the table by the West. 
 
A final comment the pope may have had in mind when making his statement about NATO is that made by NATO 
Secretary General Stoltenberg in 2016 at the NATO summit in Warsaw: "The best defence of the NATO alliance is by 
permanently threatening Russia with nuclear war, by ensuring that any local conflict involving Russia in Eastern 
Europe is immediately transformed into a comprehensive conflict between Russia and the whole of NATO." 
 
Speaking on Russian television, the then 85-year-old Gorbachev let his reaction be heard: "NATO leaders only talk 
about defence, about defence, but actually they are preparing offensive operations. All that rhetoric in Warsaw has no 
other purpose than to declare war on Russia."29 
 
The situation is extremely complex. "We do not see the whole drama unfolding behind this war," the Pope added, 
stressing the suffering of the people. It is a proxy war between world powers, from which a 'winner' can never emerge. 
Any party that thinks that more violence will lead to victory is a loser because it has learned nothing from the two 
world wars of last century. Surely we are losers if we believe in 'the power of the strongest'? 
 
The pursuit of such a 'victory', which, moreover, can be life-threatening for the world because of nuclear weapons, 
denies our values, our humanity and causes nothing but deep suffering, hatred and bitterness, in addition to all the 
destruction. Let us look from our values for solutions, for peace. Values such as equality, justice, respect, 
trustworthiness, honesty, security, love, compassion, solidarity... 
 
It is almost inevitable that Pope Francis referred to this in his statements and appeals. While searching for more 
information and studying it, I noticed that there is still a lot that we do not know and that is important to take into 
account when weighing up the situation in order to form a balanced opinion. That is why I have named the above 
facts. So that we can work towards a just and thus lasting peace. 
 
How? In any case, listening to all parties involved is necessary. And daring to open our hearts - also to those we think 
we should hate. It is not about good guys and bad guys. The good and the bad are in the bud in each one of us. The 
question is: Are we prepared to bring out the good in ourselves and in each other? 
We may have different opinions but let us try to live up to the Pope's important call: "Have the courage to make 
peace." 
 

 Mirjam Ates-Snijdewind  
is, among other things, chairperson Religions for Peace Netherlands and has written this article in a personal capacity. 
The article has originally been published in Dutch by Nieuw Wij. 
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