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Introduction 

This is the first in a series of booklets on the history of the international Catholic peace 

movement, Pax Christi. It consists of two accounts by people who were directly involved in 

the organization of the international movement: Fr. Bernard Lalande, who was international 

ecclesiastical delegate from 1950 to 1965, and Carel ter Maat, international secretary and 

secretary of the Dutch section in the period 1965-1978. 

 

The article by Father Lalande covers the period from 1945 to 1965, that is, the origins and then 

the constitution of Pax Christi as a movement, under the international presidency of Cardinal 

Feltin and with the international secretariat in Paris. 

 

The second text deals with the period 1965-1978, when Cardinal Alfrink was international 

president and the international secretariat was located in The Hague. It is the reflection of an 

interview with Carel ter Maat about his activities as international secretary of Pax Christi and 

as secretary of the Dutch section. The interview took place on 16 March 1987. The text was 

reduced to about half of its original length. An introduction by Carel ter Maat updated the 

material to 3 October 1990. 

 

This publication sets out to trace the evolution of Pax Christi in relation to that of peace. For 

the living history of Pax Christi is not confined to the chronological sequence of its congresses, 

annual campaigns and other activities, as if the movement were sufficient unto itself. Pax 

Christi has always been a tool in the service of peace. It is peace, with its problems and own 

development, which has always inspired the programme, the meetings, the research and the 

views of Pax Christi International and of its national sections. 

 



THE BIRTH OF A PEACE MOVEMENT (1945-1965) 

by Fr Bernard Lalande 

Pax Christi in Regno Christi: 

Crusade of Prayer and Campaign for Peace (1945-1950) 

 
'Pax Christi in Regno Christi': this was the name of the Crusade of Prayers for the Conversion of 

Germany, announced by Bishop Théas of Montauban at Easter 1945 and by Archbishop 

Saliège of Toulouse at Whitsun of the same year. A small bulletin would soon follow, bearing 

the same title, but opportunely abridged to Crusade of Prayers for Germany. 

 

It was a brave undertaking at the time of the ending of the German occupation and the 

discovery of the death camps from which Mgr Théas had just escaped (he was imprisoned by 

the Gestapo for acts of resistance). While in prison he had prayed for the German people 

and urged his companions to do so too. Only the name of Christ made this appeal for 

reconciliation acceptable. 

 

Reconciliation through prayer, but also through friendships regained. For those who resisted 

against Hitler's Germany - and its deportees - were not only French. There were also many 

Germans among them, some of whom had participated in the 'International Encounters of 

Bierville', organized for them since 1933 by Marc Sangnier, the founder of Sillon. 

 

Other forerunners of this fellowship were The International Catholic Bulletin run by Maurice 

Vaussard and the Companions of St Francis founded by Joseph Folliet. Twelve years later 

Folliet was to reforge links with these brave German resisters and in particular with his friend 

Franck Stock, the heroic chaplain to the prisons in occupied France. 

 

But if these enlightened Christians were the precursors of the new crusade, the initiative came 

from a teacher at the Lycée in Agen, in the department of Lot-et-Garonne, Mme 

Dortel-Claudot. It was she who, in the winter of 1944-1945, had sensed the urgency of a 

campaign of prayer for Franco-German reconciliation. It was she who had talked about it to 

Mgr Saliège, who at once agreed, then to Mgr Théas who consented to become the 

president of this first Pax Christi, while Mme Dortel-Claudot herself became general secretary. 

This 'Crusade of Prayers for Germany' was later enlarged to a 'Crusade of Prayer for the 

Nations'. Between 1945 and 1949, a series of new initiatives was taken which would give 

expression to this and attract new supporters: the creation of a bulletin, which became 

increasingly lively; encouragement from many bishops; meetings in various dioceses in France 

and Germany; religious celebrations in Kevelaer (D), pilgrimages to Lourdes, Oropa (I) and 

Altötting (D), as well as other meetings in various countries. 

 

But gradually a development took shape among a certain number of the leaders and 

supporters concerning the goals, the nature and the organisation of this campaign. For 

peace is not only the peace of hearts nor the spiritual reign of Christ. As a gift of God, it is also 

the work of human beings. It thus calls for action, and temporal action, that is to say 

socio-political action in the context of the public life of nations. And all the more so as the 

world of 1949/50 was no longer that of 1945. In order to face it effectively - as Pius XII's radio 

messages insistently demanded - and to exert a real impact on society, both civil and 

military, it was necessary to transform the crusade into a Movement. 

 

At the same time it was necessary to think up and organise structures commensurate with the 

new vision of the task and the objectives to be undertaken. For both these reasons Mgr Théas 

judged that the moment had come to resign from the responsibility that had been his in the 

first period of Pax Christi. 



Pax Christi, International Catholic Peace Movement (1950-1965) 

 
Mgr Feltin, as archbishop of Bordeaux, had encouraged the initiative of Mme Dortel-Claudot, 

a member of his diocese, from the start. When in 1949 he became archbishop of Paris he 

realized fully the value of this experience and the importance of the change that was to take 

place. So he consented to take over the presidency of an international Catholic movement 

for peace, Pax Christi. At the same time he asked Mgr Théas to be president of the French 

section of the movement. 

 

After having made various contacts, notably with Mgr Van der Velden, bishop of Aachen (D), 

Mgr Feltin conceived the idea of assembling the personalities of the various countries who 

had shown their sympathy for, or support of, Pax Christi in its first phase. This crucial meeting 

took place in Paris in December 1950. Representatives (bishops, priests, lay-people) came 

from Germany, Spain, France, Italy, Luxembourg and Switzerland. This first summit meeting 

ushered in by common consent a new phase for Pax Christi which was now defined as the 

International Catholic Movement for Peace. To each word of this new title a reality was to 

correspond in the years that followed. 

 

 

1. PAX CHRISTI, A MOVEMENT 

A movement, that is to say not merely the sum of isolated sympathizers but an international 

community, visible, alive, planned, structured, on the move. 

1.1. A Body, Composed of Members 

First, collective members: national sections, that is, the member countries, organized and 

structured in line with their respective contexts. To the six countries already mentioned were 

soon added Austria, Belgium, Great Britain, the Netherlands, then Ireland, Sweden and 

Portugal - in short, Western Europe. Other national sections would be formed later. 

 

Individual members: from the beginning Pax Christi admitted in each of its member countries 

(or else directly attached to the international secretariat) individual members, whether 

sympathizers, supporters, or often, activists. 

 

Contrary to most existing movements, Pax Christi from the very start wanted every kind of 

member: men, women, young, old, priests, lay people, without any social, racial or cultural 

distinction - peace for all, peace by all. 

1.2. A Structured Movement 

In order to ensure this unity in plurality, Pax Christi immediately wished to set up appropriate 

structures and statutes, so as to secure the relations of members with each other and with the 

central organs of the movement. These statutes were duly prepared, discussed, 

democratically adopted and improved from year to year. Here is the outline: 

 

The International Council: this sovereign body meets annually, ever since its first session in May 

1951, and it lays down the policy of the movement on the international level. It is made up of 

the international leaders and of the heads of all the national sections.  

 

The International President, elected by the International Council, is since 1950 always a bishop 

(his nomination is submitted for approval to the Holy See). He takes over the responsibility, the 

representation and the development of the movement. From 1950 until 1965 Cardinal Feltin 

held the post.  

 

The International Secretary looks after the day-to-day, preparation and development of 

activities and programmes. Between 1951 and 1965, two others were jointly responsible: the 

ecclesiastical General Delegate and the lay General Delegate. 



The International Council created at a later date the Executive Committee, a working body 

with fewer participants and able to meet in the intervals between the annual sessions. 

 

 

2. PAX CHRISTI, A CATHOLIC MOVEMENT  

2.1. In, and at the Service of, the Church 

A movement: but, from the beginning and inseparably, a Catholic movement, and more 

precisely still, a movement which has chosen the Church, which has been linked to the 

Church and approved by the Church. Not, certainly, on Pax Christi's part, so as to claim that 

peace is its preserve and monopoly - 'No more', as Cardinal Feltin put it, 'than the religious 

orders, geared to poverty and contemplation, claim that these values are theirs alone, but 

because the Church has always encouraged particular initiatives of this kind as the best 

means to get the mass of Christians on the move: in the 19th century, with Pauline Jaricot, the 

work of the Propagation of the Faith, and now, in the 20th century, due allowance being 

made, with Pax Christi, the work of the propagation of peace.' 

 

It was this very mission that Pope Pius XII assigned for the first time to Pax Christi when he 

welcomed pilgrims from the movement to Rome in 1952. 'Bring into play the forces for peace 

of Catholic unity', he said, 'of Europe first, and then of the other continents, so as to tackle 

together the tasks of public life'. Eight years later, in April 1960, John XXIII emphasized the 

Catholic character of the movement in addressing Cardinal Feltin at the International 

Council: 'Your Eminence', he said, 'you have nothing to fear in regard to the intimate union 

between the movement to which you have devoted your energies and the Head of Catholic 

Unity. Here we understand and appreciate what the movement is doing, and that it is 

something comparable to what Catholic Action does in other domains.' 

2.2. Bring into Play the Forces for Peace of Catholic Unity 

Forces for peace of Catholic unity and Of Europe, first: these were the areas of thought and 

action, between 1950 and 1960, to which adherents of Pax Christi in the six, and then the 

thirteen, countries (all European) addressed themselves. 

 

Starting from the fact that unity in the Church had up till that time been more vertical (same 

faith and same filial attachment to the Pope) than lateral (union with Catholics of other races 

or peoples, unknown or perhaps even enemies), the thoughts and actions and initiatives of 

the movement aimed at uncovering and promoting Horizontal Catholicism: through mutual 

understanding, through reconciliation and the struggle against national, cultural or political 

prejudices. From this arose numerous activities undertaken by the movement, such as: 

 

- International Catholic correspondence launched by Adolph Lang (D) - countless letters but 

also exchanges between young people in families of all nationalities. 

- Twinning of dioceses, parishes, ... 

- Gestures of reconciliation: such as the gift by the German section to Oradour (F) of a 

chalice in reparation for the blood shed in the massacre of 1944; a similar gift to Ascq (F) as a 

sign of total Franco-German reconciliation for the same reason; the sponsorship by Mgr 

Schröffer of a new bell for the church in Rethel (F) which has been bombarded in the war. 

And many similar gestures on the part of the German section, vis-à-vis Poland in particular, 

such as championing the canonization of Fr. Kolbe. In Chartres (F) solemn homage was paid 

by the French and German sections to the memory of Fr. Franck Stock, German chaplain to 

the French internees during the war. And many others. 

2.3. Specific Achievements 

Pax Christi's action for horizontal Catholicism and for international friendship produced three 

types of initiative that were particularly fruitful: 



For young people there was the International Route for peace, every summer, in one or other 

country of Europe, starting in 1952 with the Assisi-Rome route and still carrying on. The effort of 

walking, the spirituality, the meditating on a fixed theme, the mutual friendship that grows up 

between the routiers and the families where they stay - all this provided a public witness and 

led to unforgettable friendships. 

 

Shortly afterwards and in the same spirit the Pax Christi Centres for international encounters 

(hostels) were set up. These have welcomed tens of thousands of young and old of all 

nationalities in the relevant places - Lourdes, Mont St.Michel, Vézelay, Brest, Bourges, Le Puy 

and Paris. The routes and the international centres have brought the movement a large 

number of its supporters, its activists and its grassroots strength. 

 

And finally the hospitality of families or local teams. Pax Christi has opened its door to 

thousands of guests. Guests of necessity such as displaced persons, migrants and foreign 

workers; or visitors and pilgrims. Pax Christi has for long been a reference organization for 

numbers of stateless people. 

 

Such activities as these would not have been so numerous nor so beneficial as signs of peace 

if they had not been constantly and deeply inspired and directed by other initiatives 

embracing spirituality, doctrine and action, namely: the annual themes, peace days, 

congresses and sessions, as well as the newspapers, books, or bulletins of the movement; in 

other words if they had not been based on prayer and study and temporal action. 

 

2.4. In Close Liaison with the Bishops 

But this horizontal Catholicism which has maintained these diverse activities for peace would 

not have come into being, continued to exist and become effective, if they had not been 

encouraged and welcomed by those who have responsibility for the unity and pastoral life of 

the Church, namely the bishops. 

 

Whence the decision, taken right from the beginning, to entrust the international presidency 

and the national presidency in every country to bishops who themselves have been 

designated as such by their respective Bishops' Conferences. Paul VI stated this clearly in 

Rome in October 1963 - both to Cardinal Feltin and to the International Council: 'Faithful to 

the mission entrusted to you by the Church twelve years ago, you have desired to put 

yourselves at the service of the one true peace in an authentically Christian spirit. And rightly 

estimating that only the episcopacy united with the Pope could guarantee the doctrinal 

soundness of a communal action, of an action for peace, your first concern was to turn to 

your bishops. It could be said that Pax Christi has thus paid homage to the episcopacy, 

whose place in the Church has been put in such a clear light by the imposing ecumenical 

gathering (i.e. the Council). We take pleasure in congratulating you for it.' 

 

So we see that although Pax Christi was not directly created by the Church, officially and 

from on high, like, for example, the Pontifical Commission for Justice and Peace, yet our 

movement has been recognized, accepted and encouraged by the Church, by reason of its 

close association with the bishops, as a movement at the service of the Church in her mission 

for peace. 

 

2.5. A Mutual Pact 

Having chosen the Church, Pax Christi has received and does receive, from her, by this very 

fact, the unparalleled contribution of her whole capillary network: dioceses, parishes, 

institutions, religious orders, the press, schools, and colleges; and the whole inheritance of her 

teaching concerning war and peace, whether spiritual, doctrinal, social or pastoral. 



In return Pax Christi strives to help the Church to proclaim and to make peace, by bringing to 

her its experience, its ideas, its discoveries, and especially its activists who are mobilized and 

informed with regard to the major and ever-changing objectives in the achievement of civil 

and international peace. 

 

3. PAX CHRISTI, A MOVEMENT FOR PEACE: The Three Major Objectives 

3.1. The Fight against War 

From its beginnings as a movement for peace, Pax Christi has obviously come up against the 

problem of war. And in two ways: First of all, curiously enough, the Cold War between the two 

blocs, that is to say war in its non-shooting form, war that aims at the destruction or subjection 

of the adversary by economic, sociological or ideological means. This cause of war was the 

subject of Pax Christi's first international Congress, small but high-powered, at Assisi in 

August-Sept 1952. 

 

But very soon, and especially since 1951, Pax Christi found along its path the peace 

movement of Communist inspiration, and its one-way campaign against the H-bomb. In 

addition a series of problems (Berlin) and armed conflicts: Korea, Hungary, Suez, 

Czechoslovakia, and shortly afterwards, Vietnam, Algeria, Cuba. Fear returned. It then fell to 

Pax Christi to study seriously the problems of war and to alert public opinion. 

 

Condemning It, Preventing It, Limiting It 

 

First, condemning it: as a scourge, a scandal (crime against humankind, destruction of 

civilization) and an injustice, when it endorses the triumph of the stronger. Radical 

condemnation of all offensive war, and of total war - this following Pius XII, then John XXIII, 

then Paul VI (War never again), then the Council. So the first task: to strive, if not to suppress all 

war on earth, at least to reduce it, to limit it, both geographically and in time; to make good 

its damage, and, first and foremost, to attack it in its causes. 

 

Understanding It in Its Multiple Reality 

 

Ever since 1952 the problem of war has taken first place in the thought and action of Pax 

Christi. Not only to condemn it, but to look it in the face, morally and scientifically, as a 

present reality, whose suppression or limitation calls for diverse solutions. War is a multiple 

reality: 

 

As to its nature and its scope: localized wars between nations whether neighbours or not; 

ideological wars (East-West); socio-economic and cultural wars (North-South); racial conflicts, 

religious conflicts, revolutionary wars. 

 

As to the weapons used: conventional and limited; or weapons of mass destruction - ABC 

weapons (atomic, biological, chemical). As to stockpiling weapons (the arms race) and the 

threat that results (the strategy of deterrence) or as to their use (the strategy of deployment). 

 

Seeking Diversified Solutions 

 

Multiple too, is the struggle against war and the solution of existing conflicts or ones yet to 

come: recourse to conscientious objection, whether military or civil (strikes, boycotts, etc.); 

recourse, on a broader base, to nonviolence, in the steps of Gandhi and M.L. King 

(international congress on 'Catholic Action & Nonviolence' in 1953 and on 'Nonviolence' in 

1955). 

 

Pax Christi and Disarmament 



There are so many problems - ethical, philosophical and psycho-sociological - which were to 

be the object for long years to come of the research, the spirituality and the action of 

international Pax Christi, its national sections and its individual members; and of the means at 

its disposal, its periodical publications, its newspapers, its bulletins and its books. Of these latter 

we already have, for example The Atom, for or against Man? (Paris, 1958), Revolutionary War 

and the Christian Conscience (Paris, 1963). So many sessions, meetings for information and 

research, such as the international congress in Strasbourg in 1959 on 'Atomic Disarmament' 

and the one in The Hague (Nl) in 1964 on 'Peace and War in the Atomic Age'. 

 

Against such odds, Pax Christi on the whole thinks and advocates what has been thought 

and advocated by Pius XII, John XXIII and Paul VI, namely: over and above the 

condemnation of war and theoretical declarations (religious or civil), a massive mobilization 

of public opinion, of States, Churches and international bodies in favour of disarmament 

which should be mutual, simultaneous, progressive and subject to control; and furthermore 

contributing to help the underdeveloped countries: 'Disarm so as to develop' (Paul VI at 

Bombay). 'But a disarmament which also reaches souls' (Pacem in Terris). 

 

3.2. Towards a World Order 

During the 1950s and the 1960s it became more and more clear to Pax Christi that peace 

cannot be reduced to the mere absence of war, that peace is establishing order, making 

successful history. And an order of truly planetary dimensions; 'For total war, total peace'. This 

was said by Cardinal Feltin at the Pax Christi International Congress in The Hague in August 

1964. A few months later the UN Secretary General replied with: 'It is urgent to perfect and 

build up an international order that will enable us to confront the crises and conflicts that lie 

ahead' (U Thant, New York, February 1965). 

 

By the Regrouping of Nations, 'Europe First' 

 

In the first place, to counter closed nationalisms, through regrouping according to geography 

and history of nations hitherto isolated or warlike. This was the first objective assigned to Pax 

Christi by Pius XII in September 1952: 'Europe, first'. So Pax Christi made its annual theme, and 

the subject of the international congress in Cologne in August 1953: 'The building of Europe'. 

Six years later the movement took up the same theme at a congress in Strasbourg: 'Making 

Europe'. 

 

'Europe first', but not only Europe, 'and then, the other continents that stretch beyond it' (Pius 

XII to Pax Christi, Rome, July 1952). An immense task which called for commensurate means. 

 

 

By Appropriate International Institutions 

 

As recent Popes had asked it of the Church and all people of good will, so Pax Christi insisted 

on support for the international institutions, already existing or to be brought into being, so as 

to ensure the international order required for peace. 

 

First and foremost, the United Nations. Pax Christi strove to popularize the UN by showing how 

it contributes to the safeguarding and establishing of peace. At the level of various nations: 

so as to guarantee their legitimate autonomy, facilitate their exchanges, and ensure their 

existence, their survival and their growth. Whence the theme: 'The rise or decline of nations?' 

(Pax Christi congress 1956). 

 



Truly planetary dimensions, because humankind, a pluralistic community of people, states 

and civilizations, truly needs international organizations: UN, but also Unesco, FAO, WHO, ILO, 

and so on. 

 

Pax Christi has never ceased to point out the need and the reason for these institutions and to 

maintain fruitful relations with them, sometimes direct and often valued. 

 

 

By the Mobilization of Public Opinion 

 

On the other hand the institutions and nations, in order to limit or replace wars, need to have 

a generalized will for peace: not through force (totalitarianism), nor through opting out, but 

through a consensus and an active coming-together of all the citizens of the universe, at the 

very heart of their sense of belonging to, and fidelity to, their own country (Pax Christi 

congress, 1956: 'The Motherland'). 

 

The universal right to peace calls for a correlative duty to act: peace for everyone, peace 

through everyone. This was the theme developed by the Pax Christi Congress in Valladolid (E) 

in 1956 under the title 'International Citizenship: Utopia or Reality?'  

 

The reality was to be confirmed seven years later when John XXIII addressed his encyclical 

Pacem in Terris to all people of good will. 

 

 

By Recourse to Science and Techniques 

 

But good will does not dispense with the duties of efficiency, quite the contrary. Cardinal 

Feltin brought this out at the Pax Christi congress in 1958 in Louvain (B) when he said: 'Like war, 

but even more than war, peace requires techniques, and you must be the technicians of 

these techniques.' 

 

3.3. Peace - How to Bring It About 

But, as Pax Christi perceives more and more clearly, peace is not only the 'tranquillity of 

order'. Contemporary history is characterized by accelerated and generalized change in 

every sphere. 

 

Development, the New Name for Peace 

 

This key affirmation, made for the first time by Cardinal Feltin at the Pax Christi congress in 

Geneva in October 1960, and echoed by Paul VI in 1967 in Populorum Progressio, was to 

bring about a two-fold innovation in the movement. 

 

 

Pax Christi against Hunger and Underdevelopment 

 

Already in 1955 Pax Christi, in the path of Fr. Lebret, had introduced into its theories of peace 

the objective of development. This arose from the problem of hunger and 

underdevelopment in the underprivileged continents (Africa, Latin America and Asia). Pax 

Christi devoted to this vast problem four of its annual themes. In 1955: 'The underdevelopment 

of peoples'; in 1956: 'The hungry countries'; in 1957: 'The rise of the peoples of colour'; and in 

1960-1961: 'Help for the underdeveloped countries'. Shortly afterwards, in 1960, Pax Christi was 

co-founder of Misereor in Germany and of the Catholic Committee against Hunger in France. 

 

From Colonization to Independence 



In fact development, as Pax Christi envisaged it in relationship to peace, came to be seen 

not only in socio-economic terms but in the sense of decolonization, of the accession of new 

states to independence: the conference of Bandung; Vietnam; Algeria. On this theme the 

movement organized various weeks of reflection and regularly published articles in its 

national papers and other publications. It launched campaigns in support of the encyclicals 

Mater et Magistra by John XXIII (1961) and Populorum Progressio by Paul VI (1967). 

 

 

Pax Christi Confronted with Change 

 

Pax Christi, like the Church and the whole world, took note of the evolution of society 

everywhere and in everything. Together with the Council (in which the bishop-presidents 

were active participants, notably Cardinals Feltin, Alfrink Schröffer and Gouyon) the 

movement conceived peace henceforth as history to be made. 

 

Paul VI actively encouraged it along this path: 'Pax Christi is a movement; first and foremost 

you must ensure its best progress forward and, in order to do this, press onward to this 

updating to which the whole Church is called within the framework of the Council... with a 

view to adapting its methods and objectives to the transformation of the modern world ' 

(allocution to the International Council, Rome, October 1963). 

 

History to be made, within the realm of the possible, by a rapid but nonviolent evolution, 

rather than by brutal and uncontrolled revolution. But it was only later, in 1970, that Pax Christi 

defined the criteria of its 'third wind': responsible, rational, nonviolent change (Pax Christi 

congress, Strasbourg, November 1971). 

 

4. PAX CHRISTI, A MOVEMENT FOR PEACE: The Means Used by Pax Christi 

To fight against war, but for a viable international order; to promote development on a 

planetary scale. With these goals in view, what are Pax Christi's means? 

 

The means would obviously be derisory if the movement had to carry through these ambitious 

programmes by itself. But the means are effective, if limited, if the aim is to unleash and 

promote inspired, methodical and concerted actions within the Church, through the Church 

and outside the Church. In 1951 Pax Christi proposed three means: prayer, study and action 

for peace. Other formulations have followed, but this one, in its simplicity, includes them all. 

 

4.1. The Prayer and Spirituality of Peace 

In its first phase as in its second, the movement, through its title Pax Christi, has always 

presented peace as a Christian value. And John XXIII said it again, 'We are with the Gospel 

when we speak of peace' (General Audience, February 1963). 

 

Through the work of human beings, peace is also, and first, a gift of God. 'Peace I give to you 

... my peace' (Jn. 14, 27). 'Human peace requires the peace of God' (Pacem in Terris). A gift, 

but to be asked for from God. 

 

Private Prayer and Public Celebrations 

In 1951 Pax Christi launched the first Peace Sunday. Others followed without interruption, and 

under the patronage of the movement alone, until 1967. In that year Paul VI, in an 

unhoped-for consecration of Pax Christi's initiative, extended it to the whole world as a 'World 

Day of Peace'. It was organized and promoted by the Holy See and in particular by the 

Pontifical Commission for Justice and Peace. The successive annual themes for the day were 

not exclusively spiritual, but the celebration always reserved an important place for prayer, 

whether private or public, for world peace. And other Catholic organizations collaborated in 



this event, such as, from 1954, the International Catholic Committee for Children held the 

World Day of Children for Peace. Every member country of Pax Christi prepares celebrations 

for the Day of Peace, whether liturgical or para-liturgical (such as fasting for peace, 

especially in Germany), as well as many pilgrimages, local, national or international, to 

Lourdes, Assisi, Oropa (I), St.Nicolas de Flue (CH), Mariazell (A) and elsewhere. 

 

Peaceful - Peacemakers 

At the same time, and continuously, Pax Christi has called upon its members (and other 

believers) to know and to live a genuine spirituality of peace, based on the great and 

oft-repeated teachings of the Church - e.g. Paul VI in his speech to the UN, 4 October 

1965 - 'The building of peace rests first and foremost on our consciences ... on inward 

conversion and renewal.' In short, on a lived peace, which becomes by that fact a witness, 

and because of this, infectious: peaceful and peacemakers. 

 

Remember the theme of Peace Sunday 1952, 'Catholics, builders of peace' and also 

'Missionaries of peace'. See too, Christians in the Universe published by the French and 

Belgian sections of Pax Christi (1963). The congress of 1962 was devoted to 'The spiritual 

foundations of peace'. 

 

4.2. Pax Christi Seeks & Spreads 

Pax Christi has always striven to situate peace within a vision of the whole. A vision presented 

by recent Popes and by Vatican II concerning the nature of the ethic of social and 

international realities. And this in two ways or on two linked levels, namely: 

 

Intellectual Thought in Depth 

 

Pax Christi performs scientific research into certain problems of peace. 

Study of this kind has produced various publications and symposiums and brought together 

specialists of the movement or specially invited guests. We have already mentioned the 

discussions on 'The cold war' in Assisi (1952), on 'International citizenship' in Valladolid (1956), 

and on 'Development' in Geneva (1960). 

 

 

A Catechesis of Peace 

 

Pax Christi has sought to distribute and make known the major texts issued by the Magisterium 

with a view to forming a 'catechesis of peace' adapted to different ages, backgrounds, 

cultures and professions.  

 

Explanatory comments on the major encyclicals and on conciliar interventions (whether 

papal or episcopal) have been presented by Pax Christi through its regular publications, its 

study groups, congresses, annual themes and particularly through Peace Day, and this in all 

the pastoral 'locations' - parishes, sermons, homilies, the scholastic sector, other movements 

and organizations. But also outside the Church, and, insofar as they are agreeable, through 

all the organs of the press, radio and television. Pax Christi has always looked on this 

'grassroots education' as a crucial service for peace with a view to the transformation of 

consciences, mentalities and socio-political behaviour. 

 

4.3. Pax Christi Works for Peace 

Peace through Encounter 

At the same time, this basic education, this pedagogy of peace has been achieved in a 

concrete way, between peoples, races and religions, by a 'Meeting of Cultures; Meeting of 



People'. Twice, in 1957 and 1958, Pax Christi used this annual theme for its programme of 

study and action. But already since 1951 Pax Christi had been concerned with the problems 

of coexistence presented in Europe then, and still now, by the flow of refugees, of displaced 

persons and migrants, and with all that this entails, with the reconciliation of former 

belligerents, professional rivalries, racial prejudices and so on. 

 

Whence the publications devoted by Pax Christi to this burning question - My brother the 

Stranger (1957), They are your Brothers (1957) - and to hospitality, mutual aid and welcome, 

without paternalism but on terms of equality and mutual sharing: within the movement, as we 

have seen (the routes, the centres of hospitality, international correspondence, twinning), but 

also in a more general way, by remembering that peace is not only inter-national, but 

inter-cultural, inter-confessional; and, politically, pluralist (cf. Dialogue for Peace, Paris 1964). 

 

 

Peace through Temporal Action 

A Mission Received and Proper to Itself 

 

'We are deeply appreciative of the character of Pax Christi, both supernatural and natural ... 

Pax Christi had its starting point at the heart of social and political needs.' This statement 

made by Pius XII when he received Pax Christi for the first time in September 1952, was to be 

reinforced eleven years later by Paul VI in October 1963, during the Council: 'We are thinking 

of the ever greater role that Pax Christi could be called upon to play in organizing and 

sustaining everywhere a concerted action by Christians in favour of peace, so as to instruct 

them, teach them to think, teach them to act, and through them, cause the Christian 

conception of peace to shine out over and beyond the frontiers of the Church.' 

 

So Pax Christi does not serve peace only through prayer, reflection and encounter, but also 

through action. And temporal action, that is to say action within time at a given moment in 

the history of the world. And an action situated at the heart of its problems, as an active 

participation in the questions and civil and international endeavours of contemporary 

humanity. However the movement does not wish to pursue this action alone, but with the 

Church and in the Church. 

 

 

Peace through Temporal Commitment 

 

Pax Christi's first concern is to carry out and promote the commitments made by the Church. 

But not only those. For the two are not bound together. The movement's options do not 

necessarily involve the whole Church. As Paul VI said (see above) the movement must lead 

the way. 

 

It was at the International Congress at Nijmegen (Nl), in August 1955, that Pax Christi seriously 

sought to clarify the nature and limits of the commitment. And this, by illustrating its thoughts 

and the recapitulation of its own experiences by a familiar comparison (often repeated) that 

of the hunter and the dog. 

 

 

Pioneer and Predecessor 

 

Pax Christi has always lived, in its bones as it were (and not without risks), the dialectic of 

realism and prophesy. It has announced, proposed and sometimes prepared commitments 

further and vaster than the Church herself. The movement has often fulfilled the mission that 

Paul VI's Apostolic Letter Octogesima Adveniens (March 1971), recognized as utopian: 'This 

form of criticism of society as it is often produces prophetic questioning, so as to perceive in 

the present the unknown potential to be found therein, and to set forth towards a new 

future.' 

 



Experimental Criteria 

 

Whatever the application of this quotation to Pax Christi, it goes without saying that the 

Magisterium of the Church remains the judge of what it should or should not retain of the 

studies and initiatives of this movement for peace which it has recognized and encouraged. 

'The Peace of Christ, Pax Christi: this very title obliges you to make necessary distinctions in 

order not to commit the Church in every direction, while safeguarding the legitimate 

freedom of choice in the political or intellectual domains where temporal peace is 

forged.'(Paul VI to the General Council of the movement, Rome, October 1963). 

 

In the same way the congress at Nijmegen, on the basis of various experiences, held out for a 

clear distinction between the temporal commitments of the movement as such on the one 

hand, and, on the other, the various commitments, sometimes conflicting, of the members of 

the movement as individuals. Endorsed by John XXIII, Paul VI and the Council 

 

But what criteria should be invoked for dialogue and collaboration with non-believers? We 

were given such criteria to a large extent with the teaching of Pius XII. But it is the encyclicals 

Pacem in Terris (John XXIII, 1963) and Ecclesiam Suam (Paul VI, 1964) together with the 

Constitution Gaudium et Spes (Vatican Council, 1965) which have subsequently provided the 

most quoted answers. We can summarize the criteria in three passages from Pacem in Terris: 

'Essentially, Catholics can and should collaborate for peace with all people of good will - that 

is to say with all those who are faithful to the natural law and natural morality.' 

 

As much for dialogue as for constant cooperation with non-believers, Pax Christi has made its 

own the two crucial distinctions formulated by John XXIII: on the one hand between error and 

those who commit it, and on the other between 'false philosophical theories and the 

historical movements that have emerged from them, insofar as these movements are in 

accord with sound principles of reason and correspond to the just aspirations of the human 

person.' 

 

These norms for dialogue and collaboration have become, sometimes gropingly, the rule Pax 

Christi has followed in its writings and actions - thanks to it close links with the bishops through 

its bishop-presidents. Nevertheless it has often unjustly found itself accused of supporting 

Communism. On the other hand the movement has also been accused of inactivity, timidity 

and conservatism in the face of war and disarmament or pacifist opinion. 

 

After the Council 

The famous documents of the Magisterium which have been quoted have greatly helped 

Pax Christi to rebut these accusations and to pursue its forward march for peace, both within 

and outside the Church. 

 

In the post-Council period they have also undoubtedly inspired Pax Christi's 'third wind' - ' To 

build a new society without war' (International congress, Strasbourg, 1971). 



YEARS LATER Interview with Carel ter Maat on the Period 1965-1978 

Introduction 

Today, 3 October 1990, is a historic day. After forty-five years of division, Germany is reunited. 

An important event, not only for the German people, but for the whole of Europe and the 

whole world. The revolution in Central and Eastern Europe, which took shape, notably in 1989, 

now becomes visible and noticeable in society. This is a cause of great joy to many, but to 

some this reunification and the tensions and problems that may result from it are also a cause 

of concern. Yet the impression that the Cold War seems to have come to an end will 

probably be predominant and lasting. 

 

For the peace movement, two questions remain central, along with other aspects of our 

work: to what extent have peace activities contributed to this détente, and what should be 

our present priorities? In determining this, another date in recent history will be of great 

importance: 2 August 1990, the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq. This may have tremendous effects 

in the Middle East and in other regions and countries, now and in the future. The possible use 

of weapons, acts of war, and strategies causing mass destruction cannot be excluded. A 

distinction between possession and use of nuclear weapons may be abolished in which case 

they could cause numerous human casualties and irreparable damage to the environment, 

even far beyond the battlefield. The question remains as to what role the peace movement 

can play in stemming this great danger. 

 

The present situation precludes a clear picture of future developments. Tomorrow, in a week 

or in a month, this conflict may have taken on a different guise, either more or less 

threatening. But the background remains, demanding a structural approach. A parallel can 

be drawn with the former situation in Eastern Europe with its dangerous elements connected 

to the balance of power in East-West relations. Peace workers can learn from former conflicts 

and tensions and from the initiatives and activities set up on those occasions. 

 

Against the backdrop of these and other events, the following interview presents its own 

specific approach. The conversation took place at the beginning of 1987, on the initiative of 

Etienne De Jonghe. It thus bears the characteristics of a retrospective look from the situation 

at that particular moment. The editing and the translation took longer than planned, mainly 

as a result of much other and more urgent work to be done at the Pax Christi secretariat. But 

what was said then has not become outdated. On the one hand, the retrospective look 

deals with the period 1965-1978, and on the other hand the reflections can now be tested 

against later developments. 

 

In 1987, it was impossible to foresee what would happen in Central and Eastern Europe in 

1989. But there were already some signs of a certain détente and a beginning to 

liberalization. On earlier occasions, Pax Christi was able to respond to this, partly by 

supporting currents and attitudes of persons and groups moving in this direction and also by 

introducing its own criteria and conditions. This is touched upon in some places in the 

interview. Later it became clear that in reaction to the events of 1989, incomplete and unjust 

comments were sometimes made about the 'Ostpolitik' of Pax Christi, in some cases 

accompanied by critical and disapproving comments. 

 

It may therefore be appropriate to deal with the aims and experiences of the policy 

concerning contacts in Eastern Europe in the period 1965-1978 separately from the general 

remarks made in the following conversation. This policy may not have been perfect, and it 

has undergone a clear development. One has to learn from one's successes and failures. A 

separate survey of these contacts and this policy should not serve to proclaim one's being in 

the right or having taken the only right way, but it would be useful and beneficial as a record 

of what really happened, recollected and examined in an objective way. 

 



There is still ample room for further elaboration and research. This applies not only to our 

contacts with Eastern Europe, but to all the other aspects of Pax Christi International's work as 

well (and possibly also of the national sections) in this period. Apart from such research, this 

interview might give rise to the question of why certain elements are not dealt with in more 

detail, or why certain other aspects are not raised at all. It is possibly because in some cases 

experiences in this work have too strong a personal character, or because discretion is 

required for other reasons. Researchers may always continue their investigations in so far as 

sources are available. If further interest is shown, relevant questions will of course be 

answered. Reactions to this interview are very welcome. 

 

* * * 

 

 

How did you come to join Pax Christi? What did you do before that? 

I used to be involved in the tourist industry. It all started in the 1930s, the years of the 

depression. The events of this period prevented me from studying so I worked in a travel 

agency until the end of 1939. I was at that time in Rotterdam where, because of mobilization 

for war, the harbour was put out of action. We were told to look for other jobs for the time 

being. That was how I landed up in a government office dealing with textiles, an office in 

Arnhem which during the war had to manage and distribute all textile goods. I worked in the 

jute department, dealing with raw material and manufactured products. After the war, I 

carried on with this job; the office had however become independent and dealt with 

packaging. Little by little, I made numerous international contacts, as much within Europe as 

outside it. The European Community was already starting to adopt a role as the protector of 

national industries. For our part, we tried to promote the importation of jute products into the 

Common Market. Jute based products are the most important industrial exports for India and 

Pakistan. We therefore had lots of contacts with the embassies of these countries in Brussels, 

administering the business of the European Community. We were already working towards 

'development cooperation', although, at that time, this expression was unknown. 

 

For me the travel agency as well as the government office were places of apprenticeship in 

organization (internal and external) and in human relationships. How can we unite forces and 

apply pressure even when the ground is new and the subject complicated? My international 

experience helped me to gain a better perspective on the different ways the European 

countries looked at each other and at the Third World. Later on, in Pax Christi, many of these 

experiences recurred. The issue had changed and I was meeting other names in other 

situations but my relationships with the people and with the institutions were fundamentally 

the same or at least very similar.  

 

Towards the end of the 1950s, a greater awareness of international problems, especially 

concerning weapons, was developing. I used to talk about this a lot with people of my 

acquaintance, amongst whom were teachers and journalists. One of the central questions 

was: How does our democracy work? We should protect and defend it by every possible 

means. But when it came to a decision about the application of nuclear arms we would be 

completely dependent upon someone who had been elected president of the United States. 

At such a decisive moment, the whole of human existence - including our own - is at stake. 

But we had no means at all of exercising any control over this decision even though control is 

an essential element of democracy. 

 

This question was linked to many others but also related to the ethical point of view. For this 

reason, I contacted Father Pire (at that time a well-known peace activist who had received 

the Nobel Prize). I also contacted Professor Röling, a well-known peace researcher, and 

Professor Pauwels, a moral theologian who was asking himself the same questions. We felt 

that this matter was extremely important but that very few people were addressing it. There 

were no clear answers for example about the tension between the possession and the use of 

nuclear weapons. We therefore went in search of a group which was active in this field. On 

Röling's advice, I first approached the World Federalists. 



At that time Pax Christi was better known for its routes than as a movement for peace. In a 

newspaper I found a very well written report of the annual assembly of the Dutch section of 

Pax Christi and I contacted P.Verkoelen, the secretary of Pax Christi in Holland. Thus, with my 

friends and other colleagues, we started a Pax Christi group in Arnhem. This group developed 

quickly; it had a composite programme. We were working partly under the aegis of Pax 

Christi, partly in collaboration with other organisations. For some demonstrations, such as on 

United Nations Day or the commemoration of J.F. Kennedy's assassination, we would also 

invite other organizations which were not peace movements such as women's groups, youth 

groups and rotary clubs. As a group, we also had contact with the radio and the press. 

Gradually our field of influence and publicity grew. The group was starting to be better 

known. At national level, we had at the time an Administrative Council which was helping 

Cardinal Alfrink in his role of president. This Council included competent professionals from the 

political arena, (from the left and from the right, which was new), of peace researchers and 

experts in foreign affairs, etc. The new central body on which all the Dutch Pax Christi groups 

were represented was crucial. It had an important influence on the democratic process 

which had just begun. Of course, there were tensions and frustrations, as much for the 

radicals as for the reactionaries. 

 

In 1965, Cardinal Alfrink was elected International President, successor to Cardinal Feltin, 

founder of the international movement. Cardinal Alfrink expressed the wish to have the 

international secretariat closer to him. Up to then the secretariat had been situated in Paris. 

Now they were looking for someone to do this job, but there was not much money to pay a 

salary. Lacking a candidate who was an expert in this field, they asked me. I hesitated 

because I did not feel very well prepared. A few friends from Pax Christi egged me on saying 

that the movement had enough experts and that the job should include giving a new 

structure to the movement. 

 

Were there still a lot of things to be organised? 

Indeed, there was no coherent structure, not even for decision-making. The finances were 

not very healthy at all, so we tried to obtain aid from different sources in order to be able to 

organize a minimal secretariat. We had to combine both functions: national and 

international secretariat. Later, for a year and a half, the role of Inter-Church Peace Council 

(IKV) secretary was added, but thankfully Jan ter Laak came to take over this latter job once 

more. 

 

The initial period was not easy. I had only one secretary, who was not even full-time. But the 

organization had yet to be built up. In order to have more opportunities for political contact 

with, among others, embassies and with national and international organizations, I moved to 

The Hague. I managed to establish contacts who often helped me with various initiatives and 

activities. On many occasions personal relationships proved important, those with the 

different political parties as much as with the embassy staff, for example from Poland, Israel 

and the USSR. 

 

What was the other sections' reaction to the transfer of the secretariat to the Netherlands? 

From the start, the international secretariat had been set up in Paris and the movement had 

a rather French character. Correspondence and meetings were conducted in French. The 

sections were still all situated in Europe. Gradually we endeavoured to internationalize this 

character; being situated in the Netherlands helped to achieve this. But at the same time, the 

idea that the policy of the movement would have a Dutch 'stamp' was being spread about 

or at least, feared. One of the first tasks was to structure formally the English and Irish sections 

which, up to then, lacked a clear-cut organization. Thus, little by little, the meetings and the 

publications were presented in several languages, particularly English and French. The fact 

that countries other than the Netherlands had voted for Cardinal Alfrink as international 

president gave this development a special dimension. There were however lots of tense 

moments in some sections. These tensions were partially due to the diversity of structures and 

to the particular characteristics of each country, but also due to their prejudices and to 

experiences which were assumed to be general. Sometimes, the division was felt within the 



section itself. We shall talk later of these aspects of the growth of the movement towards 

acquiring an international constitution with its own character and programme. 

 

What was the Council like before your time? 

I can only speak about what has happened since 1965. My first Council was that of 

Dijnselburg. The focus was on introducing the questions covered by Pax Christi. The 

decision-making and the programming were sketchy. Democracy began later when the 

foundations were becoming firmer in different countries. At first public statements only 

defined a very few of the points which could have been used as a basis for a programme of 

priorities after the Council. We remained unrestricted and rather open, leaving sections the 

freedom to fill out the constitution. Democracy was a process of development inside the 

movement and outside it. The Executive Committee certainly helped the Council to 

undertake more and to make firm resolutions. 

 

Can you say something about cooperation with Cardinal Alfrink? 

A national and international secretary receives many kinds of appeal from different places 

and in different ways. He is asked to attract public attention by public statements, letters, 

telegrams, speeches, etc., on general questions concerning peace or on specific problems 

such as Latin America, Southern Africa, the Middle East, nonviolence, East-West relations. One 

must then try to determine the priorities, to decide on the urgency of the problems, to assess 

the efficacy and, if necessary, find others who will join in the cause. On several occasions, the 

sections would also ask for help. I would often contact Cardinal Alfrink. He was always ready 

to consider such problems. Some matters could wait till the next Executive Committee or 

Council. On urgent matters, we would ask for the opinion of experts from the country 

concerned or from abroad. We consulted members of parliament about the most effective 

way of proceeding. We also worked through the agency of members of the Executive 

Committee or the sections. Often, the question would arise as to whether it would be better 

to have a public statement published by the Dutch section or if it would be more efficient to 

publish it at an international level. We always considered the international dimension and 

publicity. The name Alfrink ensured a good reception and the attention of the media at 

home and abroad. I often noticed this during meetings and also visits to other countries, for 

example in Eastern Europe. 

 

Alfrink had a decisive mind, especially when dealing with complicated and delicate issues. 

He liked neither the simplification nor the radicalization of situations. He was not taken in and 

would very often call for an investigation into the true facts of an argument. As a result of 

certain experiences, he would sometimes hesitate before answering a request. This would 

also depend on his mood. I used to feel then that it was wiser to wait a little or to 

compromise. Gradually, one learns what is feasible and the limitations to making 

pronouncements while at the same time taking into account Alfrink's ideas and what was 

acceptable to the movement. I was also trying, within the limits of possibility, to arouse or 

support progress which would open horizons and offer the possibility of adopting a clearer 

position. This process gradually materialized despite its ups and downs. On certain occasions 

too, I felt or was persuaded that it would be better to avoid issuing a public statement or a 

publication rather than to encourage one. This is what happened over the East-West question 

when looked at from some points of view. We shall talk about that later. 

 

Letters, telegrams, speeches by Cardinal Alfrink as well as declarations by the Executive 

Committee and the Council and sometimes by vice-presidents have greatly contributed to 

the formation of Pax Christi's image. The general programme being already defined, it was a 

question of embodying it in practice. Now and again, we would move at a greater pace 

than the rest of the movement, without creating great problems for it, because Alfrink's name 

and reputation inspired confidence.  

 

When comparing the opinions and proposals in Alfrink's writings, one can see that his line 

became more and more clear and definite. This provoked strong reactions and visits from 

eminent politicians who felt he was going too far. He always welcomed them very cordially 



but did not change his opinion at all. I have very good memories of him as a friend, not only 

throughout the period of his work with Pax Christi but also in the last years of his life. 

 

When you arrived, who were the members of the Executive Committee? 

At first Fr. Lalande represented France. Soon he was replaced by P.Brachin, who knew the 

Dutch climate very well. He and Mr Erb were vice-presidents. They were succeeded by 

H.Risse and B.Kent. From Belgium, Mr De Schrijver and Mr Hoyois; from Italy, Mgr Vaillanc, later 

G.Novello. From Austria came Mrs Lehne and later Mrs Hillbrand; from Spain Mr Garcia 

Cantero, from the Netherlands, first Mr Schuijt, then P.Theunissen. Mr De Schmidt was the first 

treasurer, followed by Fr. Raes and then by Carel Vis. 

 

Could you give a few impressions of the development of the sections? 

It was, of course, in the case of the Netherlands that I was most able to follow the evolution of 

the section. We have already spoken of the situation in 1965 and the progress of democracy. 

The national council was elected from among the candidates presented by the members, 

and the emphasis was no longer on the personal, spiritual aspect of peace and work for 

peace, but rather on the political context of the concept of peace, notably the problems of 

disarmament and East-West relations, human rights and the situation in developing countries. 

Peace researchers from Groningen to Nijmegen put forward and explained many of those 

aspects. Ter Veer especially formulated some important ideas about the strategy of working 

for peace. Many of these themes and activities formed, of course, interesting points of 

discussion among sections, especially during Councils, at meetings of secretaries or other 

delegates from the sections, or in bilateral meetings. The international congresses on certain 

specific themes were also significant. Under the influence of the Dutch section, the question 

of military service and conscientious objectors was brought to the attention of other sections, 

as was the problem of the Middle East with its tensions between Israelis and Palestinians. The 

Dutch section also prepared some public statements which were later accepted at an 

international level. The term 'development cooperation' was coined by a working group of 

Pax Christi Holland. 

 

However, the Dutch section did not play a guiding role and did not put its stamp on the 

politics of peace. Nevertheless, there were moments when we were reproached for doing 

this and we felt this suspicion coming through some of the responses from other sections. I 

think this was inevitable because of the number of different functions I held, as secretary of 

the Dutch section as well as secretary of Pax Christi International. 

 

It is difficult to give a brief summary of the development of the other sections. At first Belgium 

had only one section, divided into two groups, each with its own secretary. The Dutch and 

Belgian sections had many contacts with each other, exchanging ideas, activities and 

experiences. 

 

The Dutch section also had bilateral contacts with the West German section. From the 

beginning I had been struck by the fact that the Germans were very sensitive about 

East-West relations. This attitude is understandable if you take into account the division of 

Germany, the aftermath of the Nazi regime and the assimilation of all that happened then: 

let us remember the concept of 'reparation'. These feelings showed up especially during 

contacts with Poland. In comparison with other West European countries able to call on 

former alliances, German relations are different. In another sense, that also applied to Austria. 

It was sometimes difficult to reach a consensus for the position of Pax Christi International; 

several times, divergent approaches and attitudes emerged. The structure of the German 

section, with its own diocesan structures, also had an influence on the sometimes hesitant 

position it adopted towards our firm public statements about certain political questions. For 

the French section, this political position often constituted an obstacle to their following 

current progress at the international level. Relations were even broken off during the 

International Council held in the Netherlands in 1974: the French section applied the policy of 

the empty seat to show its disagreement with the course of action being taken by the 

international movement. 



Warning signs had already appeared during the Council in Kevelaer. There were conflicts, not 

only between certain sections about consensus and the programme but also about the 

structure, which involved proportional representation. The functioning of the international 

movement was threatened because the most important sections did not seem disposed to 

give the required financial aid. At such times, I asked myself if I was going to carry on, but the 

encouragement I received helped me to persevere. Maybe this is part of working for peace. 

The Spanish section was concentrated mainly in Catalonia. The section was carrying out 

substantial work on human rights. Congresses on the problems of peace were of a very high 

standard. At certain times, the Swiss sections, German as well as French, were organizing 

activities and had contacts with Pax Christi International. The quality of the active members 

and of the sections during international reunions was remarkable, but there was almost no 

continuity. 

 

Italy had its own style and specific way of working. I had my first contact with the section at 

the congress in Bergamo. This congress was excellent as much from the point of view of its 

organization as its content. Mgr Bettazzi, successor to Mgr Castellano, gave a lot to the 

international movement. Italy organized other congresses, for example in Turin on the subject 

of Vietnam. Regional activities were more developed than the national ones, and the line 

they followed was more radical than that of some other sections. 

 

Great Britain and the USA were also following a more radical line. It was, therefore, not very 

easy to coordinate these diverging courses. Each section had its own history, its own situation, 

its own way of working. Ireland paid a lot of attention to the problem of Northern Ireland. 

Australia was different again. 

 

Remembering the past, I think that through the problems and the times of tension and doubt, 

a positive evolution stands out in the process of growth towards an international movement. 

Even at times of conflict, the more personal contacts used to bring us closer together. 

 

Some of our international commissions did some very good work. Even the representatives of 

the 'difficult' sections would collaborate actively. In spite of diversity and contradictions, we 

managed to work out an international programme and to give our attention to common 

problems such as improving the presentation of our work for peace. I became aware of this 

when I left in April 1978, when all the sections, and also people in many other countries, said 

that they felt like one Pax Christi family. 

 

The East-West conflict has been an important theme. What role did Pax Christi play, and how 

did this develop?  

I have already said that the name and the personality of Alfrink had a positive effect. I 

realized this during my first contact with Metropolitan Philaret in Kyoto, when the World 

Conference on Religion and Peace (WCRP) was beginning. Our work was well-known, as 

were Alfrink's public statements. Philaret told me at that time that they were only waiting for 

our initiative. Afterwards, I learnt that Cardinal Willebrands had shown Metropolitan Nikodim 

that besides contact with the Vatican and the World Council of Churches, contact between 

the Patriarchate in Moscow and Pax Christi International could serve a useful function not 

only at an ecumenical level but also at the level of East-West relations. The Executive 

Committee and the Council had already discussed this and I had myself sounded out 

opinion, for example in Poland during my meetings with Cardinal Wojtyla and Cardinal 

Kominek. In 1972, after a period of getting to know each other, a first meeting was organized 

between Alfrink and Nikodim, Yuvenaly and others. 

 

The beginnings of our dialogue with the Russian Orthodox Church which took place in Vienna 

in 1974 and the ensuing conversations and consultations are well known. Almost all aspects of 

work for peace and East-West relations were discussed. Gradually, a climate of trust was 

established, with the opportunity to ask questions and give crucial responses. Recently, an 

eminent person from the Patriarchate said that our delicate questions on the theme of 

human rights had been greatly appreciated. Now they realize that they learnt a lot from 



those questions, although at that time it was not easy to answer them and they often had no 

answers to give or had to conceal them. In personal conversations we always managed to 

broach the question of dissidents. According to feedback we later received, these efforts at 

mediation had positive results. But it is not wise to talk about them. It is better to avoid any 

possible repercussions. 

 

At that time the mechanism of East-West contacts depended on caution, but also on 

imagination and tenacity. One can see that although some things may appear to have 

changed the basic structures have probably remained the same. Be that as it may, the first 

requirement will still be to put oneself in the position of one's partner in the specific situation in 

Eastern Europe. This does not mean that one must unconditionally accept this situation or 

deny the various forms of injustice, but one must consider existing relationships and the 

progress which is part of a reality that one cannot change from one day to the next. One 

must take advantage of all that can contribute to the process of change by supporting or 

encouraging proposals. But at the same time, one has to exercise a great deal of patience 

and even sometimes be prepared to accept a momentary step backwards. Here, there are 

no ready-made rules nor any immovable principles; the main conditions for stimulating 

growth are flexibility, adaptation, imagination and creativity.  

 

All these qualities are equally necessary for the whole of our work for peace. Here and there 

one can sometimes perceive a tendency to present, in a unilateral way, one's own 

convictions as a programme or a course of action. One forgets that the first condition for the 

gradual bringing about of our opinions and aims is to convince and to win the support of the 

other party, which is often in the majority and predominant in political and social relations. 

To this end, it is sometimes necessary to slow down the process and to be ready to take a 

step backward, which might seem a waste of time and might cause frustration. In speaking 

of my experiences in working for peace, in Holland and at international level, I cannot remain 

silent about this central point of approach and efficacy. I only learnt about it gradually and 

found that I did not have to make concessions over the way I was moving or lose sight of the 

priorities. 

 

The East-West problem is a good example of the need to have a well thought out strategy 

based on reality and on the ability to implement a process of change. One must avoid 

developing and leading programmes in a unilateral way, but rather keep in close contact 

with one's partners on the other side. We achieved this, for instance, in our contacts with the 

Berlin Conference (BK) and the Christian Peace Conference (CPC). There were already 

contacts at the national level in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands, England and later on in 

Ireland. We shall return to this later when talking about Pax Christi's Commission on Eastern 

European Contacts. In practice, we noticed that participants at the BK and CPC 

conferences were hampered by a system of ready-made statements and terms which did 

not take into account diverging opinions and the discussions, but reduced everything to fit 

the constraints of the East European powers. Through negotiations and personal 

conversations, we were able to introduce conditions for these contacts and, in this way, we 

tried to stimulate their liberalization. It was very important to them to have good relations with 

us and thus we were able to impose conditions. 

 

Together with the progressive elements at these conferences, we obtained more openness 

and an improvement in the quality of the discussion. The general climate of East-West 

relations profited from it. Everything was not perfect, but at least the direction was clear. Thus, 

for example, we gained the opportunity to choose for ourselves the Eastern representatives 

for consultations organized under the auspices of the BK or the CPC, in Eastern Europe. This 

would have been unthinkable before. 

 

It has been suggested that after Pacem in Terris was published, Pax Christi did not have 

enough courage to risk taking part immediately in the BK and the CPC. Its participation could 

have strengthened the position of Christians who were looking for other avenues for contacts 

with the West. Pax Christi, it has been said, reacted rather negatively. Such observations are 



understandable if the initial exploratory attitude of Pax Christi is considered to be an end in 

itself and the motives for the tactics employed are not taken into account. It was, however, 

quite difficult for a movement like Pax Christi to arrive at a well-defined position on such a 

delicate matter as East-West relations. 

 

On the other hand, people at the heart of the movement, and outside it, would very often 

criticize our exaggerated openness and disposition to meet Eastern European partners. 

People complained that our approach was hardly discriminating and that because of our 

naivety we were going to deliver ourselves to the evil forces of the East. After our first 

conversations with the Russian Orthodox Church, such comments were published in the press. 

Metropolitan Nikodim was then accused of being a KGB agent. 

 

In our work, we have to be prepared to take advantage of opinions and statements of that 

sort, which are anyway an indication to us of how others see our work for peace. These 

statements may provoke feelings of frustration but, on the other hand, they are informative 

and help to put things in perspective. It is our job to suggest another way of thinking and of 

acting, and that is one of our most difficult tasks. 

 

Third World problems have always been a matter of concern. Has Pax Christi not lost a 

substantial part of its programme and of its numerous activists by the founding of fund-giving 

organizations? 

 

I do not think so. When I started this work, the Third World and aid for development - later 

called development cooperation - were hardly considered important in Catholic circles or 

elsewhere. In the 60s we therefore started in the Netherlands a service called 'Development 

cooperation', in which non-members also took part. Amongst them was Jan Pronk, assistant 

to Professor Tinbergen at Erasmus University in Rotterdam, and later minister and UN expert. 

 

Assisting development was still considered to be a favour or a liberal gesture towards the 

poor countries, whereas cooperation implies an equal partnership of those who need each 

other. Starting with this idea, we tried to awaken interest in the Netherlands and at the 

international level. Gradually, more attention was given to this topic within Pax Christi. 

Populorum Progressio extended this process. We cooperated with Vastenaktie and with 

Solidaridad, especially in the area of information and increasing awareness. The affinity of 

these organizations with peace work was reflected in the financial aid which Vastenaktie for 

example gave (and, if I am right, still gives) to our movement. 

 

Pax Christi also participated in other international initiatives and had contacts with similar 

associations. What were these relationships? 

 

Indeed, contacts were established with several international institutions and organizations 

such as the World Conference on Religion and Peace (WCRP), the Camara conference, the 

World Council of Churches, the United Nations, and of course the Vatican and the Pontifical 

Justice and Peace Commission. 

 

We took part in the beginnings of WCRP. Cardinal Wright came from the USA to a Council in 

Paris to encourage us to get involved. There was a shortage of people from the Catholic 

Church as well as from Europe. We decided to participate. To this end we had to find the 

right people in Eastern and Western Europe and to organize a trip to Japan. The first WCRP 

took place in Kyoto in 1970. It was a historic event, which gave rise to over-optimistic 

expectations. After Kyoto, I followed for a while its internal progress and I attended the 

second World Conference in Louvain. There were obviously frictions and doubts about 

certain complicated and explosive situations such as, for example, the Middle East, Ireland 

and Vietnam. Inadequate structures for different national and religious elements were also 

slowing down any common action. This is what I brought back to discussions at the European 

level, East and West. Although, to my knowledge, there had not been a really effective start, I 

think that the WCRP is an important initiative and offers many opportunities for meetings and 



for international and interreligious reflections, and increasingly also for cooperation. But this 

demands time, patience and tenacity. A typical example of work for peace. The platform 

provided by the WCRP helped me in my first contacts with the Russian Orthodox Church, of 

which we have already spoken, and also with the Jewish partners of WCRP.  

 

Within the framework of this interview, we must limit ourselves to one single observation about 

the Camara Conference. It was the first international meeting of distinguished people who 

were active in the field of nonviolence and who, like Janet Rae Mondlane, had been invited 

to talk about it from their own experience. The aim was to see how one could work in this 

area and what were its limitations. Helder Camara had asked Pax Christi to organize a 

conference on 'The Power of the Peace Forces'. We did this in cooperation with other 

organizations. A second conference was organized in Derry, Northern Ireland, in an 

atmosphere which could hardly be called nonviolent. There, we wondered why it was so 

difficult to stimulate nonviolent action because, in principle, everyone was in favour of it. After 

Derry, after my departure as international secretary, Nonviolent Alternatives (NVA) tried to 

follow up those two conferences with a world-wide network of nonviolent forces. 

 

Whilst recognizing the conviction and the involvement of many eminent people, one has to 

observe that, in work for peace, it is almost impossible to structure such projects. It has been 

useful to talk together and to study the problem, the undefined way of working and the way 

of putting theory into practice. Our partners often had very diverging opinions about the way 

we should work: the gulf between radicals and pragmatists is great. In one way this is true of 

all peace activities. I learnt, from experience and from confronting other opinions, that when 

dealing with the principle of nonviolence, with defining the task and with methods of work in 

the peace movement, a realistic but flexible position produces the best results. 

 

It is a pity that these initiatives never went further than the planning, organization and 

follow-up stages of those conferences. This subject should become a priority for Pax Christi. It 

requires more attention, more personnel, more collaboration, outside the movement too, and 

more permanent reflection at all levels, through study, action and evaluation. 

 

Lots of work and projects for peace could do with this. In Holland, we have tried, by means of 

a five-year plan, to discover why, despite the daily news bulletins in the media, the problem 

of peace - arms, development and human rights - gives rise to so little permanent attention 

from the public at large. We should ask ourselves that question regularly and try to see more 

clearly. Another example is the project started by Cardinal Alfrink and introduced by us to the 

United Nations, to create a world league for disarmament. The aim was to unite all kinds of 

power and social forces and in this way to form a front against the arms race. We hoped it 

would become apparent that this is in everybody's interest and demands general attention 

and action. We hoped that a wider forum would be able to refute the often proclaimed 

need for arms without our being suspected of belonging to a certain party or political trend. 

Together with others, Pax Christi might spearhead such a league and set up its structure. The 

link with the problem of development is obvious. 

 

This plan never got beyond the stage of first attempts to put the fundamental ideas into 

practice. However, I continue to believe in it as an initiative for a peace movement which, 

nevertheless, does not intend to impose its own programme. This forum could become a 

permanent element in a new way of thinking and acting to which the peace movement 

could refer when drawing up its programme. It is important that each of us should be 

challenged in his or her own situation and should recognize that it is a question demanding 

our direct and personal interest (and not just the opinion of a group of peace activists or of 

certain political groups). The plan could be thought out again within the framework of the 

conciliar process, with which it shows remarkable affinity anyway. 

 

The United Nations has already been mentioned: it would be worthwhile of course talking 

some more about the UN, as well as about our relations with the Vatican and the Pontifical 

Justice and Peace Commission. Occasionally we also collaborated with the World Council of 



Churches and together we carried out some specific projects, e.g. on behalf of Portuguese 

conscientious objectors who were opposing the colonial regimes in Southern Africa. But this 

would take us too far afield. 

 

How did the Commission for East European Contacts start? 

 

We have already spoken about the contacts made by the different sections with Eastern 

Europe, as well as about the differences of attitude and the need to structure them a little. 

The commission - at that time still called the Commission for Eastern Europe - had the aim of 

exchanging information about plans and experiences among these contacts, of seeing what 

could be improved, and, within the bounds of possibility, of mapping out a common policy. 

One of the questions was: which contacts would be made at the international level and 

which at the national level. It is a question concerning strategy, motivation and the 

development of contacts, and a question of priorities: looking for guidelines but also probing 

deeper. 

 

An international platform proved necessary. After lengthy preliminary deliberations, it finally 

took shape in 1971. In some countries, opinions differed concerning the preference to be 

given to these contacts and concerning the choice of partners, including the Berlin 

Conference and the CPC. We have already spoken about the criticisms from some people 

about the course we adopted and the complaint that we did not have the courage to take 

more radical and direct steps. Such reactions are rife in work for peace. The fundamental 

question remains: how can we get closer in an efficient way to certain aspects of the 

problem? Sometimes it will be necessary to have strong reactions and militancy, but 

sometimes these strong reactions produce the opposite result. To simplify the problem or to 

adopt too condescending an attitude towards our partners, such as those in Eastern Europe. 

In order to make up one's mind, one must always take into account the relationship between 

tactics and the chosen position. 

 

This cannot be deduced simply from written reports or other documents. This does not mean 

that, looking back, all decisions and attitudes have to be justified. We are dealing with actual 

events which on the whole are very complicated. It is only afterwards that one understands 

their significance. Recalling the past, I notice how difficult it is to place events exactly, 

especially when it is a matter of questions and elements so lightly defined and open to 

interpretation in a thousand ways. We have tried to establish guidelines for contacts between 

the sections and between the different positions of the sections, and guidelines for our 

contacts with partners in Eastern Europe. Even now the first condition for fruitful East-West 

relations remains to examine and apply these guidelines, with appropriate flexibility, 

according to developments and especially bearing in mind the situation of the partner 

country. 

 

Remembering those interesting years, what was the special characteristic of this work for 

peace? Are there matters that we have not touched upon?  

 

Concerning the last question, there would still be a lot to say about internal structures and the 

way the movement responded to the tensions which arose. This is a question of the character 

of the movement which is explicitly Catholic and which has obvious links with the Church. I 

could also enlarge on the development and the growth of the sections and the international 

movement. Another topic for discussion would be the significance of the routes, both 

national and international, the specific influence of work at the grassroots level, the role of 

young people with the emphasis on training, education, group work, etc. 

 

In the same way, there were questions like Vietnam, which was a serious concern in that 

period, South Africa and the Middle East, with the positions taken by Pax Christi and our 

tentative moves to exert pressure. Latin America was becoming more and more a subject of 

discussion. A special topic was that of conscientious objection to military service; in this area 

several initiatives were taken; we also examined the role of Nato and the possibility of 



accomplishing tasks for the United Nations as an alternative to military service. Later, we shall 

perhaps have the opportunity to talk about that in more depth. This would perhaps be useful, 

not only to get to know the past better but also to prepare for future development and for 

the way ahead. I think that one cannot talk about the past without paying attention to what 

follows, to the present times and what is expected to happen in the future. 

 

You have asked me what was most typical of my experiences in this job. I must admit that it is 

very difficult to express this in a few words. In his famous speech 'There Is No Atomic War', 

Cardinal König said that the most important task is to mobilize public opinion, which should 

exercise more pressure everywhere on politicians and governments. He speaks of a 'powder 

keg' on which we are sitting and which we are continually supplying with ammunition 

because of our inability to recognize this danger which threatens all our lives - as the most 

important fact of our times. What is valid for weapons, and continues to be valid in spite of 

the INF-treaty and other treaties, is also valid for the North-South problem and for the 

environment. This last subject is perhaps going to increase in interest because it is tangible at 

every moment and because continual disasters show us that something fundamental is 

wrong. But in the course of time one gets used to these facts, worry diminishes and the 

disposition to change one's style of living slackens and disappears. 

 

Work for peace should take care of this problem, also known as callousness: how to deal with 

it, how to make people change their mind and way of acting. It is, it seems to me, the 

essence of my commitment to this work. I would like it to be the first priority of the movement 

for peace, now and in the future. 

 

One last question. Since you have retired from the movement, what experiences have you 

had? Are you enjoying a good rest? 

 

I cannot speak of a restful time. I did not expect one anyway. Through the press and 

television, I am constantly faced with the issue. One tries to keep in touch with what is 

happening inside and outside the peace movement. However, I must be careful not to get in 

the way of those who have succeeded me in Holland and on the international level. To this 

end, it seemed a good idea for me to stop accepting any work in the Executive Committee 

or in a commission, except in the steering committee of the Friends of Pax Christi, where I 

have an advisory role. Little by little, I have withdrawn from the working groups in which at first 

I was still active in Holland. By invitation, I have dealt with a few odd tasks, such as the 

preparation of the Dutch bishops' pastoral letter on nuclear arms, a report on East-West 

relations, and the celebration of the millennium of Christianity in the USSR, etc. At present I 

give advice on financial matters and about contacts with Eastern Europe as well as matters 

concerning the Conciliar Process whenever they occur and when I am asked. 

 

It is difficult to rest when there is still so much to do. This job is never finished, every day one is 

called back to it, and there are also links with old friends. I owe very much to so many people 

inside and outside the movement in Holland, as well as elsewhere, who have played an 

important part in the development of Pax Christi during my time. The people who worked 

close to me and the experts in the field of arms and development and all other areas of the 

peace problem have worked consistently and relentlessly. Thanks to them the work has 

progressed and has been taken seriously. My gratitude also goes to the men and women 

who worked in the secretariat. They gave themselves completely to make the work progress, 

very often with a minimum of personnel and a maximum of result. That side of the work is 

often forgotten but is no less important. I know that nowadays also the secretariat works hard 

and that the demands are great. I believe, however, that during the years of development 

and growth which gave a new face to Pax Christi, extraordinary efforts were necessary. 

 

These efforts have been mixed with my own mistakes and deficiencies, partly due to a lack of 

experience in this kind of work and these organizations. We have learnt a lot and this 

experience can still be useful now. Many people, whom I met during my work in Holland and 

in other countries have become my friends. We are living now in a period of interesting 



developments which open up new perspectives. The peace movement must remain equal 

to the task. My limited experience could prove useful. Despite many changes the core of 

things often remains the same. 

 

P.S. 

As explained above, no mention is made of the relations with certain institutions, such as the 

Vatican, Justice and Peace, the United Nations, the World Council of Churches. Also the 

following subjects are not included: statutes, diplomacy, evangelization, NATO, worldwide 

contacts and contacts with countries such as Australia, Japan, Canada and Poland. Due to 

lack of time and of space, no full treatment is given to themes such as: the structure and 

method of the movement, its Roman Catholic character, the routes and grassroots activities, 

including the role of youth, education, group activities. The same goes for the involvement of 

Pax Christi International in issues such as Vietnam, Southern Africa, the Middle East, Latin 

America, and its interest in conscientious objectors, also in relation to UN tasks. If interest is 

shown, more information about these items can be given. Preference will be given to 

questions on specific themes or aspects. Of course, this only applies to the period in question, 

1965-1978. As stated at the end of the introduction, reactions to this interview will be very 

much appreciated. 

 

 

 

  

 


