
 1 

 

CELEBRATION OF THE 50th ANNIVERSARY OF  
THE PROMULGATION OF PACEM IN TERRIS 

 

EDUCATING NEW GENERATIONS OF  
CATHOLICS ENGAGED IN POLITICS 

 
Rome, 2 October 2013 

 

On behalf of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace and the Congregation for Catholic 
Education, I welcome you warmly to Rome, where Saints Peter and Paul bore heroic witness to 
Christ with their lives and martyrdoms, leaving the Church of Rome to preside in charity over all 
the Churches. Let me also thank you heartily for accepting our invitation to participate in this three-
day celebration of the 50th anniversary of the promulgation of the encyclical, Pacem in Terris. 

Pacem in Terris is the legacy of Pope John XXIII to a humanity yearning for peace. Its title calls to 
mind the hymn of the angels at the birth of Jesus: “Glory to God on high, and on earth peace to 
men of God’s pleasure” (Lk 2:14); and just as the angelic hymn qualifies the experience of peace 
on earth “to men” with the restrictive genitive, “of God’s pleasure” , so does Pope John invoke 
“peace on earth – which man throughout the ages has longed for”  with the condition of “the 
diligent observance of the divinely established order.” And the exposition of this “divinely 
established order” is what occupies Pope John in the encyclical. 

For, although the Cuban missile crisis and the threat of nuclear war were the proximate occasion for 
its promulgation, the encyclical does not directly counsel nuclear disarmament, the abolition of war 
or the opening of space for peace. Pacem in Terris does not argue from war to peace, but from 
human dignity and relationships! Throughout the encyclical, the undeniable fact of human 
relationships and the irreducible value of human dignity are the foundation and fount.  

Blessed Pope John begins and continues and finishes with the irreducible core of dignity within 
each and every man and woman – and with the dynamics of relationship among them all. He begins 
with the person and the dyad, and he does not stop until he reaches the whole human family and all 
its institutions and the universal common good they should serve – until, in other words, he reaches 
peace on earth for everyone.  

Relations, like coexistence, begin on small community levels and expand to society, nations and the 
entire globe. On all these levels and in all these forms of relationships and coexistence, the dignity 
of the person needs to be safeguarded by cultivating the virtues of truth, justice, love and freedom. 
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Indeed, relationships are not something we happen to be in, and dignity is not something that we 
may or may not have. Relationships and dignity are what we are as human, and no one else and 
nothing else in heaven or on earth are so constituted. For this reason, “they are the basis of the 
moral legitimacy of every authority”1: local, national or international. The dignity and rights of 
persons are prior to society and must be so recognized, so respected, so protected and promoted by 
society. 

As creatures created with inalienable dignity, we exist in relationship with our brothers and sisters. 
Outside of such relationships, less than human is what one sadly finds oneself to be. By way of 
remedy, Pope John XXIII locates peace in the dignity of every human being and in persons in 
relationship. Where justice (that is, respect for the demands of relationships in which we stand) 
governs relationships and people embrace the dignity of every person, there peace begins to reign. 

Thus, Pope John’s encyclical in the era of the Cold War also has the character of a vademecum for 
peace-building. It is a manual (summula) of the Church’s Social Teaching on political co-existence 
and engagement in politics, based on the fundamental requisites of human coexistence: respect for 
the rights that flow from the dignity of every person as a creature, and the vocation to live in 
relationships for each one’s wellbeing. the common good of all. 

Accordingly, today’s programme will consider various ways in which Pacem in Terris guides 
education to introduce God’s plan of salvation into public life, so that all inhabitants of planet earth 
might flourish. For the great encyclical is a high point of the Church’s Social Teaching on social 
and political coexistence. It has lessons for political activity on the local, national and international 
levels. It needs to be taught and learned by the faithful, in order to animate in a Christian sense the 
various sectors of the temporal order. And this teaching-and-learning brings us to today’s theme of 
educating new generations of Catholics. 

Catholic University Education: 

An education which is well-rounded and worthy of the name “Catholic”  will manifest three 
intertwined dynamics: completeness, contextualization and collaboration.  

 Completeness: Christian education, says Pope John, must be “complete and continuous, and 
imparted in such a way that moral goodness and the cultivation of religious values may keep pace 
with scientific knowledge and continually advancing technical progress” (PiT § 153). It should help 
people to overcome the debilitating separation between faith and life: an unfortunate feature of the 
lives of many today. 

 Contextualization: All the faithful have the duty to participate actively in public life, to 
contribute to the political community, and to help to realize the common good of the human family. 
“In the light of Christian faith, and with love as their guide,” the encyclical says, they must 
endeavour “to ensure that every institution, whether economic, social, cultural or political, be such 
as not to obstruct but rather to facilitate man’s self-betterment, both in the natural and in the 
supernatural order” (PiT § 146). For this, it is essential to learn a sound method in order to read and 

                                                           

1 Catechism of the Catholic Church, § 1930. 
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interpret reality, to discern the objective demands of justice in each concrete situation, and so to 
move from socially-engaged theory to socially-constructive praxis.  

 Collaboration: Such public practice will inevitably require collaboration with people 
outside the Church, as Blessed John XXIII recognizes. Even where there is doctrinal disagreement, 
one should never confuse the error with the one who is erring.2 In the final part of the encyclical, 
Good Pope John encourages Catholics to cooperate with non-Catholics in the fields of economic, 
social and political development towards objectives that are authentically promising and good. 

Thus, a well-educated Catholic will be  

• enlightened by faith and inflamed by the desire for goodness.3  

• intellectually, culturally and scientifically competent, and 
• spiritually integrated amongst the personal, professional, political and religious dimensions of 

life.  
 
“No man is an island,” and no Catholic University is a cathedral in a desert. Rather, engaged in its 
surrounding reality, a Catholic or Pontifical University should nourish new social, institutional, 
experiential and religious thinking for its culture and society. Today’s discussion, accordingly, is 
meant to explore fruitful relationships between Catholic education and the evangelization of the 
social order.  
 
Evangelizing all Social Coexistence:: 

How then can Catholic and Pontifical Universities and other Catholic centres of learning help form 
new generations of Catholics actively participating in the leadership and management of public 
affairs? – for the common good of all.4  

Catholic and Pontifical Universities are first called to promote a new evangelization of the social 
sphere, a call reiterated at the 2012 Synod of Bishops. An evangelization of society entails the 
enculturation of faith, from within and through the power of the Gospel, in different aspects of life: 
individual conscience, cultures, customs and criteria for judgment, lines of thought, sources of 
inspiration and models of life and so on. Universities are called to contribute to the understanding 
and application of the Gospel’s requirements, by effectively translating them into the languages, 
symbols and forms of the different cultures around the world. Universities are also called to 
contribute to renewing these cultures from within with the aim of opening them to a holistic vision 
of the person, of life and of history, including their transcendent dimension. All this implies an 

                                                           

2 Cf. PiT §§ 158-160. Pope Paul VI spoke on this in Octogesima Adveniens: “It is up to these Christian 
communities, with the help of the Holy Spirit, in communion with the bishops who hold responsibility and in 
dialogue with other Christian brethren and all men of goodwill, to discern the options and commitments 
which are called for in order to bring about the social, political and economic changes seen in many cases to 
be urgently needed” (§4). 
3 For example, the vision of Blessed Adolph Kolpings. 
4 The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace will hold another celebration of the 50th anniversary of Pacem 
in Terris in the form of the First International Meeting of Parliamentary Chaplains, “Pastoral Care of 
Politicians: Spiritual Companionship and Promotion of the Common Good,” Rome, 14-15 November 2013.  
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inner transformation, through processes involving the Christian message and reflection as well as 
the practice of Christian communities. For such inner and outer transformation in the light of the 
Gospel, all Catholic cultural institutions are responsible, especially Universities. 

The challenges posed by the “modern world” (Vatican II) for which you are preparing your students 
are manifold. Most fundamentally, they are anthropological and therefore ethical – this concern is 
at the heart of Pope Benedict’s brilliant teaching. The pervasive core impoverishment translates into 
confusion and ideological distortions in nearly every other sphere, for example, “the sickness of the 
spirit”5 or a neo-individualistic and neo-utilitarian culture which puts economics and finance above 
politics, leaving party politics and participatory democracy in crisis.  

Forming Catholics for Politics:6 

While they address such serious threats, Catholic and Pontifical Universities would help to 
overcome the impression that the Catholic presence in politics is irrelevant. Catholics, quite to the 
contrary, are very much needed in politics because they offer holistic new identity and political 
culture for modern societies. What can Catholic Universities do to support Catholics who are 
already in public life and encourage young ones to prepare for this crucial vocation? One place to 
begin is to assure long-term social formation, in the Church’s Social Teaching, for parishes, grass-
roots associations and movements, their members and especially their leadership. Such formation 
should ready them to defend and promote the great principles, not only of life and the family, but 
also of work, social justice and the stewardship of creation.  

Accordingly, the love of God and the refinement of conscience must go hand in hand with 
continuous ethical and professional formation. And where development is complete, inclusive and 
integral, there peace should reign. 

Our Universities can best assist the needed new thinking, planning and formation when these are 
connected with real life experience. Happily, such integration is already occurring successfully in 
various forms of social service programmes, and in new fields such as ecological economics7 or the 
management of public goods like water and energy.  

In accomplishing their mission of enlivening cultures and providing formation, Universities should 
integrate the Social Teaching of the Church into their courses. For this, the Compendium of the 
Social Doctrine of the Church8 is a valuable resource,9 while our Vocation of the Business Leader is 

                                                           

5 Benedict XVI, Homily, 4.10.2009. 
6 Cfr. Peter Turkson, “La ciudad común” in ¿Católico, y político? ¿Político, y Católico? in Palabra n° 599-
600 (Madrid, Mayo 2013).  
7 Cfr. Caritas in Veritate §§ 27, 32, 40 and 50 for forms of ecological economics in support of sustainable 
development.  
8 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, Libreria 
Editrice Vaticana, Città del Vaticano 2004. 
9 For example, the Professor’s Handbook for teaching the Church’s social doctrine. CELAM, Enseñanza de 
la Doctrina social de la Iglesia en la Universidad. La Guía del profesor, Centro de Publicaciones del 
CELAM, Bogotá 2011. 
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an example of applying the essentials of Catholic social teachings in the important areas of business 
and commerce.10 

Evangelizing a Secularizing World: 

All the modern Holy Fathers have, in one way or another, encouraged Catholics to take up their role 
in politics, to embrace the vocation to politics as a high form of charity. Benedict XVI repeatedly 
called for the formation of Catholics “capable of assuming responsibility in the various areas of 
society, especially in politics”.11

 Pope Francis has also invited the faithful to become interested and 
participate creatively in politics.12  

Moreover, Pope Francis has been reaching out in new ways to the secularist elements of globalizing 
culture. It is into this tumultuous public place – the one world’s marketplace made ever more global 
by the internet – that Catholics must be missioned as well-prepared politicians, public servants, 
opinion makers, and participants in the great debates of our times.  

Dear Rectors and Presidents of Catholic and Pontifical Universities, the institutions of the Church 
which you direct are ideally placed to prepare new generations of Catholics to engage in politics in 
societies greatly in need of their contribution. What they can offer is, in essence, the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ expressed in the Social Teaching of the Church. With these words, I open today’s 
deliberations as a propaedeutic to our working together to deeply evangelize the great social sphere 
of human coexistence.  

May our Congress renew the engagement of Catholic and Pontifical Universities to the radical 
implementation of Pacem in Terris. Through the intercession of Blessed John XXIII, we pray that 
the education you offer may more and more lead men and women toward the good life for all, 
according to the Gospel.  

Thank you for your gracious attention. 

Cardinal Peter K.A. Turkson 
      President 

                                                           

10 First published by the Pontifical Council in 2011 and now available in about a dozen languages, which can 
be downloaded in PDF format at http://www.justpax.va/ under the heading “Documents”. 
11 “I entrust to you, as to the other Churches in Italy, the commitment to inspire a new generation of men and 
women capable of assuming responsibility in the various areas of society, especially in politics. This area 
needs more than ever people who are capable of building a “good life” for the benefit and at the service of 
all, especially young people. Indeed, Christians, pilgrims bound for Heaven but who already live an 
anticipation of eternity on earth cannot shirk this commitment” (Address to the Second Ecclesial Convention 
of Aquileia, 7.05.11). “May [Our Lady] render you capable of evangelizing the world of work, the economy 
and politics which need a new generation of committed lay Christians who can seek competently and with 
moral rigour sustainable solutions of development” (Homily, Cagliari, 7.09.2008). 
12 For example, “Working for the common good is a Christian’s duty! And often the way to work for that is 
politics” (Pope Francis, Dialogue with Students of Jesuit Schools in Italy and Albania, 7.06.2013).  


