
Where is there peace on Earth? 

In the past few weeks, we learned of the bombings in Pakistan, Turkey 

and Belgium.  We also heard about the attack on a Catholic retirement 

home in Yemen where four Catholic nuns from India and 11 other 

staff members were killed.  Violence seems so prevalent and often so 

overwhelming. 

But April 11 is also the anniversary of the promulgation of Pope John 

XXIII’s encyclical, Pacem in Terris, Peace on Earth in 1963.  It was 

the first encyclical addressed to “all men of good will”, rather than only to Catholics.  Some writers 

interpret this to mean that he was insisting that the responsibility for setting conditions for peace did not 

belong just to the powerful leaders of the world, but rather to each and every one of us. 

In this encyclical, John XXIII reacted to the political situation in the middle of the Cold War, coming just 

months after the Cuban Missile Crisis during which the Vatican served as an intermediary between the 

White House and the Kremlin.  He explains that conflicts “should not be resolved by recourse to arms, but 

rather by negotiation.”  (How often have we heard that lately?) 

Pacem in Terris is an extended reflection on the moral order.  The first section addresses the relationship 

between individuals and humankind, encompassing the issues of human rights and moral duties.  The 

second section addresses the relationship between the individual and the state.  The third section 

establishes the need for equality among nations and the need for the state to be subject to rights and duties 

that the individual must abide by.  The final section presents the need for greater relations between 

nations, resulting in collective states assisting other states.  The encyclical ends with the urging of 

Catholics to assist non-Christians and non-Catholics in political and social aspects. 

Pacem in Terris was the first papal encyclical published in its entirety in the New York Times.  The 

Washington Post said, “Pacem in Terris is not just the voice of an old priest, nor just that of an ancient 

Church; it is the voice of the conscience of the world.”   

When we see such extremes in violence in the world today, one wonders what happened to that 

conscience of the world. 

 


