



[image: Cover]














[image: Book Title Page]
















Copyright


Copyright © 2017 by George Weigel


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Basic Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.basicbooks.com


First Edition: September 2017


Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Print book interior design by Jack Lenzo.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2017948323


ISBN: 978-0-465-09429-5 (hardcover)


ISBN: 978-0-465-09430-1 (e-book)


E3-20170802-JV-NF














For


Joan


William, Claire, and Lucy













A Dinner of Consequence



IN EARLY DECEMBER 1995, I FLEW FROM WASHINGTON TO ROME TO give the keynote address at an international conference on secularism and religious freedom. One of the oddities of European academic conferences is that the “keynote address” is sometimes the finale of the proceedings, so my paper was slotted at the end of a three-day meeting. This curiosity of scheduling set the table for something even stranger, however. For the chairman of the conference’s closing session, Cardinal Agostino Casaroli, former secretary of state of the Holy See, devoted his remarks to a refutation of me and of the analysis of the Church’s role in the collapse of European communism I made in a 1992 book, The Final Revolution.


The cardinal’s suggestion—that I didn’t quite understand Pope John Paul II and ought not be taken quite so seriously as an interpreter of the Pope’s thoughts and actions—was more than a little ironic. And the irony turned on a dinner conversation in the Vatican the night before, of which Cardinal Casaroli, the Pope’s “first collaborator” for more than a decade, was completely unaware.


The previous day, as the conference’s postlunch session was about to begin, I had slipped into the back row of a large auditorium and sat down beside my friend Father Richard John Neuhaus. As was often the case, we were thinking the same thing: the moment called for a nice winter’s nap, our heads enclosed in earphones as if we were paying close attention to the simultaneous translation while several colleagues droned on. There would be no napping that day, however. For no sooner had I muted the earphones than a seminarian, somewhat excited, began tapping me vigorously on the shoulder. I looked around, removed the headset, and heard him say several times, “Don Stanislao is on the telephone for you.” He spoke in slightly awed tones, for my caller was Monsignor Stanisław Dziwisz, John Paul II’s highly competent secretary and the man to whom few people in Rome wanted to say no.


I took the call and Dziwisz, as usual, got straight to the point: “Come over for dinner tonight and bring Father Neuhaus with you.” I returned to the auditorium, where Richard was fast asleep, and gave him a gentle nudge. When he came to, I leaned over and said, “If your calendar permits, we’re dining with the Holy Father tonight.” Richard allowed as how that might be fitted into his social schedule.


So at 7:15 that evening we presented ourselves at the Portone di Bronzo, the Bronze Doors of the Apostolic Palace, and were duly led to the Terza Loggia, the third floor, and the papal apartment. We waited a bit in one of the apartment’s small parlors, which, like the rest of the apartment, conjured up “middle-class Italian family,” not “Borgia decadence.” Then, without any ceremony, John Paul II and Msgr. Dziwisz came in, greeted us, and led us into the dining room, where Fr. Neuhaus and I were seated across from the Pope. John Paul said his usual rapid-fire Latin grace before meals and we tucked into an antipasto followed by roast chicken with a local red wine.


Conversations at John Paul II’s table typically covered a lot of territory. The Pope was insatiably curious and used his mealtimes to keep himself abreast of new arguments, new books, trends in the world Church, and people his guests thought he should meet. But the table talk seemed disjointed this time, as if the Pope’s mind were elsewhere. At one point, Fr. Neuhaus raised the issue of whether a thorough biography of the Pope wouldn’t be a good idea and whether I should do it—an idea I had broached with John Paul’s press secretary, Joaquín Navarro-Valls, seven months before and had talked over with Richard more recently. The Pope immediately changed the subject, as if this were something he didn’t want to discuss. So the conversation drifted into other matters, with John Paul looking into the distance from time to time as if pondering how to say something.


Then, completely out of the blue, the 263rd Successor of St. Peter abruptly and forcefully said to Fr. Neuhaus, while glancing at me, “You must force him to do it! You must force him to do it!” “It,” of course, was the biography, and “him” was me. Richard said that he didn’t think that any force was going to be required. I simply exhaled. John Paul II smiled.


Later that night, after we had shared a scotch or two with Monsignor Timothy Dolan, the rector of the Pontifical North American College and our host during this Roman excursion, Richard said, “You know, this is going to change your entire life.” I told him I didn’t think so; I’d do the biography over the next few years and then return to the life I was leading at the Ethics and Public Policy Center, the Washington think tank that had been my professional home since 1989. “No,” Richard insisted, “this is going to change everything.”


He was right, if in that slightly exaggerated way that was one of his trademarks and one of his charms.


Becoming John Paul II’s biographer didn’t change everything. But it did become the pivot of my life. I began to see a lot of what had gone before in a new perspective, and I gradually came to understand that I had taken on a responsibility that would define me in the future, in ways I could not have anticipated that December afternoon in Rome when a nap seemed in order.


This album of memories is one unanticipated consequence of that dinner and what flowed from it.


When the second volume of my John Paul II biography, The End and the Beginning, was published in 2010 and I was promoting the book in its various language editions, I discovered that what my audiences most wanted to hear were stories: stories about the man who had gone home to the Father’s house in 2005, stories that would make him present again by rekindling memories or illuminating previously unknown aspects of his rich personality. That yearning to get to know more personally a saint who bent the course of history in a humane direction, and to know him in ways that didn’t quite fit the genre of serious biography, struck me as the impulse that inspired the informal “lives of the saints” over the centuries. Responding to that curiosity seemed another way to honor the pledge I made to John Paul II at the end of his life: that I would complete the task I accepted at his dinner table on December 6, 1995.


Doing so, however, requires widening the anecdotal lens and exploring how it was that someone who never expected to become a papal biographer became just that. When I finished The End and the Beginning, I had devoted two large volumes, totaling some sixteen hundred pages, to chronicling the life of the emblematic figure of the second half of the twentieth century—and I thought there was no more to be said. My readers and my audiences taught me I was wrong about that, just as I was wrong in dismissing Fr. Neuhaus’s prediction that writing the Pope’s biography would change everything.


John Paul II thought he was finished with poetry when he wrote his valedictory to Kraków, the poem “Stanisław,” en route to Rome for the conclave that elected him pope. But toward the end of his life, he discovered there were things he wanted to say that could only be said in poetry, and the result was Roman Triptych. I thought I was finished with the making of John Paul books in 2010. But like the Successor of St. Peter who unexpectedly became a friend and the defining personality in my life’s work, I now find that there are other things to be said and other stories to be told.


So, like him, I now look back on a remarkable journey by making a triptych: in this case, a third panel to flesh out the portrait of John Paul II, and of many of the notable people around him, that I offered in Witness to Hope and The End and the Beginning.













COINCIDENCE AND PROVIDENCE



Arriving at the Marian shrine of Fátima on May 12, 1982, on a pilgrimage of thanksgiving for his life having been spared when he was shot a year before, John Paul II said, “In the designs of Providence, there are no mere coincidences.” That brief remark summed up his view of God’s ways with the world and with history.


Much of what happens to us over the course of a lifetime can seem mere happenstance or coincidence. Some might view the fact that Mehmet Ali Agca’s bullets tore into the Pope on the liturgical feast of Our Lady of Fátima as coincidence. It didn’t seem that way to John Paul II, for whom salvation history was world history read in its fullest dimension. In salvation history—that inner core of world history in which God’s purposes are worked out through the action of divine grace on individual lives—there are neither happenstances nor coincidences. Rather, what appears to be sheer happenstance or coincidence is an aspect of Providence we don’t yet grasp.


Karol Wojtyła, the man who became John Paul II, thought about coincidence and Providence for a long time. In his vocational memoir, Gift and Mystery, he remembered a fellow underground seminarian, Jerzy Zachuta, with whom he used to serve Mass for Archbishop Adam Stefan Sapieha during the Nazi occupation of Kraków in World War II. One day Zachuta didn’t show up. Wojtyła went to his friend’s home after the early morning Mass and discovered what had happened: the Gestapo had come the night before and arrested Jerzy Zachuta, who was later shot. As John Paul wrote more than a half century later, “Sometimes I would ask myself: so many young people of my own age are losing their lives, why not me? Today I know it was not mere chance.”


That same conviction—that nothing is mere chance—explains why John Paul II came to Fátima a year after he was shot in his front yard, St. Peter’s Square. Some might have thought it mere coincidence that a professional assassin, shooting at point-blank range on May 13, 1981, the day the Church’s liturgy commemorated Our Lady of Fátima, failed to kill his target. But John Paul had come to a different understanding of his life and of history. As he put it more than once, “One hand fired, and another guided, the bullet.” Providence acting through Our Lady, not ballistics, guided the bullet that missed his abdominal aorta by a few millimeters. He was spared, and for a reason. There was a mission to complete, and the Lord of history would see that he was given the opportunity to complete it.


The experience of learning John Paul II and his life taught me a new way of looking at events in my own life that might once have seemed happenstance or mere coincidence but that I came to see as remote preparation for being the Pope’s biographer. The first of these non-happenstances came early, when I was a little short of nine years old. Others unfolded over the next three decades. Each is a piece of the puzzle of how I came to know Pope St. John Paul II and became his biographer.















LENT IN THE THIRD GRADE



BALTIMORE, 1960


IN SEPTEMBER 1957, I ENTERED THE CATHEDRAL SCHOOL IN downtown Baltimore. The granite-faced redbrick building at 7 West Mulberry Street was built in 1830, and the school was an adjunct to the Cathedral of the Assumption, a Federal-period masterpiece designed by the great Benjamin Latrobe, one of the first architects of the US Capitol.


The cathedral’s eight-grade elementary school was conducted by the School Sisters of Notre Dame, a religious community founded in Bavaria that had flourished in the United States since the mid-nineteenth century. When I arrived, the oldest of these black-gowned and white-wimpled ladies was Sister Mary Grace, thought to be the resident Methuselah because she had been at the Cathedral School since the days of Cardinal James Gibbons, who had died in 1921—meaning that her temporal relationship to the great cardinal was the same as mine, today, to Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. In any event, and despite the thrashing religious sisters frequently take in popular culture, my memories of the sisters at the Cathedral School are happy ones. My first-grade teacher, Sister Mary Moira, was a gentle soul who could teach a rock to read, and I maintained contact with my second-and third-grade teachers for decades.


It is none of these fine religious women, though, whom I remember when thinking about the remote anticipations of my life with John Paul II. It’s the school’s principal, Sister Mary Euphemia.


Ash Wednesday in 1960 fell on March 2, and a few days prior to our being marched into Latrobe’s cathedral for penitential ashes, Sister Euphemia announced that each grade would pray for the conversion of a communist dictator throughout the impending six weeks of Lent. We third graders hoped we would draw Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev as our designated prayee; he was the only communist dictator any of us had ever heard of. But Khrushchev must have been reserved for the lordly souls of the eighth grade. So there was disappointment, quickly giving way to puzzlement, when, on Ash Wednesday, Sister Florence wrote the name of our guy on the blackboard in block letters, absent the proper Polish orthography: W-L-A-D-Y-S-L-A-W G-O-M-U-L-K-A. I doubt that even my classmates of Polish extraction knew of this miscreant. And while I can’t remember how we pronounced his name during the next month and a half of prayer for his conversion, I’m sure we pronounced it incorrectly.


Had anyone told me that, some thirty years later, I would write books in which Władysław Gomułka’s complex role in postwar Polish history figured prominently, I would have thought the prognosticator mad. Yet there it is. And please don’t tell me those weeks of Lenten prayer in 1960 for Comrade Gomułka’s conversion—seemingly unanswered—didn’t have something to do with planting in me a seed that would finally flower in a passion for Polish history and literature—and a determination to tell the story of a then-forty-year-old auxiliary bishop of Kraków whom Gomułka and his associates foolishly thought a mystically inclined intellectual they could manipulate.















FIRST STEPS IN PHILOSOPHY



BALTIMORE, 1969–1973


THE FIRST FULL-SCALE BIOGRAPHY OF JOHN PAUL II IN ENGLISH, written by veteran journalist Tad Szulc, suffered from numerous defects, one of which was a marked lack of interest in John Paul’s intense intellectual life. But perhaps Szulc, who died in 2001, should be granted a measure of posthumous absolution on this point: Karol Wojtyła, the philosopher, was not easy reading, and getting inside his philosopher’s mind was virtually impossible for someone without some formal training in the discipline. Which brings me to St. Mary’s Seminary College, the liberal arts undergraduate division of St. Mary’s Seminary and University in Baltimore, where I studied from 1969 to 1973, taking a philosophy degree on graduation.


I wasn’t enthusiastic about studying philosophy when I entered the college in the fall of 1969. But I was a seminarian, philosophy was a prerequisite to the graduate study of theology, and in any case a degree in philosophy was the only degree St. Mary’s offered when my parents drove me to 711 Maiden Choice Lane in Baltimore’s Catonsville neighborhood to begin my baccalaureate studies. So, for better or worse, philosophy it would be.


For better, as it turned out.


It took me about two weeks in the required introduction to philosophy course taken by all freshmen—Philosophy of Man, as it was known in that politically incorrect age—to discover the intellectual excitement of abstract thought. There were two texts in the course, both written by a Dutch Augustinian priest, Father William Luijpen, who would not rank, then or now, as a great philosopher. (Some of his more exuberant and grating phraseology sticks in my mind more than four decades later, eruptions such as “Ah, the call of the Absolute Thou!”) To his credit, though, Fr. Luijpen, who was in close touch with contemporary currents in philosophy, never lost a tether to the conviction that reason could get at the truth of things. Out of that heady mix of the classical and the modern, Luijpen created what he called “existential phenomenology”: a way of getting at the truth not from the top down, as classical philosophers had done, but from, so to speak, the bottom up.


Whatever his rank among modern Catholic thinkers, his impact on me was like an intellectual electric jolt. Were I to reread them today, I might laugh, at least discreetly behind my hand, at his books. But it would be a friendly chuckle, not a mocking one, for Fr. Luijpen opened up to me a world of adventure I had never before imagined: the adventure of disciplined abstraction. That excitement was stoked by some fine teachers, for the study of philosophy at St. Mary’s Seminary College, which closed a few years after my graduation, was like a light bulb that glowed most brightly at the end.


Father Thomas “Butch” Leigh, SS, one of the sweetest of men, led us neophyte philosophers through Luijpen, thereby getting me hooked on philosophy. James Anderson took us into, and out of, Plato’s cave and into the bright, sunlit uplands of Aristotle. A freshman-year seminar in the philosophy of mathematics made me enjoy math in a way I had thought impossible since getting befuddled by Algebra II in high school.


Two men stand out as teachers whose work on me, and for me, yielded major dividends when it came to drilling into the mind of Karol Wojtyła.


Francis Kane introduced me to the modern Continental thinkers who had such an impact on Wojtyła, including Edmund Husserl, the founding father of phenomenology. His teaching ranged all over the history of philosophy, though, so it was Kane with whom I read the British empiricists, the contemporary linguistic analysts, and political philosophers from Plato and Aristotle to Hegel, Marx, and Mill, with pit stops along the way at Augustine, Hobbes, and Rousseau. His metaphysics course also introduced me to the “pleasures” of reading Immanuel Kant.


John Donovan taught me Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, but above all he got me acquainted with Thomas Aquinas, who was rapidly being jettisoned in many post–Vatican II philosophy programs as impossibly old hat. In my senior year, Donovan gave me a good grounding in the thought of the Angelic Doctor, a lifelong respect for Thomas’s intellectual achievement, and thus some understanding of the foundations on which John Paul II’s philosophical project rested.


While I was getting intellectually excited by philosophy, the same thing was happening in theology, which I chose to pursue in graduate school as a layman on deciding that my vocation lay elsewhere than the priesthood. These two intellectual interests were connected, I came to understand. There are theologians who write as if they never studied philosophy at all—and it shows, usually in confusion. I was fortunate enough to learn as a young man that philosophy is the essential prerequisite to doing theology seriously, and has been since the first synthesis of biblical and Greek thought was forged in the late second century AD. Then there are theologians who are indeed formed, although ill-formed, by philosophy—and their attraction to inadequate (or false) philosophical approaches or systems also shows up in their theology, to bad ends.


Understanding this linkage between philosophy and theology—between sometimes unarticulated presuppositions and theologizing—was more than a matter of good intellectual hygiene for me. For there is no way to understand John Paul II’s magisterium—his teaching as pope—without understanding the rudiments of his philosophical position and his general philosophical instincts. Nor is there any way to grasp John Paul II’s critique of certain modern and contemporary theologians without grappling with his philosopher’s critique of the philosophical positions that underwrote what he thought were their defective theologies. This was obviously true, for example, in John Paul’s challenge to those forms of liberation theology he thought dependent on a Marxist philosophy of history. But it was just as true in his critique of certain trends in post–Vatican II Catholic moral theology, which he thought false philosophically before they led to trouble, theologically and pastorally.


None of these applications of what I had learned at St. Mary’s could have been imagined when Cardinal Lawrence Shehan handed me my bachelor’s degree on May 20, 1973. But the foundations had been laid. And looking back, I am immensely grateful that my adolescent skepticism about philosophy and its utility in the contemporary Church was overcome so quickly in September 1969, and so decisively in the four years that followed.















CONTESTING THE COUNCIL



TORONTO, 1973–1975


MY GRADUATE STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF ST. MICHAEL’S College in Toronto, from the fall of 1973 through the spring of 1975, took place when the Second Vatican Council and its immediate implementation were regarded as insufficiently radical by most of the principal personalities in theology in Western Europe and North America.


I don’t believe we ever read a document of Vatican II in my Toronto classes; the Council was regarded as a good thing but an incomplete thing, thanks to what most of my colleagues thought was Pope Paul VI’s timidity. According to the prevailing view, that timidity then overflowed into disaster in the 1967 encyclical Sacerdotalis Caelibatus (which reaffirmed Latin-rite Catholicism’s commitment to a celibate priesthood) and in the 1968 encyclical Humanae Vitae (which reaffirmed the Church’s classic teaching on marital chastity). There were some reverberations along Lake Ontario of the 1972 split among prominent theologians that led Hans Urs von Balthasar, Henri de Lubac, Joseph Ratzinger, and others who would play large roles in John Paul II’s pontificate to found the journal Communio as an alternative to what they deemed a rigidly enforced progressive Catholic party line in Concilium, the journal they had helped establish during Vatican II. But this effort to maintain pluralism in Catholic theology was largely dismissed as irrelevant, even craven, in the world of Toronto theology.


Thus the idea that there was an alternative view of Vatican II—that the Council was a good thing but John XXIII’s intention to dialogue with the modern world for the sake of converting the modern world had too often become a wholesale surrender to an increasingly incoherent modern world—was notably absent in Toronto. As for the possibility that the Council might be getting its most thorough pastoral implementation in an ancient diocese in the south of Poland, well, that was quite unimaginable.


Despite this hothouse atmosphere of progressive or liberal Catholic self-certainty, I learned important things in Toronto, especially from a gifted teacher, Father Daniel Donovan. I read a lot of what was known as “Transcendental Thomism” with Fr. Donovan, especially the Christology of Karl Rahner, on which I wrote my master’s thesis. And if I later came to understand the limits of Rahner’s theological project, that dissertation taught me something important for a then-unimagined future: that philosophical anthropology—the idea of the human person that animates a theologian’s work—has a lot to do with how that theologian does theology.


The most famous and mediagenic member of the St. Michael’s faculty in those years was Father Gregory Baum, the Berlin-born son of a Jewish mother and a Protestant father, a war refugee who had made it to Canada in the nick of time, a multilingual scholar who had become a Catholic, then an Augustinian priest. During Vatican II, Baum was recruited to the staff of the conciliar Secretariat for Christian Unity, the liberal counterbalance to the more conservative conciliar Theological Commission. Thus “Gregory,” as everyone called this friendly and gregarious man, was at the epicenter of the internal struggles of Vatican II.


Gregory was a man of pyrotechnic intellectual dexterity who discovered one new disciplinary interlocutor for theology after another: different forms of philosophy, psychology, and so forth. I was his teaching assistant in a 1974–75 undergraduate course on the sociology of religion, then his newest fascination. He was a brilliant lecturer, if not the deepest of thinkers, and I enjoyed working with him. But what sticks in my mind from our time together is a casual remark he made at a party while regaling us with tales of Vatican II intrigue—secretly printing documents and covertly distributing them; lobbying the bishops (assumed by the progressive periti, or Council theologians, to be a little dull); battling the retrograde Roman theologians and their intransigent ways. All in all, Gregory smiled, “it was a theologian’s paradise.” The implication was that, were we lucky, we nascent theologians would have a similar opportunity in the future.


Over time, however, I came to understand that what Gregory Baum was referring to that night was not the clash of great ideas in the service of great causes; he was talking about power. And by that I don’t mean to suggest something necessarily dishonorable. Gregory and those like him truly believed that the power they wielded—especially over those sometimes-dim bishops—was in aid of noble objectives: ecumenical reconciliation with other Christian communities, a new dialogue with Judaism, an openness to modern intellectual culture, an intensified focus on work for justice in the world. The point, though, is that they really liked that power and the purposes to which it could be put. And they were not hesitant to use the whip hand to keep the theologians’ guild in line. In their view, the ratchet of theological and ecclesial history turned only one way, and they were prepared to enforce that conviction by exercising their power to quell deviations from the guild’s line.


Shortly before I left St. Michael’s there was a North American challenge to this liberal theological hegemony in the 1975 Hartford Appeal for Theological Affirmation—quickly dubbed (and dismissed) by many in Toronto as the “Hartford Heresies.” The Concilium versus Communio fracas was an intra-Catholic affair. The Hartford challenge to the dominant liberal way of doing late-twentieth-century theology was thoroughly ecumenical. It began one night over the kitchen table at Peter Berger’s home in Brooklyn, when that eminent sociologist of religion and Richard John Neuhaus, then a Lutheran pastor, spent a postprandial evening smoking cigarillos and sketching on a pad of paper the things that most annoyed them about contemporary theology. That list of dubious propositions became the basis for a much more considered exploration of what was afoot in North American theology, held at Hartford Theological Seminary in January 1975. Among the signatories of the refined Hartford statement, which was a frontal challenge to much of what was in the Torontonian air in my days there, were men with whom I would work closely in the years ahead: the two instigators, Berger and Neuhaus; Father Avery Dulles, SJ; philosopher Ralph McInerny of Notre Dame; patristics scholar Robert Wilken; and moral theologian Stanley Hauerwas.


As I later discovered, the Hartford Appeal spoke to many of the discontents I began to experience in Toronto as one theological fad followed another: liberation theology, then the black theology subset of liberation theology, then feminist theology, and so forth and so on, in each case the guild following the lead of the ambient public culture. It took me some time to figure out just what was wrong with all that. But in time, I, too, would become a “Hartford Heretic,” if of the second generation. Doing so prepared me to encounter the thought of John Paul II, which was not so much against the dominant liberal consensus of the post–Vatican II years as it was far beyond the progressive Catholic versus conservative Catholic civil war.


One more image from my Toronto years sticks in my mind as remote preparation for understanding a man who spent thirty-two years as priest and bishop battling communism in Poland. It was the night of April 29, 1975—the twenty-fourth anniversary of my baptism—and after having supper with some friends who were living in a convent near St. Michael’s, I went with them to the convent’s common room to watch the evening news. There I saw the helicopters of Operation Frequent Wind lift off from the roof of the US embassy in Saigon, frantic refugees hanging onto the landing skids and even more desperate men and women abandoned on the roof below. Something, it seemed to me, was very, very wrong here.


Like most of my college and graduate school classmates, I thought the war in Vietnam a grave mistake, although I understood that the heirs of Ho Chi Minh were unlikely to bring a workers’ and peasants’ paradise to Vietnam. The full awfulness of the American scuttle shocked me that night, however: this was not how a great nation treated those who had trusted it, callously leaving them to what they believed would be a terrible fate. It would be another five years or so before the anticommunism with which I had grown up reemerged in mature form, shaped by readings of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s epic The Gulag Archipelago and his gripping novella One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, James Billington’s Fire in the Minds of Men, and Leszek Kołakowski’s Main Currents of Marxism. But once those readings sank in, I entered the lists in what would turn out to be the last decade of the Cold War, working for human rights in communist lands while battling the anti-anticommunism then rife in liberal American political circles. That work was another brick in the foundation of my study of the life of John Paul II. It began to be forged in Toronto on that terrible evening, watching my country dishonor itself and asking how such a thing could happen.















APPRENTICE WORDSMITH



SEATTLE, 1975–1984


MY WIFE JOAN AND I, NEWLY MARRIED, MOVED ACROSS THE country in the summer of 1975. I had been offered a job as a very junior faculty member at St. Thomas Seminary School of Theology, located just outside Seattle in Kenmore, Washington; I would also teach adult education courses for the Religious Education Office of the Archdiocese of Seattle. Joan, who had earned a master’s degree in education, was offered a position at Forest Ridge School of the Sacred Heart, where in addition to her teaching she would create an innovative community service program for high school students. The two years I spent at St. Thomas were its last, as the bishops of the Pacific Northwest decided in 1977 to close the school. It was a shock at the time, yet it turned out to be a crucial turning point in my life, with major consequences for my becoming John Paul II’s biographer.


At St. Thomas, I was the faculty’s utility infielder, teaching everything from Introduction to Systematic Theology to Introduction to the Old Testament to Catholic Social Ethics to something called Critical Thinking (a meager substitute for the philosophy requirement the Northwest bishops ignored in their program of priestly formation). In the archdiocese, I was a roving catechist, offering various adult education courses—most of them having to do with overviews of the faith or US Catholic history—in parishes from Tacoma to Bellingham and at numerous points in between. It was a bit of a scramble, but looking back on it I can see that I was being taught an invaluable lesson: you really don’t know what you think about something until you try to teach it, persuade others of it, or engage others in it. And what I discovered was that the theological approach in which I had been immersed in Toronto didn’t make much of an impression on seminarians or adult laypeople. It didn’t translate, so to speak, that Rahnerian theology; it left my seminary students and the people who attended my adult education courses cold.


During this period I also read David Tracy’s seminal essay, “A Social Portrait of the Theologian: The Three Publics of Theology—Society, Academy, Church,” and realized that the dominant forces in contemporary theology thought like some of the critters on George Orwell’s fictional farm: there may have been three publics, or audiences, for theology, but some publics were more equal than others, and the really important public was the academy. Where this would lead had been identified by the “Hartford Heretics”: to theology being held prisoner in an academic hothouse often characterized by boredom with the very mystery of being, skepticism about the human capacity to know anything with certainty, and moral relativism.


That those who occupied the commanding heights of North American theology refused to recognize this Babylonian captivity was another important lesson for me, and later helped me embrace John Paul II’s view that theology is always an ecclesial discipline that learns from the Church and ought to serve the Church, even as it ought to take seriously its duties to the world and the canons of genuine scholarship.


With the seminary’s closing in June 1977, I found myself three thousand miles from my Baltimore roots and without a job—for the Archdiocese of Seattle, perhaps sensing the beginnings of my dissent from the progressive consensus that then ruled the roost, declined to offer me a position when the seminary was shut down. Fortunately, though, the archdiocese was not my only professional option when St. Thomas shut its doors. During the 1976–77 academic year I had come into contact with the Seattle office of an improbably named organization, the World Without War Council, whose executive director, Stephen Boyd, proposed that we apply to the Washington Council on the Humanities for a grant that would fund me as WWWC’s Seattle scholar-in-residence. Just as improbably—although, as I now see it, providentially—the grant came through.


And so I definitively left the world of the academy (and Church bureaucracy) for the world of think tanks and, eventually, the world of the scribes, journalistic and scholarly. In those interconnected worlds, I was taken under the wings of two men who left an indelible mark on my life and, without realizing what they were setting in motion, spiffed me up intellectually and stylistically and set me on the course that led to John Paul’s II dinner table.


The first of these extraordinary mentors-become-friends was Robert Pickus, who died at ninety-two in 2016 after a life that could only have happened in America. Born in the Midwest of Jewish immigrant parents, he studied under Hans Morgenthau at the University of Chicago in its glory days before serving in the Office of Strategic Services during World War II. Returning to Hyde Park and Robert Maynard Hutchins’s university after postwar study on a Fulbright scholarship at the London School of Economics and a trek through the Middle East and India, he worked with Mortimer Adler on the latter’s Syntopicon, which purported to be an index of all the world’s great ideas. While he never finished the dissertation that would have gained him a doctorate, Pick, as he was known to one and all, took from the University of Chicago a profound reverence for classic liberal learning, a thorough grasp of political theory from Plato through the moderns, and a vocational commitment to work for peace, which he defined as work for a law-governed world safe for democracies.


That commitment took him first to the American Friends Service Committee. But when the Quakers’ principal peace organization took a hard left turn into anti-anticommunism, which he regarded as a violation of historical Quaker pacifism and elementary political common sense, he struck out on his own, founding a variety of organizations, of which the most substantial was the World Without War Council. The Council was more think tank than activist agency, and, over time, it became a sign of contradiction in the world of “peace organizations” for several reasons: Pick’s unapologetic patriotism and his belief that the US should play a large role in world affairs, which challenged the regnant post-Vietnam left-wing isolationism of the peace movement; his anticommunism, which infuriated the anti-anticommunists; his stress on law as an alternative to mass violence in settling conflict, which few took seriously; and his devotion to human rights and democracy, which made the anti-anticommunists nervous because it made the communists nervous.


The intellectual and moral framework Pick created for the Council made a lot of sense to me, so I fit readily into the basic cast of mind that shaped WWWC work around the country. But beyond offering me an institutional base in Seattle, the Council, meaning primarily Pick, became my personal doctoral program. I was unrewarded by a degree, but his tutelage was crucial in the development of my thinking—and, in time, to appreciating John Paul II in greater depth.


It was Pick, whose Judaism was idiosyncratic but serious, who reminded me, the Catholic, that Catholicism had long thought of peace as the product of law and politics: in Augustine’s fine phrase, peace is tranquillitas ordinis, the “tranquillity of order.”


It was Pick, a pacifist, who showed me, a Catholic in the just war tradition, how these two ways of thinking and these two moral commitments could work together when “work for peace” was focused on developing legal and political alternatives to war in resolving international conflict—a perspective that eventually led me to look closely, if with an occasionally critical eye, at Vatican diplomacy.


It was Pick who, by insisting that peace and freedom were inseparable, helped me to think about human rights in a disciplined, precise way, and who first showed me what John Paul II and Václav Havel later confirmed: that the robust defense of human rights behind the iron curtain was one crucial key to bringing down the Berlin Wall and liberating what Pickus understood full well were “captive nations.”


It was Pick who invited me to fill in my theoretical anticommunism from literary sources—Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, Ignazio Silone’s Bread and Wine, André Malraux’s Man’s Fate—and thus helped me understand the human texture and context of Karol Wojtyła’s life from 1946 through his election as pope.


It was through Pick that I came to know, and befriend, the first-and second-generation leaders of what came to be known as “neoconservatism,” a largely Jewish network of thinkers who intersected at key points with Catholics and about-to-be-Catholics who had also broken with the American political left for a variety of reasons—including two men with whom I would later be closely identified, Richard John Neuhaus and Michael Novak. It was a heady mix, and while the polemics could get fierce, the relationships were warm and supportive as the first neocon generation was remarkably open to guiding and encouraging a successor generation, irrespective of formal academic credentials or former cast of mind.


Finally, it was Pick who suggested that I apply for a fellowship at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in order to write a major study of American Catholic thought on war and peace. I thought the thing impossible: how could a thirty-two-year-old without a doctorate hope to win one of the most prized sabbatical positions in American academic life? But he insisted it could be done, and with some encouragement from Max Kampelman (an old friend of Pick’s, then serving as the Wilson Center’s board chairman), I won a full-year fellowship and moved back east in the summer of 1984 for a year at the Wilson Center, to be followed by establishing a WWWC sister organization, the James Madison Foundation, in the nation’s capital.


The second large figure in my Seattle period, and the man who shaped me into an author, was David Brewster. The mid to late 1970s and early 1980s were the golden years of alternative journalism in the United States, when weekly newsmagazines in tabloid newspaper format—like the Village Voice in New York, the Boston Phoenix, and the Figaro in New Orleans—developed a generation of writers who were encouraged to break new ground in reporting and commentary. The Seattle iteration of this phenomenon was the Weekly, which became the unanticipated launchpad for several internationally known writers—including one of the world’s premier espionage novelists, Alan Furst, and the biographer of John Paul II.


David Brewster was a dynamo of energy who came to Seattle with his wife Joyce after they had both done doctoral studies in English at Yale. Deciding that teaching at the University of Washington was not to his taste, David put his considerable talents into journalism, eventually launching the Weekly in 1976. We met by chance in late 1978, and shortly thereafter Brewster asked me if I wanted to do “sermon reviews” for his paper—a first hint that this was not your ordinary editor. David’s idea was that religion was an important part of any cityscape and that a city’s cultural health could be measured in part by the quality of the preaching its people heard; I thought that the local clergy, among whom I numbered many friends, would not take kindly to having their homiletic skills dissected the way David, the most respected and feared restaurant critic in the Pacific Northwest, analyzed the merits and defects of various chefs. So I told him that, while I was interested in writing, I thought it advisable that I stick to foreign policy matters, thus combining my day job at WWWC with some journalism.


David agreed, but it wasn’t long before he had me on the religion beat, if in a different way than first proposed. John Paul II had created something of a media storm in the United States with his speech to the bishops of Latin America at Puebla, Mexico, on January 29, 1979; there, he had critiqued politicized forms of liberation theology that, as their proponents put it, used Karl Marx the way Thomas Aquinas used Aristotle. The Pope’s critique was given the usual thrashing from the usual progressive Catholic suspects, one of whom wrote in the Washington Post that the Pope’s address had given comfort to the Latin American regimes that were persecuting Catholic liberation theologians for their political dissent. I knew enough about the Polish-born pope at this early stage of his pontificate to know that this was rubbish. And so with David’s editorial pencil hovering over my shoulder (much to my benefit, and our readers’), I tried to explain that the difference between using Marx as a theological interlocutor and using Aristotle lay in the fact that Marx was wrong and Aristotle was right on more than a few crucial points. I also used that March 1979 article to unpack key themes of Christian personalism in John Paul’s first encyclical, Redemptor Hominis (The Redeemer of Man), which had just been published and which I found very exciting.


My debut as a public intellectual/theologian/columnist in the Weekly had several effects. As I continued to write about John Paul in favorable terms, the gap between my thinking and the anti–John Paul II consensus rapidly emerging among Catholic progressives soon became something akin to a chasm, which deepened when the Seattle archdiocesan newspaper, the Catholic Northwest Progress, offered me a slot as a regular columnist. Thus even as I was learning the journalistic parallel to what I had learned from teaching—that a good way to figure out what you really think about something is to try to write about it in a coherent way—I was also learning that H. L. Mencken’s description of the exposed position of the magazine editor—“a man who lives on a sort of spiritual Bataan, with bombs of odium taking him incessantly from the front and torpedoes of obloquy harrying him astern”—was also true of the columnist. And while I didn’t much like the brickbats at first (why couldn’t these people see how reasonable I was?), I became more or less inured to them over time, thanks in part to the example of David Brewster, who caught his own share of flak and handled it with aplomb.


Even as I was writing myself into Catholic neoconservatism in the Weekly, David remained an honest, old-fashioned liberal, committed to open discussion conducted with civility and whatever measure of elegance was to be found in journalism. I don’t think I was an awful writer when he began to whip me into shape, but I certainly retained some of the unpleasant traits of graduate school writing, especially among those influenced by German theology. David firmly and kindly sharpened my authorial steel, let me write about whatever I wanted (including baseball, one memorable summer), and never once suggested that I modify my views to accommodate the nascent political correctness of a Seattle that was moving steadily to the left.


Two other Weekly moments in the early 1980s were crucial mileposts on my path to writing John Paul II’s biography. In December 1981, I penned an elegy for the Solidarity movement, which I had celebrated in the Weekly’s pages since the first Solidarity Congress in September 1980, and which the Polish communist regime had just tried to bludgeon to death via martial law. The Weekly pieces I wrote in those days were the first in which I explored John Paul II’s grand strategy for the victory of freedom in Central and Eastern Europe: the robust defense of human rights, anchored in religious freedom, as a nonviolent weapon that communism could not match.


Then there were the murders of Mike Hammer and Mark Pearlman. Both men worked for the AFL-CIO–sponsored American Institute for Free Labor Development (AIFLD), and through WWWC connections I met Mike Hammer in Washington in late December 1980. Three weeks later he and Pearlman, a Seattle native, were gunned down in a San Salvador hotel along with a Salvadoran colleague, Rodolfo Viera. I wrote a memorial piece in the January 14, 1981, Weekly, “Our Martyrs for Democracy,” which AIFLD reprinted and distributed nationally. It was my first, but not last, immersion in the bloody politics of Central America in the 1980s, which John Paul II would later confront and try to temper.















FRONT ROW SEAT



NEW YORK AND BALTIMORE, OCTOBER 1979


IF ACADEMIC LIFE OFFERED THE SECURITY OF A STEADY SALARY AT the price of department meetings, paper-grading, and other forms of tedium, life in the world of think tanks and journalism, while not so financially secure, offered a lot more freedom. It was a freedom I thoroughly enjoyed, and one of my first exercises of it took me to New York and Washington in October 1979 to write about John Paul II’s first papal pilgrimage to the United States for the Weekly and the Catholic Northwest Progress. The logistical circumstances under which I worked—writing my stories and columns longhand and dictating them over the phone back to Seattle—seem almost primeval in a world of laptops, cell phones, text messages, and e-mail. But I was twenty-eight years old and it was all a great adventure—despite such hassles as the US bishops’ conference press office misplacing my credentials on three separate occasions.


I skipped Boston, the starting point of John Paul’s US tour, and began my work in New York. Amazingly, the credentialing process worked well at the UN and it was a breeze to walk into the great Secretariat Building on First Avenue and pick up a set of credentials that gave me the run of the whole UN headquarters. I was a rank amateur as a journalist but some inner voice told me that, as I could go anywhere in the complex, I ought to scout out the fastest route to where the Pope would enter the General Assembly building and the shortcuts from there to the balcony of the General Assembly Hall, where he would be speaking.


That intuition stood me in good stead the day John Paul II arrived at the UN. I quickly found my way to the foyer through whose doors he entered—and suddenly there he was, striding purposefully a foot or so away from me. There was no opportunity for a word, but I vividly remember my first impression of Karol Wojtyła, the man: he was a little shorter than I expected and he walked with a slight tilt to his shoulders and head, but his robust physique and powerful stride struck me as not dissimilar to those of an NFL linebacker. It was thrilling to be up close and personal, but there was no time to dawdle; the Pope’s entourage and the UN bigwigs swept him away to meet-and-greets that preceded his address to the General Assembly, and I hightailed it to the General Assembly Hall balcony along the route I had traced the day before.


Remarkably, it was all open seating, and as I was an hour early I planted myself in the front row—later to look behind me and wave to Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who, if memory serves, was escorting Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis into seats far less desirable than mine.


John Paul gave a stunning speech that I would analyze in detail twenty years later. And I like to think I remember the uncomfortable looks on the faces of the delegations from communist Central and Eastern Europe when the Pope made his powerful plea for religious freedom as the first of civil rights; but any such memory may be influenced by reading Pat Moynihan’s comments to that effect later. In any event, it was an unforgettable morning, and after I left the UN I walked down First Avenue to the home of Richard John Neuhaus, then Pastor Neuhaus, to get his take on the speech. He was, as usual, lucid and eloquent in what would be our first conversation about the proper interpretation of a John Paul II text: the keys, he insisted, were the Pope’s locating human rights at the center of any humane world politics, religious freedom at the center of human rights, and a biblically informed notion of human dignity as the foundation of the whole edifice. In addition to giving me numerous quotes for my stories and columns, Richard and I shared a laugh—the first of what must have been hundreds—over the fatuousness of the New York Times, which involved a headline to the effect that “Trip Will Determine Whether Pope Is a World Leader.”


In the Washington phase of the visit, the US bishops’ conference credentials, which I had finally acquired, got me onto the North Lawn of the White House, where I watched in fascination as the born-again Southern Baptist president of the United States warmly welcomed the Polish-born Bishop of Rome. The Pope’s encounter with religious sisters in the vast National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception was another event for which I was in the press pool. That meeting was later remembered for Sister Theresa Kane’s challenge to John Paul on the ordination of women; what sticks in my mind, though, is that the sisters who stood in protest during the Pope’s formal remarks were often the ones climbing up on the pews to take pictures of him when he made his way out of the Shrine down its long center aisle. Then there was the papal Mass on the National Mall later that Sunday afternoon: it was a windy day and the visual takeaway was the Pope’s green chasuble whipping around him in the brisk breeze as he preached a stirring homily, during which he cited Thomas Jefferson in defense of the primordial right to life.


As John Paul II made brief stops in Philadelphia, Des Moines, and Chicago, I played hooky and went to Baltimore, where I managed to get to the first game of the 1979 American League Championship Series, in which my beloved Orioles were playing the California Angels. That postseason would end in grief for the O’s, thanks to Willie “Pops” Stargell and the “We Are Family” Pittsburgh Pirates, but the first game of the ALCS couldn’t have been better for a lifelong Orioles fan and a rising John Paul II fan. I ended my coverage of the papal trip for the Weekly on that note:




Will this remarkably gifted man make a difference, not only to his Church, but to the world? My hunch that the answer is yes came into focus… in Memorial Stadium.… As I sat there… and later watched John Lowenstein’s pinch-hit home run slither over the corner of the left field fence to send 54,000 maniacs into an uproar, I suddenly thought to myself, “The Pope ought to be here.” Somehow… I knew he’d enjoy it. That curious thought gives me confidence that, in time, John Paul II may just be the kind of religious leader we’ve all been instinctively awaiting for, a man who thoroughly enjoys being alive, who believes unabashedly that there is greatness in us—and who could eat crab cakes and drink beer on Wednesday night in Baltimore.





Later experience taught me that among John Paul’s few cultural lacunae was a marked lack of interest in baseball. The intuition that John Paul II would relentlessly summon his Church and the world to live more nobly than many imagined possible turned out to be correct, however. And the nascent desire to know him better, born in those few seconds when he strode by me in the UN General Assembly building on October 2, 1979, full of purpose and confidence, would lead me into relationships and adventures I wouldn’t have thought possible when I was a newbie columnist on the fringes of the papal media tsunami in October 1979.















IN THE CASTLE



WASHINGTON, 1984–1985


CONGRESS ESTABLISHED THE WOODROW WILSON INTERNATIONAL Center for Scholars in 1968 as the official national memorial to the twenty-eighth President of the United States. Today, it’s one among many Washington think tanks, with no particular focus or character. Things were different in 1984–85, when I spent a year there. The Wilson Center was then housed in the old Smithsonian Castle on the National Mall; the Castle had been modeled on a medieval Norman monastery by that gifted architectural copycat, James Renwick, and under the direction of James H. Billington, later the Librarian of Congress, the Wilson Center had a certain monastic quality about it.


Part of that had to do with the fellows’ small offices, reminiscent of monastic cells, and the refectory-like dining room. The greater part of the monastic ambience was created by Jim Billington, though. This distinguished historian of Russian culture and twentieth-century revolutionary thought had the singular ability to walk into any discussion and ask the one question that got almost everybody thinking about the matter at hand in a new, fresh way. Thus, without making a big deal about himself, Billington fostered something resembling a true academic community: a fellowship that reverenced the truth. Jim Billington was also a man of deep Christian faith, and he quietly made it his business to put a little leaven into the Wilson Center mix by offering fellowships to scholars with theological and religious interests. Thus one of my predecessors as house Catholic was none other than the great Fr. Avery Dulles.


During my first month as junior subaltern in this gathering of the far-more-credentialed, I befriended five men who would decisively shape my future thinking and work.


Bohdan Bociurkiw from Carlton University in Ottawa was the world’s leading expert on the world’s largest illegal and underground religious community, the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church. Bohdan had survived the Flossenbürg concentration camp and after emigrating to Canada had taken his doctorate at the University of Chicago. With significant contacts behind the iron curtain, he was well-informed about his underground Church, which the Soviet secret police tried to liquidate in 1946 with the connivance of the Russian Orthodox Church. We became fast friends, and he gave me a yearlong tutorial in Ukrainian Catholic history that later proved invaluable.


Menahem Milson, a native-born Israeli scholar who specialized in Arabic language and literature, served in Ariel Sharon’s famous Unit 101, and, after the Six-Day War, was briefly civil governor of the West Bank, where he tried to implement an imaginative plan to develop a Palestinian political leadership with which Israel could make peace. Three years after we became friends in the Castle, Menahem invited me to Jerusalem, where I gave a few lectures at Hebrew University and made a host of contacts who later became important in helping me get inside the dramatic story of John Paul II’s efforts to establish full diplomatic relations between the Holy See and the Jewish state, and in facilitating my writing on John Paul’s epic Holy Land pilgrimage of March 2000.


Father Joseph Komonchak’s work on Vatican II helped hone my understanding of the Council in which Karol Wojtyła played a significant role and that John Paul II would spend his entire pontificate trying to explicate. Komonchak’s view of Vatican II and mine did not always coincide, but he made me think through the Council, its effects, and its implementation at a deeper level. Joe was also a great collector and retailer of hilarious clerical stories, and we spent more than a few lunches together swapping tales of ecclesiastical folly.


Then there was Columbia historian István Deák, another émigré scholar, in this case from Hungary. One afternoon he floored me by climbing into my cell in the Castle tower (which had a great view of the Mall on three glass-paned sides) and showing me a court-martial record he had unearthed in the Library of Congress. István was writing a book about the Austro-Hungarian army’s officer corps as the world’s first true multinational organization—a book I read with great interest when sketching a portrait of Captain Karol Wojtyła, father of the future pope, in Witness to Hope. But that payoff wasn’t on my radar when he gleefully showed me the court-martial record of a Lieutenant Augustin Weigel (no relation, fortunately), who had been cashiered from the Habsburg army: not for being blind drunk, and not for getting into a brawl with a peasant while blind drunk, but for failing to redeem his officer’s honor by killing said peasant in said brawl.


Finally, there was James Childress of the University of Virginia, a distinguished ethicist whose work helped me understand how the just war tradition had become distorted in the hands of certain theologians, with powerful impacts on the US Catholic debate on war and peace and on Vatican thinking about world politics and the pursuit of peace. Jim Childress certainly disagreed with my take on his take on just war thinking, but he was a true gentleman and friendly interlocutor with whom I enjoyed interacting during that year in the Castle.


My year at the Wilson Center also saw the beginning of my friendship and collaboration with Congressman Henry Hyde, which was entirely accidental but nonetheless providential. In September 1984, I went up to the Capitol to have lunch in the House dining room with Joel Pritchard, a Seattle-area congressman with whom I had worked on arms control issues in my WWWC days. Joel was recovering from chemotherapy, and Henry, walking through the dining room, came over to ask how he was feeling. Joel introduced me and Henry politely asked what I was doing in town. I explained that I was at the Wilson Center, studying Catholic thought on war and peace.


Hyde smiled and went off to his own lunch. A few minutes later, he came back to our table and asked me whether I’d written anything on Church-state issues, then a hot topic in the 1984 presidential campaign. I said that I had and would arrange to get copies of those articles and columns to him. A few days after that, Henry called and asked me to stop by his Rayburn Building office. It seems that he had been asked by the Thomas J. White Center at the Notre Dame Law School to come to South Bend and deliver an address on the Church-state debate as a response to New York governor Mario Cuomo’s recent disquisition on that subject. Would I draft a speech for him to consider? I said I’d be delighted to do so.


That was the beginning of a twenty-two-year collaboration, during which I did most of Henry’s major speechwriting. Fascinating in itself, that experience also had important consequences for my work on John Paul II. The first was that working with Henry deepened my understanding of the ideas of the pro-life movement, to which I had always been committed but, pre-1984, in a friendly-bystander sort of way. Now I found myself working with the undisputed congressional leader of the pro-life community, helping craft arguments for both Congress and the public debate. So by the time I came to write about John Paul’s pro-life teaching and his 1995 encyclical, Evangelium Vitae (which Henry himself influenced, if indirectly), I was well schooled in the intellectual architecture of the pro-life cause and experienced in trying to explain its reasoning to a secular audience.


The second effect of my collaboration with the remarkable Henry Hyde on my John Paul II work would involve the impeachment and trial of the President of the United States. But that is a tale for later.


During my year at the Wilson Center I wrote a very fat manuscript on a Kaypro 4 computer that I didn’t realize I ought to back up until after I had ground out something like eight hundred pages of copy. Luckily there were no crashes, and with the able editing of Cynthia Read of Oxford University Press, my first major book, Tranquillitas Ordinis: The Present Failure and Future Promise of American Catholic Thought on War and Peace was published in September 1987.


The book made three large arguments: that there was in fact a tradition of US Catholic thought on war and peace, inherited from Augustine, Aquinas, and other just war theorists and developed in a distinctive way in America; that this tradition had been largely forgotten in the post–Vatican II years; and that, reclaimed and developed, this tradition could help shape a more morally and politically coherent public discussion of international security issues. John Paul II’s rich, subtle, and complex thinking about the human person and human rights, I suggested, would be at the center of any such reclamation and development.


Writing the book was my first experience in making an extended set of arguments over hundreds of pages, which stood me in good stead when it came to telling John Paul II’s story. I also learned that giving books Latin titles in late-twentieth-century America was asking for trouble, in that most of those who interviewed me about the book had no idea of how to pronounce tranquillitas ordinis, much less grasped how those two words encapsulated the main motif of my proposal: that what Augustine had called the “tranquillity of order” in The City of God could be “translated” in modern terms into a compelling idea of peace—peace as the fruit of freedom and the democratic political process. In retrospect, I should have called the book Peace Through Freedom: US Catholics and World Politics, but Bob Pickus insisted that the Latin title was perfect, and as I was dedicating the book to him (along with the late American Catholic theologian and political theorist John Courtney Murray, SJ) I took his advice—for the last time, in the matter of titles.


Tranquillitas Ordinis was perhaps the first book to suggest that John Paul II’s robust, evangelically grounded defense of human rights might provide a key for resolving the Cold War in peaceful terms. That point was, I think, vindicated by the events of late 1989 in Central and Eastern Europe. And my fascination with the idea and experience of societies liberating themselves by “living in the truth” would lead me in short order to a deeper exploration of how that had happened—and into the company of John Paul II, who had begun to come into clearer focus as a radically converted Christian disciple who could not be pigeonholed on some conventional liberal-conservative spectrum.















COLD WAR ENDGAME



WASHINGTON, 1985–1989


I SPENT THE FOUR YEARS AFTER MY WILSON CENTER SABBATICAL launching and leading WWWC’s sister organization, the James Madison Foundation, which involved me in enterprises that would shape my work on John Paul II.


The first of these, which involved prying Lithuanians out of the gulag, was made possible in part by a Seattle friend, John Miller, who had won Joel Pritchard’s old seat in the US House of Representatives in 1984 and who, like me, thought that effective human rights advocacy on behalf of dissidents behind the iron curtain was a key to resolving the Cold War in favor of the forces of freedom. John asked me to do part-time consulting work with him, and I suggested that we focus on his human rights concerns. Here, another seeming happenstance in my Baltimore upbringing turned out to be providential.


When I was a boy, Baltimore had a small but vibrant Lithuanian-American population, whose communal life was centered on St. Alphonsus Church, a few blocks from the Cathedral School. The leading figure in the Lithuanian-American community in those days was Father Casimir Pugevicius, who served the parish at St. Alphonsus while working on the archdiocesan newspaper, the Catholic Review. I first met “Father Cas,” as he was universally known, in the 1960s, and he must have planted in me a seed of interest in Lithuanian affairs. That seed would flower twenty years later, when I convinced a Jewish congressman that he should try to do something about Lithuanian Catholic priests and nuns doing hard time in Siberia.


With the six hundredth anniversary of Lithuania’s conversion to Christianity on the horizon in 1987, I suggested to Congressman Miller in 1985 that we put together a Lithuanian Catholic Religious Freedom Caucus in the US House of Representatives. The object was to provide congressional support for Lithuania’s Catholic Committee for the Defense of Believers’ Rights, whose heroic work I had become familiar with since the Chronicle of the Catholic Church in Lithuania, the longest-running samizdat publication in the history of the USSR, began to circulate in the United States—thanks to the work of Fr. Casimir Pugevicius, who was by then working full-time with Lithuanian Catholic Religious Aid, a nongovernmental organization headquartered in Brooklyn.


With John Miller’s encouragement, I met with Father Cas for the first time in years and told him of our hope to get a caucus in support of religious freedom in Lithuania established in the US House of Representatives. Father Cas was enthusiastic, so the next step was to find a Democratic partner for Congressman Miller in establishing the group. A quick study of voter demographics suggested that a Cleveland-area congressman named Edward Feighan might be naturally sympathetic. So after John Miller called Ed Feighan and outlined the plan, I met Feighan’s chief of staff—a then-obscure young Democratic activist named George Stephanopoulos. George agreed to assign someone to work with me, and the Lithuanian Catholic Religious Freedom Caucus was born.


At the time, three of the principal figures in the Lithuanian Catholic Committee for the Defense of Believers’ Rights were behind barbed wire in, if memory serves, Perm Camp 36: Sister Nijolė Sadūnaitė, Father Alfonsas Svarinskas, and Father Sigitas Tamkevičius, SJ. So the caucus focused some of its attention on giving visibility to their cases in the Congress and urging the Reagan administration to pressure the Gorbachev regime in the USSR for their release—a goal that was achieved before the collapse of the USSR. Congressmen Miller and Feighan also sponsored, and I drafted, House Resolution 192, on “the denial of freedom of religion and other human rights in Soviet-occupied Lithuania.” H.Res.192 was cosponsored by forty-four members of the House of Representatives and was passed in time to mark the six hundredth anniversary of Lithuanian’s conversion. On that occasion, the caucus sponsored a large reception and rally in the US Capitol; various congressmen and senators spoke in defense of Lithuanian religious freedom and Lithuanian independence, and the entire program was broadcast to Lithuania by Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe.


A decade later, with Lithuania self-liberated from the collapsing Soviet Union, I came to understand how influential John Paul II had been in inspiring the Lithuanian Catholic Committee for the Defense of Believers’ Rights, which was formed shortly after his election. It was a piece of the John Paul II story virtually ignored by others. But it was crucial in grasping just how significant an impact John Paul’s election had had on what had been the “Church of silence,” and how a no-longer-silent local Church could reassert itself as the safe-deposit box of national memory and identity—and in doing so, help give Lithuania a new birth of freedom. I doubt that I’d have been alert to this when I was preparing Witness to Hope, had not another “happenstance” made me into an advocate for these heroes of modern Catholicism.
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