
 55 years ago, Pope Paul VI established the Catholic Church’s World Day of Prayer for 

Peace to coincide with the New Year and the Solemnity of Mary the Mother of God. On January 

1st, 1968, he celebrated the first World Day of Peace with a visit to the Baby Jesus pediatric 

hospital in Rome. “Pope Paul VI explained to the children that if they are suffering, there are 

many others who are even sadder, such as those who live in war-torn regions, often left alone, 

deprived of assistance, and perhaps even injured or sick.  Visibly moved, he made an earnest 

plea to them.  He asked, “Will you pray too? So will you make this gift to the Pope? Will I be 

right if I say, ‘The children of Bambino Gesù offer their pain, sufferings and prayers for the great 

cause of peace?’”  The prayer of children, he explained, will surely move the heart of God and 

hasten this gift.i  

1968 was anything but a peaceful year. As the Vietnam War raged, the United States was 

shocked at the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy who advocated 

for social justice to bring about peace by non-violent means.ii Amidst the Cold War, the United 

States and the Soviet Union built ever greater nuclear arsenals. Mutually assured destruction 

deterred both sides but it brought no comfort to the rest of the world who feared Armageddon. 

 Just before Christmas, on the 21st of December, astronauts Frank Borman, Jim Lovell, 

and William Anders left the strife of the world behind as they boarded Apollo 8 on a mission to 

orbit the moon. The Saturn V rocket that propelled them from earth had never carried a crew 

before, and a recent unmanned test mission, Apollo 6, had failed. Many prayers accompanied 

them as they left Cape Canaveral bound for the heavens. 

“After blastoff, the astronauts kept a running diary, chronicling sights no human had ever 

seen before. [The 3 astronauts] became the first human beings to leave earth’s orbit and the first 

to glimpse the far side of the moon. By Christmas Eve, Apollo 8 reached lunar orbit.” 

NASA arranged for a Christmas Eve broadcast so the astronauts could share their sense 

of awe. Bill Anders spoke first, followed by Lovell, and then by Borman: 

“For all the people on Earth, the crew of Apollo 8 has a message we would like to send to 

you. 

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, 

and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon 

the face of the waters. And God said, Let there be light: and there was light. And God 

saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the light from the darkness…. And God 

called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And the evening and the morning 

were the first day.” 

The 1st Chapter of Genesis seemed so fitting. The astronauts saw earth in its pristine beauty. 

There were no visible borders or divisions save for the great wall of China. They saw no war or 

strife. Instead, they saw earth from God’s vantage point and shared their hopes and dreams with 

1 billion people of the possibility for peace and tranquility. A few days later, they returned home 

safely in time to ring in the new year, 1969. 

 With that sense of awe … also came a sense of how small and insignificant our divisions 

can be. And yet there were divisions. An atheist filed a lawsuit against NASA for promoting 

religion. The Supreme court dismissed the lawsuit. A young boy who witnessed those events 54 

years ago was inspired to give his life to God. Most recently he commented, “To express your 

faith is permission for other people to express their faith. And that enriches everybody.”iii 

In the manger 2,000 years ago, the shepherds were also in awe. The Gospel of Luke 

chronicles the sights no human had ever seen before. They witnessed the infant Jesus, the son of 

God in his human nature. They were filled with peace as they encountered the Prince of Peace. 



“Then the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, just as 

it had been told to them.” (Lk 2:20).  The witness and testimony of the shepherds has touched 

countless lives over the course of 2,000 years. 

In choosing to share our human nature, Jesus also chose to see the earth and the heavens 

from our perspective. “He comes as a helpless child. He is born in the cold night, poor among the 

poor. In need of everything, he knocks at the door of our heart to find warmth and shelter”iv 

Jesus became flesh to share the joys and sorrows, hopes and fears of all people, especially the 

poor and those living daily amid danger. 

Christ’s message of peace is all the more poignant against the backdrop of war in 

Ukraine. Attacks on hospitals and schools and homes and power plants speak not of a just war 

but to ruthless aggression and a fear of others not seen since Herod ordered the slaughter of the 

Holy Innocents. Amidst the backdrop of war, Pope Francis addressed a message of peace to the 

entire world on Christmas Day: 

If we want it to be Christmas, the Birth of Jesus and of peace, let us look to 

Bethlehem and contemplate the face of the Child who is born for us! And in that small 

and innocent face, let us see the faces of all those children who, everywhere in the world, 

long for peace. 

Let us also see the faces of our Ukrainian brothers and sisters who are 

experiencing this Christmas in the dark and cold, far from their homes due to the 

devastation caused by ten months of war. May the Lord inspire us to offer concrete 

gestures of solidarity to assist all those who are suffering, and may he enlighten the minds 

of those who have the power to silence the thunder of weapons and put an immediate end 

to this senseless war! Tragically, we prefer to heed other counsels, dictated by worldly 

ways of thinking. Yet who is listening to the voice of the Child? … 

Dear brothers and sisters, today as then, Jesus, the true light, comes into a world 

severely sick with indifference, a world that does not welcome him (cf. Jn 1:11) and 

indeed rejects him, as it does with many foreigners, or ignores him, as we all too often do 

with the poor. Today may we not forget the many displaced persons and refugees who 

knock at our door in search of some comfort, warmth and food. Let us not forget the 

marginalized, those living alone, the orphans, the elderly – who are wisdom for their 

people – who risk being set aside, and prisoners, whom we regard solely for the mistakes 

they have made and not as our fellow men and women. 

Brothers and sisters, Bethlehem shows us the simplicity of God, who reveals 

himself not to the wise and the intelligent but to the little ones, to those with a pure and 

open heart (cf. Mt 11:25). Like the shepherds, let us to set out in haste and allow 

ourselves to be amazed by the unthinkable event of God who becomes man for our 

salvation. He, the source of all good, makes himself poor, asking as alms … our own 

poor humanity. Let us allow ourselves to be deeply moved by the love of God. And let us 

follow Jesus, who stripped himself of his glory in order to give us a share in his fullness. v 
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