Pax Christi cultivates peacemaking in local parishes

"Like a cathedral, peace must be constructed
  patiently and with unshakable faith."
                - Pope John Paul II

By Victoria Kearns
        Staff Reporter


 
Bill Marx was comfortably retired in Florida when he first learned about Pax Christi. When he went to hear Fr. John Dear, SJ, author of Jesus the Rebel, discuss world peace in Orlando last April, he had no idea he would become a peace activist and launch a Pax Christi chapter back in the Buffalo Diocese.
            After he heard renown author and speaker, Sister Joan Chittister, OSB, speak passionately about social justice at a Pax Christi USA National Assembly in Detroit last July, he joined the international organization's effort to reverse the tidal wave of oppression and violence
flooding the world.
            "Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you," Jesus said in John 14:27.  His peace is profound, powerful and pervading, deeply penetrating our souls and lives and freeing those who unite to spread His peace in a world erupting in fear and violence everywhere. That peace is contagious and infected Marx, leaving him energized and enthused about his new mission as a volunteer working for peace through justice. 

After writing Bishop Mansell and meeting with the chairperson of the Diocese Peace and Justice Commission, he held an organizational meeting in August involving over 40 of the more than 150 members throughout the diocese.

"It's exciting and frightening. There's so much to be done for Pax Christi here," Marx said from his peaceful deck sprinkled with bird feeders overlooking a blissful forest in Derby. 
            "Should we attack Iraq?" he said, "or should we wait until ..."
            The question lingered in the afternoon breeze. 
            There are no easy resolutions. Painfully difficult questions afflict those who seek peace.  
            Pax Christi USA commits itself to peace education and, with the help of its bishop members, promotes the gospel imperative of peacemaking as a priority in the Catholic Church in the United States.   Pax Christ USA is a branch of Pax Christi International, which was founded in 1945 in France as a handful of Catholics gathered to pray for peace.  They were deeply troubled that French and German Catholics had killed one another by the thousands during World War II and so they prayed for forgiveness, reconciliation and the Peace of Christ, Pax Christi.
            French woman Marie-Marthe Dortel Claudot invited then French Bishop Pierre Marie Theas to be the first Bishop president of the new organization. While a prisoner of war in a German war camp he had already begun to pray and work for reconciliation. He was painfully familiar with the treacherous path on which they were embarking.
            Under their leadership, Pax Christi spread throughout France and Germany and by the 1950s was rooted throughout Europe.  In 1972, Pax Christi USA was founded. Today the organization is active in more than 30 countries with a growing presence in Latin America and Africa.

            Quoting Martin Luther King, Jr., Marx said, "The choice today is no longer between violence and nonviolence.  It is either nonviolence or nonexistence.”

            As the international dilemma of war with Iraq loomed over the United Nations Security Council this Fall, Pax Christi members adamantly insisted that war is not an option to confrontation or conflict. 
            They believe if Catholics deny war as an option to conflict, other means must be utilized. The organization has four primary platforms.  
            "Spirituality of nonviolence and peacemaking," which is non-violent conflict resolution on an interpersonal, communal, national and international level, is taught and envisioned.
        "Disarmament, demilitarization and reconciliation with justice," promotes nuclear, conventional and domestic disarmament and calls for the end to international arms trade and economic conversion from a military economy, conscientious objection and nonviolent alternatives to war. It also promotes reconciliation of enemies through the United Nations
and other channels.
            "Economic and interracial justice in the U.S.," opposes economic injustice in the United States, militarism and environmental destruction which harms the poor, minorities, children and
women.  It strives for the elimination of racist structures in the Church and the country. 
            "We've been dominating the world for economic advantage and the poor and suffering are not benefiting.  We're not for these people. We're for corporate America," Marx said, fearlessly challenging the status quo of corporate global economics, one of several thorns in the side of world peace.

“The people of warring nations are not enemies.  It’s their leaders of government, business and the military that create an agenda of war,” Marx hypothesized.
            "This domination really grips me," he said, "and it's often ignored. We can't ignore the realities any longer."
            The fourth platform, "Human rights and global restoration," promotes universal human rights in solidarity with the oppressed and marginalized people and rejects all political and economic domination and calls for a reverence for all creation.
            The organization works on a diocesan level to educate church groups on the methods of peace making on every level and activism on specific issues. It cultivates Pax Christi groups in parishes to pray for world peace and study issues and means to peace.
            Many of Marx's outspoken beliefs stem from the information he has learned through the research the national organization offers on many of the issues. Many of the organization's accusations of corporate global economics or militaristic motivated political agendas are a
result of that research, Marx said.
            "Many of our military involvements have been to protect the flow of oil for our economy," he said, citing an example in Afghanistan.
            "The Pax Christi staff does research so we can stay informed on peace, poverty, and discrimination issues," he said. 
            He said that Pax Christi USA is supportive of other groups such as Amnesty International or the School of the Americas Watch, two of many organizations that call for the elimination of oppression and exploitation of the poor and marginalized. 
            "One of the things we're doing is supporting the World Bank Bond boycott. The bond was established to help third world nations, but now, they're so indebted to corporate America that we're recommending they write off the third world debt so that these nations can afford food for their starving populations," Marx said.
            He also shared the organization's outrage over the School of Americas' training of Latin American soldiers in Fort Benning, Ga., who return to the towns and villages in Latin America to slaughter the people who don't support oppressive military regimes. He said those soldiers
are used to support the money interests of the power brokers in those countries who pummel the people into some of the world's direst poverty.
            In order to turn back the tide of oppression stemming from greed that has sent the world spinning into violence, Marx is calling for increased membership in Pax Christi parish-based groups throughout the diocese.
            "The Church is well established. We need the efforts of all its members and the cooperation of all our parishes," he said. "Pax Christi can give the church the practical tools to make peace a reality."
        For information on Pax Christi in Buffalo, call  716-984-8341 or contact Pax Christi USA at  814-453-4955; www.paxchristiusa.org.

