
Pope John XXIII showed an open-hearted 

willingness to serve God however he was 

called to do so. His deep prayer life and 

profound spirituality contributed to his 

ability to serve God’s people throughout 

his life. 

Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli was ordained in 1904. During 

World War I, he was drafted by the Italian army to serve as a chaplain. 

After the war, he served the Church in a number of ways. He was the papal 

ambassador to Turkey and Greece, and he was the bishop of Bulgaria in 

southeast Europe. On October 28, 1958, Cardinal Roncalli was elected 

pope and took the name John XXIII. Many of the popes prior to John XXIII 

had chosen to eat their meals alone so that they could spend more time 

in prayerful silence. John XXIII, however, hired a cook and started inviting 

people to join him for dinner. The meals he shared with others helped him 

remain close to the people he served as pope. 

We Are Sent

How the  
Saint Relates
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Elected Pope
After the 1958 death of Pope Pius XII, who 
had served as pope for almost 20 years, Cardinal 
Roncalli was elected pope, at which time he took 
the name John XXIII. Because of his age—he was 
76—many assumed that he would serve out a short 
and uneventful papacy. Immediately, however, 
his actions demonstrated that he would be an 
active leader who truly cared about his flock. As 
the Bishop of Rome, John XXIII decided to make 
pastoral visits to Catholics within the diocese,  
including to prisoners and children in hospitals. 

Pope John XXIII was a spokesperson for social justice, the rights of  
the working class, people who were poor, and the unity of Christians. 
He wrote two encyclicals related to Catholic Social Teaching. In Pacem 
in Terris (Peace on Earth), he emphasized the need for universal peace 
and the right to life for all humans. In addition, he wrote Mater et 
Magistra (Mother and Teacher), an encyclical that explained the  
need for society to promote human dignity.

Prayer and Reflection
Pope John XXIII lived a life of devout prayer and profound spirituality. 
As a young man, he began keeping a journal of spiritual reflections, 
which are included in the book Journal of a Soul. In this book, Pope 
John XXIII shares his thoughts and spiritual development from 
adolescence until late in life. His loving, trusting relationship with  
God is apparent through words such as these: “I will not forget  
that I am never alone, even when I am by myself. . . .” 

Calling a Council
Pope John XXIII’s most significant contribution 
to the Church was calling the Second Vatican 
Council, a gathering of the world’s bishops. This 
council eventually approved significant reforms to 
the Church and its practices, including allowing priests 
to celebrate Mass in people’s native language rather than in 
Latin only. Pope John XXIII died before the work of the council 
was completed, but Pope Paul VI, his successor, resumed the  
council and brought it to its close. While most feast days are 
celebrated on the anniversary of a person’s death, the feast  
day of Pope John XXIII is celebrated on October 11, the  
anniversary of the opening of the Second Vatican Council. 

Pope John XXIII was a 
spokesperson for social 
justice, the rights of the 
working class, people who 
were poor, and the unity 
of Christians.
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