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“Jesus came and stood in 
their midst.” It is such a 

simple sentence. It is such a 
stunning sentence.

The same Jesus who had 
been arrested, beaten, stripped, 
nailed to the cross and crucified 
now stood among his disciples. 
Having risen from the dead, he 
truly was with them. St. John 
describes the men as first gath-
ered in fear and 
then, after Jesus 
appears, gasping 
with joy.

What is de-
scribed is conver-
sion, the transfor-
mation that takes 
place when Jesus 
comes and abides 
with us in the 
deepest recesses 
of our soul. It is 
also formation, for 
once Jesus joined 
the disciples, the mystery of the 
Church was moving quickly 
toward its public birth at Pen-
tecost. The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church makes this 
striking statement: “Christians 
of the first centuries said, ‘The 
world was created for the sake 
of the Church.’ God created the 
world for the sake of commu-
nion with his divine life, a com-
munion brought about by the 
‘convocation’ of men in Christ, 
and this ‘convocation’ is the 
Church. The Church is the goal 
of all things … ” (No. 760).

A convocation is a gathering, 
and any such gathering must 
have a reason for gathering — a 
center for the whole. That center 
is Jesus Christ, and that gather-
ing of men in a locked room was 
pierced by his presence. Just as 
the piercing of the side of Christ 
revealed the true nature of God 
— complete gift and sacrifi-
cial love — the piercing of the 
interior of that room revealed 
the nature of the Church. The 
Church is Christo-centric; it 
is gifted with peace, it is filled 
with the Holy Spirit, it is guided 
by the Holy Spirit, it is granted 
power to forgive sins. And it is a 

body built on apostolic witness 
and faith. “We have seen the 
Lord,” the disciples tell Thomas, 
who demands to see and touch 
the saving wounds of the Lord.

In the response of Jesus, we 
see how the Church is show-
ered with mercy, for the Master 
knows the weaknesses of the 
Church’s sons and daughters. 
We are sinners; we are frail. 
“Blessed are those who have not 
seen and have believed,” Jesus 
tells Thomas. And yet we know 
that those who believe do see! 
Those who cry out, “My Lord 
and my God!” are able to see 
and worship and receive the 

Lord in the Eucha-
rist.

St. John was also 
in a small room, 
imprisoned and 
exiled on Patmos, 
decades after the 
Resurrection and 
Pentecost. Caught 
up “in the spirit” 
on the day of Res-
urrection, he heard 
a voice and, turn-
ing, saw “one like a 
son of man” stand-

ing “in the midst of the lamp-
stands.” The lampstands repre-
sent the particular churches in 
Asia Minor mentioned by John 
(Rv 2-3) and, all together, the 
Church. This imagery is drawn 
from the prophet Zechariah, 
who depicted Israel as a seven-
branched candelabra (Zech 4:2-
11). As Stephen S. Smalley ex-
plains in his commentary, “The 
Revelation to John” (InterVar-
sity, $40), “whereas in the Old 
Testament the picture of the 
people of God (God among his 
people) is that of one lampstand, 
with seven lamps on it, the con-
gregations in this passage are 
symbolized as seven individual 
lampstands, gathered round the 
voice. … together they make up 
the new Israel of God.”

The Church gathers around 
the person of the Incarnate 
Word of God; it listens to what 
he says, for who else has the 
words of eternal life? The risen 
Christ offers words of peace, 
joy and encouragement: “Once 
I was dead, but now I am alive 
forever and ever.”

Carl E. Olson is the editor of 
Catholic World Report.

Gathered around Christ
Much like the disciples in the locked room, the 
Church is centered on the Incarnate Word of God

ENCYCLICAL

Pacem in Terris, 
a half-century later

Blessed Pope John XXIII’s encyclical on peace and human rights influenced 
Church’s thinking at Second Vatican Council, inspired Pope John Paul II

By Barry Hudock
Blessed Pope John XXIII’s 

encyclical letter Pacem in Ter-
ris (“Peace on Earth”) was a 
historic document right from 
its opening address. It re-
mains unique and important. 
It is still, in fact, the Catholic 
Church’s most extensive state-
ment ever on human rights.

A half-century after its 
April 11, 1963, publication, Pa-
cem in Terris is worth another 
look.

Time of crisis
It should not be surprising 

that Pope John wanted to say 
something to the world about 
peace in the spring of 1963.

The Cuban missile crisis 
was still a fresh and frighten-
ing memory. In October 1962, 
the leaders of the world’s two 
superpowers — the American 
President John F. Kennedy 
and the Soviet Premier Ni-
kita Kruschev — very nearly 
brought the planet to the brink 
of nuclear catastrophe. Pope 
John himself played a key role 
in bringing that crisis to a 
peaceful conclusion.

As American and Soviet 
warships faced each other in a 
precarious standoff in the At-
lantic Ocean, the pope sent a 
message directly to the Ameri-
can and Soviet leaders, which 
was also broadcast on Vatican 
radio and printed in news-
papers around the world. He 
implored the leaders to “spare 

the world from the horrors of 
a war whose terrifying conse-
quences no one can predict” by 
continuing diplomatic discus-
sions. That gave Kruschev an 
opportunity to step back from 
the confrontation in a way that 
looked like a gesture of peace 
rather than cowardice.

A few months later, Time 
magazine named Pope John 

“Man of the Year.” By the 
spring of 1963, his credibility 
was unquestionable.

Moreover, the pope had 
learned just two weeks after 
the crisis that he was dying of 
cancer. With little time left as 
a global spiritual leader, he re-
solved to say something to the 
world about peace.

Human rights
Equally historic is the topic 

that Pope John chose in the 
encyclical to connect most 
directly with peace: human 
rights. For a pope to speak of 
human rights in a positive way 
was a dramatic development.

“For a very long time, the 
Church had been allergic to 
talking about rights. Since 
the French Revolution, it had 
been opposed to human-rights 
language,” said Jesuit Father 
Thomas Massaro, an expert on 
Catholic social teaching who 
teaches theology at Santa Clara 
University.

The leaders of the French 
Revolution, which broke out in 

Blessed Pope John XXIII is pictured in a portrait taken not 
long after his election Oct. 28, 1958. CNS

APRIL 7, 2013  
SECOND SUN-
DAY OF EASTER 
(DIVINE MERCY 
SUNDAY)
ACTS 5:12-16
PS 118:2-4, 13-15, 
22-24
RV 1:9-11A, 12-13, 
17-19
JN 20:19-31

ESSENTIAL ASPECTS OF RIGHTS
Blessed Pope John XXIII pointed out three essential 
aspects of human rights. All human rights are:

universal: that is, all people have them simply by being 
people, no matter who they are;
inviolable: no person, group or government may violate 
them, no matter who they are;
unalienable: no person can ever lose or surrender his or 
her own human rights, no matter the circumstances.

Blessed Pope John Paul II would later add a fourth char-
acteristic to the list. They are also indivisible: no person or 
government can pick and choose which of them are to be 
recognized, as though shopping at a grocery store deli.

Source: “Faith Meets Word,” reprinted with permission
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Question: Why is Easter a 
floating holy day? Why 

can’t the Church celebrate Eas-
ter on the same Sunday each 
year? The bishops have moved 
other holy days for conve-
nience, why not Easter? 

— Bill Bartkus
San Diego, Calif. 

Answer: The date of Easter 
varies each year because 

it is linked to the cycle of the 
moon, relative to the cycle of 
the sun. 

In order to set the date of 
Easter, one must first look for 
the vernal (spring) equinox, 
which is March 20. The word 
“equinox” refers to that time 
when the length of day and 
night are equal. It is also the 
date we set for the official be-
ginning of spring.

Having then set our sights on 
March 20, we next look for the 
first full moon after March 20. 
Some years, the first full moon 
occurs quickly, within days of 
the equinox. Other years it oc-
curs weeks later. This year, the 
first full moon after the equinox 
occurs on March 27, so Easter is 
early.

For the Jewish people, this 
first full moon after the equi-
nox also signaled Passover. And 
since it was at the Passover feast 
that our Lord Jesus suffered, 
died and rose, we Christians al-
ways fix Easter to coincide with 
Passover.

So then, Easter, (which is al-
ways on a Sunday since Christ 
rose on the first day of the 
week), is celebrated on the Sun-
day after the first full moon af-
ter the vernal equinox.

Historically there were great 
debates within the Church in 
the East and the West about set-
ting the date of Easter. The sys-
tem described above was finally 
settled upon. 

Today, we still find that the 
exact date for Easter varies a 
bit in the Western and Eastern 
parts of the Church, since many 
of the Eastern rites still use the 
more ancient Julian calendar, 

rather than the Gregorian cal-
endar used by the Church in 
the West.

Your wish for a fixed day 
for Easter, as is the case with 
Christmas and other feasts, 
is understandable. But as you 
can see, the relationship of the 
moon relative to the sun doesn’t 
fit perfectly into our modern 
systems of timekeeping, and 
to fix the date as you suggest 
would probably open old de-
bates that caused great harm in 
the early Church.

Hallelujah vs. Alleluia

Question: Is there a differ-
ence in meaning between 

the words Hallelujah and Al-
leluia. And if not, why are they 
spelled differently? 

— Donella Matthews
New York, N.Y.

Answer: No, both words are 
the same. Hallelujah is a 

Hebrew word, Hallal (Praise) 
+ Yah (The Lord). Hence “hal-
lelujah” means, “praise the 
Lord!” But the exact way that 
the Hebrew letters are translit-
erated into English and other 
languages has varied a bit over 
time. Perhaps most influen-
tial is the fact that the Greek 
New Testament rendered the 
Hebrew word hallelujah as al-
lelouia. And since Greek is 
generally more influential in 
English spellings than Hebrew, 
many English translations ren-
der the word as alleluia.

However, a number of Eng-
lish translators have preferred 
over the centuries to render 
the term hallelujah, especially 
when translating the Old Testa-
ment Hebrew. Some translators 
will use hallelujah for the Old 
Testament and alleluia for the 
New Testament.

At the end of the day, it is the 
same word, just with different 
spellings.

Msgr. Charles Pope is the pastor 
of Holy Comforter-St. Cyprian in 
Washington, D.C., and writes for 
the Archdiocese of Washington, 
D.C., blog at blog.adw.org. Send 
questions to Pastoral Answers, 
Our Sunday Visitor, 200 Noll 

Plaza, Huntington, IN 46750 or 
to msgrpope@osv.com. Letters 
must be signed, but anonymity 

may be requested.

The date of Easter
Although the bishops have fixed certain holy days, 
it would be inappropriate to do so with Easter

1791, saw the Church’s ancient 
authority, traditions and hier-
archy as offensive and opposed 
to basic human equality and 
dignity. They set out intention-
ally to destroy the Church in 
the name of human rights.

Church leaders, of course, 
opposed this and condemned 
it. But they failed to distin-
guish what might have been 
worthwhile in the revolution-
ary thinking from what was 
murderous, and they placed 
themselves at the same time in 
firm opposition to the idea of 
human rights.

When the French Assembly 
published its Declaration of the 
Rights of Man in 1791, Pope 
Pius VI condemned it imme-
diately, opposing the Church 
not only to the revolution’s re-
jection of its authority to teach 
in the name of God, but also to 
ideas like freedom of religion 
and freedom of the press. A 
generation later, Pope Gregory 
XVI condemned freedom of 
conscience, freedom of opinion 
and free speech as “absurd and 
erroneous.” In 1864, Pope Pius 
IX’s “Syllabus of Errors” in-
cluded freedom of religion and 
freedom of worship among the 
dangerous errors of the day.

But the world changed in 
the decades that followed. 
Much more recently, the ter-
rible events of World War II 
left much of the Western world 
searching for moral bear-
ings on which society might 
rest. The United Nations was 
founded in 1945, and one of its 
first significant efforts was the 
ratification of a Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights.

In some ways, Pacem in Ter-
ris is an example of the Church 
learning from the world. Many 
of the most important ideas 
in the encyclical were written 

into the U.N. declaration 15 
years earlier. Pacem in Terris is 
the Church’s stamp of approv-
al on the thinking. If there is a 
difference between the two, it 
is in the encyclical’s emphasis 
on duties alongside rights.

In the encyclical, Pope John 
offers a long list of human 
rights — rights that belong to 
every person, regardless of ac-
complishments, economic sta-
tus, religious beliefs, personal 
goodness, citizenship or politi-
cal convictions. 

Natural law
One notable aspect of the 

encyclical is its reliance pri-
marily on natural law (rather 
than divine revelation or papal 
authority) to support its teach-
ing.

“The idea of natural law says 
there is a structure to the uni-
verse intended by God. People 
can discern God’s will in mor-
al matters through human rea-
son,” even without referring to 
the Bible or Church teaching, 
Father Massaro said. This cen-
tral tenet of Catholic moral 
theology suggests that non-
Catholics, or nonbelievers, are 
able to understand moral prin-
ciples and act on them.

This is reflected in the first 
words of Pope John’s letter, 
where he addresses his words 
to “all people of good will.” 
Previously, papal encyclicals 
were addressed either to Cath-
olic bishops or to all Catholics, 
but never to those outside the 
Church. In beginning this way, 
Pope John was making a state-
ment that the moral principles 
he was teaching were accessi-
ble to people who did not share 
the Church’s faith.

“It’s a very optimistic vision 
in that sense,” Father Massaro 
said.

Long shadow
Though Pope John died just 

two months after the encycli-
cal’s publication, the impact 
he made with it has been long 
term.

Jesuit Father John Coleman, 
an expert on Catholic human 
rights doctrine, told Our Sun-
day Visitor that Pacem in Ter-
ris influenced the teaching of 
the Second Vatican Council 
(which had opened in October 
1962 and concluded in De-
cember 1965). The Council’s 
Pastoral Constitution on the 
Church in the Modern World, 
Gaudium et Spes, was, Father 
Coleman said, “deeply influ-
enced by Pacem in Terris.” The 
document expressed doubts 
(No. 80) about whether there 
could ever be any morally ac-
ceptable use of nuclear weap-
ons in warfare, an idea that 
Pope John had expressed in 
Pacem in Terris.

We also see John’s influ-
ence in the Council’s historic 
defense of religious freedom in 
the Declaration on Religious 
Freedom, Dignitatis Humanae. 
Pope John had made reference 
in Pacem in Terris (No. 14) to 
“being able to worship God 
in accordance with the right 
dictates of his own conscience, 
and to profess his religion both 
in private and in public.”

Following his election as 
pope in 1978, Pope John Paul 
II soon made a strong defense 
of human rights around the 
world a hallmark of his pon-
tificate. He quoted frequently 
from Pacem in Terris.

“It’s certainly true that Pa-
cem in Terris cast a long shad-
ow,” Father Massaro said.

Barry Hudock is the author of 
the forthcoming book “Faith 

Meets World” (Liguori, $16.99).

UNIVERSAL RIGHTS
Blessed Pope John XXIII provides a summary of human rights, mostly found in sections 11 
to 27 of Pacem in Terris. They include the right to:
◗ life
◗ bodily integrity
◗ food
◗ clothing
◗ shelter
◗ rest
◗ medical care
◗ necessary social services
◗ respect for one’s person
◗ a good reputation
◗ freedom to search for truth
◗ freedom of speech

◗ freedom of information
◗ juridical protection of rights
◗ freedom of worship
◗ freedom to choose one’s 

state of life
◗ freedom to form a family
◗ freedom of initiative in 

business
◗ work
◗ adequate working 

conditions
◗ proper wage
◗ private property

◗ productive goods
◗ freedom of assembly and 

association
◗ freedom of movement and 

residence
◗ emigrate and immigrate
◗ active participation in 

public affairs 
◗ share in the benefits of 

culture
◗ act freely and responsibly

Source: “Faith Meets Word,” 
reprinted with permission
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