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remained resolute in his pasto-
ral approach to the signs of the 
times: “A gentle silence, with-
out severity, kind words full of 
mercy and forbearance, will 
do more than statements, even 
if made in confidence and for 
a good purpose” ( Journal of a 
Soul, 269). 

As supreme pontiff, John XXIII refused to be a prisoner 
of the Vatican, and instead modeled the Good Shepherd, visit-
ing the prisons of Rome, reaching out to the sick, and welcom-
ing visitors of every faith and nation. He surprised the world by 
announcing the Second Vatican Council on January 25, 1959. 

His hope was that the Council would signal a “new” style 
for the Church and its authority. John XXIII’s opening words 
to the Council Fathers reveal this hope: The Church is to employ 
the “use of the medicine of mercy rather than of severity   .   .   .    
demonstrating the validity of her teaching rather than by con-
demnations    .   .   .    by making appropriate changes and by the 
wise organization of mutual cooperation, the church will make 
individuals, families and peoples really turn their minds to 
heavenly things” (Quote found in John W. O’Malley, What 
Happened at Vatican II, 95).

On his deathbed, Pope John pointed to the crucifix near 
his bed and called it “the secret of my ministry”: “Those open 
arms have been the program of my pontificate: they mean 
that Christ died for all, for all. 
No one is excluded from his 
love, from his forgiveness” 
(Cahill, Pope John XXIII, 212). 
John XXIII died peacefully on 
June 3, 1963, after a silent battle 
with stomach cancer. He was 
beatified by Pope John Paul II 
on September 3, 2000.

The short pontificate of 
John XXIII — 1 958 to 1963 —  
reinvigorated the principle 
Ecclesia Semper Reformanda 
(“the Church is always to be 
reformed”). Known for his 
modesty and pastoral con-
cern, “Good Pope John” dedi-
cated his ministry to placing 
the needs of the world at the 
service of the Church.

Born Angelo Giuseppe 
Roncalli on November 25, 
1881, John XXIII grew up in 
a small village in the Province 
of Bergamo in northern Italy. 
Raised in a large family of 
sharecroppers, young Angelo 
quickly developed a hunger for justice and human rights. 

While studying at the Pontifical Roman Seminary, 
Roncalli’s mind was opened to the world of great books and 
culture. He was ordained on August 10, 1904, and appointed 
secretary to Bishop Giacomo Tedeschi of Bergamo. 

In May 1915, with Italy at war with Austria-Hungary, 
Roncalli was drafted by the medical corps and served in the 
dual capacity of orderly and chaplain. This experience gave him 
a particular distaste for war. “War,” he wrote, “is and remains 
the greatest evil, and he who understands the meaning of 
Christ and his Gospel of human and Christian brotherhood 
can never detest it enough” (Quote found in Thomas Cahill, 
Pope John XXIII, 113).

Roncalli returned to the seminary as spiritual director in 
1919 and later was the Italian president of the Society for the 
Propagation of the Faith before Pius XI made him an arch-
bishop and the apostolic visitor to Bulgaria.

An effective diplomat, Roncalli was named apostolic dele-
gate to Greece and Turkey in 1935. In this capacity, he turned his 
attention to the division between Catholicism and Orthodoxy. 
During the Second World War, he aided prisoners of war and 
assisted many Jews in escaping the terrors of the Holocaust. 
“Poor children of Israel,” he wrote, “Daily I hear their groans 
around me. They are relatives and fellow-countrymen of Jesus” 
(Cahill, Pope John XXIII, 135).

In 1944, Roncalli was made the apostolic delegate to 
France, where he found himself a supporter of the new theolog-
ical and pastoral initiatives of the French clergy. Although con-
cerned with the spread of secularism on French soil, Roncalli 
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“When on 28 October 1958, the 
Cardinals of the Holy Roman Church 
chose me to assume the supreme responsi- 
bility of ruling the universal flock of Jesus 
Christ, at seventy-seven years of age, 
everyone was convinced that I would be 
a provisional and transitional Pope. Yet 
here I am, already on the eve of the fourth 
year of my pontificate, with an immense 
program of work in front of me to be 
carried out before the eyes of the whole 
world, which is watching and waiting.”
( Journal of a Soul, 303)

Blessed John XXIII
(1881–1963)

LITURGICAL PIONEERS


