
Remembering Pope John XXIII on His Feast Day 

On October 11, we remember the feast of a Pope from the last century and the opening of Vatican II  
 

Salt + Light CEO Fr. Thomas Rosica, C.S.B. offers this reflection on Blessed John XXIII. Watch the video, or 
read the text, below.  

http://saltandlighttv.org/blog/?p=16538 

October 11 marks the anniversary of the opening of the Second Vatican Council in 1962. An interesting 
point not known to many people is that Servant of God Pope John Paul II assigned October 11th as the 
feast day of Blessed Pope John XXIII, and not his death day of June 3, 1963. Pope John XXIII and the 
Council are forever linked together.  
 
As time moves forward, today’s younger generations really don’t know this good and great Pope. Angelo 
Roncalli, the third of 13 children, was born to a family of sharecroppers on November 25, 1881, at Sotto il 
Monte in northern Italy. At the age of 12, he entered the diocesan seminary at Bergamo and came under 
the influence of progressive leaders of the Italian social movement. He was ordained on August 10, 1904, 
and soon appointed the secretary to the new bishop of Bergamo, learning from him forms of social action 
and gaining an understanding of the problems of the working classes. He also taught at the diocesan 
seminary.  
 
In 1915 he was called to the army in World War I and served on the front lines in the medical and 
chaplaincy corps. In 1921 he was called to Rome by the Pope and made director of the Society for the 
Propagation of the Faith in Italy. He was consecrated archbishop in 1925 and sent to Bulgaria. In 1934 he 
was sent to Turkey and Greece.  
 
When he was sixty-four years old (1944), an age when most people are thinking of retirement, Roncalli was 
chosen by Pius XII for the difficult post of nuncio to Paris, where he worked to heal the divisions caused by 
the war. At age 72, he was made cardinal and patriarch of Venice and he had charge of a large diocese for 
the first time in his life. He quickly won the affection of his people, visiting parishes, caring for the working 
classes, establishing new parishes, and developing forms of social action.  
 
In 1958, at nearly 77 years old, he was elected Pope upon the death of Pius XII. He was expected by many 
to be a caretaker and transitional Pope, but he astonished the Church and the world with his energy and 
reforming spirit. He expanded and internationalized the college of cardinals, called the first diocesan synod 
of Rome in history, revised the Code of Canon Law, and called the Second Vatican Council with the specific 
purpose of renewing the life of the Church and its teachings and reuniting Christians throughout the world.  
 
In his opening address on Oct. 11, 1962, at the beginning of the Vatican Council, Pope John said:  
 
In the every day exercise of our pastoral ministry, greatly to our sorrow we sometimes have to listen to 
those who, although consumed with zeal, do not have very much judgment or balance. To them the 
modern world is nothing but betrayal and ruination. They claim that this age is far worse than previous ages 
and they go on as though they had learned nothing from history — and yet history is the great teacher of 
life.  
 
They behave as though the first five centuries saw a complete vindication of the Christian idea and the 
Christian cause, and as though religious liberty was never put in jeopardy in the past. We feel bound to 
disagree with these prophets of misfortune who are forever forecasting calamity — as though the end of 
the world is imminent. Our task is not merely to hoard this precious treasure of doctrine, as though 
obsessed with the past, but to give ourselves eagerly and without fear to the task that this present age 
demands of us — and in doing so we will be faithful to what the Church has done in the past 20 centuries.  
 

http://saltandlighttv.org/blog/?p=16538


On the night of October 11, 1962, the opening of the Second Vatican Council, Papa Giovanni appeared at 
his window in answer to the chanting and singing below from a crowd estimated at half a million people 
assembled in St. Peter’s square. Many were young people who came in procession with candles and 
singing.  
 
His impromptu window speech that night is now part of Rome’s legends. In a high pitched voice: 
“Carissimi giovani, carissimi giovani, Dear children, I hear your voice.” In the simplest language, he told 
them about his hopes for the Council. He pointed out that the moon, up there, was observing the spectacle. 
“My voice is an isolated one,” he said, “but it echoes the voice of the whole world. Here, in effect, the 
whole world is represented.” He concluded: “Tornando a casa … As you return to your homes, give your 
little children a kiss — tell them it is from Pope John.” The emotion was palpable. The “patriarch” who was 
bearing the burden of age and sickness, gave and generated love with all his being.  
 
On that first night of the Second Vatican Council, a new era began for the Church … an era that continues to 
bear fruit in today’s Church. The years of work and compromise, countless words and conversations, 
endless wrangling over documents would both produce and accompany a sea of change in the church. 
However, for all of the lofty words, words, words and texts that went into the Council, the historic 
gathering on October 11, 1962 — the opening night of Vatican II, was infused with the deep and stirring 
humanity of its author.  
 
On his deathbed in early June 1963, Papa Giovanni said:  
 
It is not that the Gospel has changed; it is that we have begun to understand it better. Those who have 
lived as long as I have … were enabled to compare different cultures and traditions, and know that the 
moment has come to discern the signs of the times, to seize the opportunity and to look far ahead.  
 
Pope John thought the Council would conclude within months, but instead he was to die before its second 
session. When he died on June 3, 1963, he had won the widespread affection of Christian and non-Christian 
alike. “Papa Giovanni,” as he was called, endeared himself to millions of people throughout the world.  
 
Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli was a human being, more concerned with his faithfulness than his image, more 
concerned with those around him than with his own desires. With an infectious warmth and vision, he 
stressed the relevance of the Church in a rapidly changing society and made the Church’s deepest truths 
stand out in the modern world.  
 
The philosopher Santayana wrote: “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”  
 
As we remember John XXIII on his feast day on October 11 each year, and behold his bold, daring vision for 
the Church and for humanity, let us beg his intercession that God’s Word be known and loved in the Church 
and in the world.  
 
For all of the lofty words, documents and texts that flow from the Church, let us pray that they be first 
infused with the deep and stirring humanity of John XXIII who revived the Church from her historical and 
ecclesial slumber at a moment when no one really expected it.  
 
Blessed John XXIII, pray for us. Help us to keep the authentic message of the Second Vatican Council alive 
in the Church today.  
 
Reprinted from E-CORPUS (Oct. 14/10). 

 


