
Pope Pius XII (1939-1958)

‘Opus Iustitia Pax’

• Eugene Pacelli (1886-1958)

• Opening of the Vatican Archives

• Diplomat, then Secretary of State for 
Pius XI

• From 1944 also performs role of 
Secretary of State with two under-
secretaries, Montini & Tardini.

• 2 periods of pontificate: 1939-1945 
(WWII), 1945-1958 (Cold War)



World War II (1939-1945)



Pope Pius XII, 1939-1945

• Pius XII approach to conflict: works hard to avoid 
outbreak of war, diplomacy, humanitarian action, 
worried public condemnations would endanger 
people he had no power to protect. He was not silent, 
but a big criticisms of his pontificate was that he did 
not speak loudly enough. 

• Why didn’t he?

• Prisoners Office re-established – humanitarian work 
(over 2 million requests for help)

• Christmas radio messages

• The ‘Black Legend’

• The Silent Rescue



World War II

• Family experiences of Benedict XVI (Germany), John 
Paul II (Poland).

• Countless martyrs

• St Maximilian Kolbe,

• St Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein)

• Bl. Peter Torot



The Post-war 
Era

• The Cold War

• Decolonialization

• When World War II ended, Europe 
remained divided by an Iron Curtain 
between the Communist East and 
democratic West.

• Pius XII warned against Communism but, 
while it did not spread in Europe, China 
became Communist and persecuted 
Catholics.

• Communist China created a nationalistic 
Catholic Church, condemned by Pius XII in 
Ad Sinarum Gentem, and an underground 
Church of faithful Catholics took root. 



Atheistic Marxism & Communism



The Cold War & 
Decolonialization

http://www.marxist.com/nigeria-electoral-reform-build-labour-party.htm


Chinese Communist 
Party



The Korean 
War

http://wizbangblue.com/images/2009/05/north%20korea.bmp


The Iron Curtain & The Berlin Wall



Australia 



The Teaching of Pius XII

• Pius XII’s many encyclicals included Mystici Corporis Christi, 
which emphasized both the Church’s hierarchy and the gifts 
of its many members, and Divino Afflante Spiritu, which 
discussed Biblical studies.

• Pius XII made liturgical changes, wrote about liturgical 
renewal, and in Humani Generis condemned various 
Modernist errors.

• He was devoted to Mary and in 1950 proclaimed Mary’s 
Assumption into Heaven to be Church dogma.



Conclusion

• Despite immense world changes and 
persecutions, the Church and papacy 
were a moral authority during this time.

• The Church withstood many trials but 
continued to face the threat of secular 
humanism in its Eastern, Marxist form as 
well as its Western, materialistic form. 



Study Questions (Midwest Theological Forum)

• Drawing from the encyclicals of Leo XIII, how can one summarize Catholic social teaching? In what 
ways did Rerum Novarum in particular criticize both socialism and capitalism?

• What did the Church have to say about Modernism, and why is “Christian Modernism” a 
contradiction in terms?

• What social changes were caused by the Industrial Revolution, particularly in Great Britain? How did 
industrialization affect family life?

• What were some of the different ways that Catholics centered in Mainz and in Munich reacted to 
the liberal uprisings of the nineteenth century?

• What is meant by the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, and how did its pronouncement in 
1854 relate to the Church’s debate regarding liberalism and papal centrality?

• What issues within the Church did the Second Vatican Council wish to address, and how did the 
Council end up defining papal infallibility?


