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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


Pope John Paul II was not only an outstanding communicator of his messages and thoughts on the great issues of our age, reflecting his personal views and the rulings of the Church of Rome, he was also a profoundly sensitive listener and discussant.


Ever curious about currents of contemporary thought outside the walls of the Vatican and eager to remain in touch with intellectual currents, especially in the fields of philosophy and the social sciences, he invited a group of guests from the worlds of academe, politics, and journalism to attend weekend gatherings at his summer residence, Castel Gandolfo. With the help of Father Joseph Tischner, a lifelong friend of the Pope from Krakow days – and, like himself, a philosopher – and a younger philosopher, Professor Krzysztof Michalski, the Pope inspired the founding of the Institute of Human Science (Institut für die Wissenschaften vom Menschen), in Vienna. Founded during the Cold War its principal objective was to bring together intellectuals from central and eastern Europe with their colleagues in the free world. As a member of the Vienna Institute’s Board, I had the privilege of attending most of the gatherings.


These Castel Gandolfo weekends took place nine times between 1983 and 2000. They were informal round-table gatherings of around twenty to twenty-four guests, some of whom were regular, others occasional participants. The Pope sat by himself listening to the proceedings, but at mealtimes would have groups of eight at his table for lively and thorough discussions on the topics of the agenda. Far from focusing on religious issues, the discussions ranged from reflections on totalitarianism, liberalism and the prospects for civil society in Europe to the transition from totalitarian to democratic systems.


From an early stage of the Castel Gandolfo meetings, the idea prevailed that the Pope’s comments on defining issues, as well as personal reflections on the evolution of his own ideas and opinions, would form a valuable book: an intellectual as well as partly personal legacy. Memory and Identity has become just such a work; though stimulated by discussion, it is the literary and spiritual testimony of one of the great figures of our age.


Lord Weidenfeld


August 2005
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THE LIMIT IMPOSED UPON EVIL
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MYSTERIUM INIQUITATIS: THE COEXISTENCE OF GOOD AND EVIL


After the fall of the two powerful totalitarian systems which overshadowed the whole of the twentieth century and were responsible for innumerable crimes – Nazism in Germany and ‘Real Socialism’ in the Soviet Union – it seems that the time has come for a reflection on their causes, their effects and especially on the significance of the ideologies they introduced into the history of mankind. Holy Father, what is the meaning of this great ‘eruption’ of evil?


The twentieth century was the ‘theatre’ in which particular historical and ideological processes were played out, leading towards that great ‘eruption’ of evil, but it also provided the setting for their defeat. Is it fair, then, to consider Europe solely from the point of view of the evil which marked its recent history? Is this not a rather one-sided approach? The modern history of Europe, shaped – especially in the West – by the influence of the Enlightenment, has yielded many positive fruits. This is actually characteristic of evil, as understood by Saint Thomas, following in the tradition of Saint Augustine. Evil is always the absence of some good which ought to be present in a given being; it is a privation. It is never a total absence of good. The way in which evil grows from the pure soil of good is a mystery. Another mystery is the element of good which is never destroyed by evil and which keeps on growing despite it, sometimes even from the same soil. The Gospel parable of the good grain and the weeds comes to mind straight away (Matt. 13:24–30). When the servants ask the householder: ‘Do you want us to go and gather them [the weeds]?’, his reply is highly significant: ‘No, for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. Let both of them grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, “Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn”’ (Matt. 13:29–30). In this case, the reference to the harvest points to the final phase of history, the eschaton.


This parable can serve as a key to the entire history of mankind. In different eras and in different ways, ‘wheat’ grows alongside ‘weeds’ and ‘weeds’ alongside ‘wheat’. The history of mankind is the ‘theatre’ of the coexistence of good and evil. So even if evil exists alongside good, good perseveres beside evil and grows from the same soil, namely human nature. This has not been destroyed, and has not become totally corrupt, despite original sin. Nature has retained its capacity for good, as history confirms.
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IDEOLOGIES OF EVIL


How, then, did the ideologies of evil originate? What are the roots of Nazism and Communism? Why did they fail?


These questions have a profound philosophical and theological significance. We need to reconstruct the ‘philosophy of evil’ in its European and extra-European dimensions. This reconstruction will take us beyond the realm of ideology and into the world of faith. We need to consider the mystery of God, the mystery of creation and, in particular, the mystery of man. In the first few years of my ministry as Successor of Peter, I tried to express these three mysteries through the Encyclicals Redemptor Hominis, Dives in Misericordia and Dominum et Vivificantem. This triptych explores the Trinitarian mystery of God. Everything I said in the Encyclical Redemptor Hominis I brought with me from Poland. Likewise, the reflections offered in Dives in Misericordia were the fruit of my pastoral experience in Poland, especially in Kraków. That is where Saint Faustina Kowalska is buried, she who was chosen by Christ to be a particularly enlightened interpreter of the truth of Divine Mercy. For Sister Faustina, this truth led to an extraordinarily rich mystical life. She was a simple, uneducated person, and yet those who read the Diary of her revelations are astounded by the depth of her mystical experience.


I mention Sister Faustina because her revelations, focused on the mystery of Divine Mercy, occurred during the period preceding the Second World War. This was precisely the time when those ideologies of evil, Nazism and Communism, were taking shape. Sister Faustina became the herald of the one message capable of offsetting the evil of those ideologies, the fact that God is Mercy – the truth of the merciful Christ. And for this reason, when I was called to the See of Peter, I felt impelled to hand on those experiences of a fellow Pole that deserve a place in the treasury of the universal Church.


The Encyclical on the Holy Spirit, Dominum et Vivificantem, was conceived a little later: it had its gestation in Rome. It developed during meditation on Saint John’s Gospel, on the words spoken by Jesus during the Last Supper. It was in those final hours of Christ’s earthly life that we were given perhaps the most complete revelation on the Holy Spirit. One passage from that farewell discourse is highly significant for the question we are considering. Jesus says that the Holy Spirit ‘will convince the world concerning sin’ (John 16:8). As I tried to penetrate these words, I was led back to the opening pages of the Book of Genesis, to the event known as ‘original sin’. Saint Augustine, with extraordinary perceptiveness, described the nature of this sin as follows: amor sui usque ad contemptum Dei – self-love to the point of contempt for God.1 It was amor sui which drove our first parents towards that initial rebellion and then gave rise to the spread of sin throughout human history. The Book of Genesis speaks of this: ‘you will be like God, knowing good and evil’ (Gen. 3:5), in other words, you yourselves will decide what is good and what is evil.


The only way to overcome this dimension of original sin is through a corresponding amor Dei usque ad contemptum sui – love for God to the point of contempt of self. This brings us face to face with the mystery of man’s redemption, and here the Holy Spirit is our guide. It is he who allows us to penetrate deeply into the mysterium Crucis and at the same time to plumb the depths of the evil perpetrated by man and suffered by man from the very beginning of his history. That is what the expression ‘convince the world about sin’ means, and the purpose of this ‘convincing’ is not to condemn the world. If the Church, through the power of the Holy Spirit, can call evil by its name, it does so only in order to demonstrate that evil can be overcome if we open ourselves to amor Dei usque ad contemptum sui. This is the fruit of Divine Mercy. In Jesus Christ, God bends down over man to hold out a hand to him, to raise him up and to help him continue his journey with renewed strength. Man cannot get back onto his feet unaided: he needs the help of the Holy Spirit. If he refuses this help, he commits what Christ called ‘the blasphemy against the Spirit’, the sin which ‘will not be forgiven’ (Matt. 12:31). Why will it not be forgiven? Because it means there is no desire for pardon. Man refuses the love and the mercy of God, since he believes himself to be God. He believes himself to be capable of self-sufficiency.


I have referred briefly to the three Encyclicals which seem to me to offer a fitting commentary on the entire teaching of the Second Vatican Council, and also on the complexity of the historical period in which we live.


Over the years I have become more and more convinced that the ideologies of evil are profoundly rooted in the history of European philosophical thought. Here I should mention some aspects of European history, and especially its dominant cultural trends. When the Encyclical on the Holy Spirit was published, there were some sharply negative reactions from certain quarters in the West. What prompted these reactions? They arose from the same sources as the so-called European Enlightenment over two centuries earlier – particularly the French Enlightenment, though that is not to exclude the English, German, Spanish and Italian versions. The Enlightenment in Poland followed a path all of its own. Russia, on the other hand, apparently escaped the upheaval of the Enlightenment. There, the crisis of Christian tradition arrived from a different direction, erupting at the beginning of the twentieth century with even greater violence in the form of the radically atheist Marxist Revolution.


In order to illustrate this phenomenon better, we have to go back to the period before the Enlightenment, especially to the revolution brought about by the philosophical thought of Descartes. The cogito, ergo sum (I think, therefore I am) radically changed the way of doing philosophy. In the pre-Cartesian period, philosophy, that is to say the cogito, or rather the cognosco, was subordinate to esse which was considered prior. To Descartes, however, the esse seemed secondary, and he judged the cogito to be prior. This not only changed the direction of philosophizing, but it marked the decisive abandonment of what philosophy had been hitherto, particularly the philosophy of Saint Thomas Aquinas, namely the philosophy of esse. Previously, everything was interpreted from the perspective of esse and an explanation for everything was sought from the same standpoint. God as fully self-sufficient Being (Ens subsistens) was believed to be the necessary ground of every ens non subsistens, ens participatum, that is, of all created beings, including man. The cogito, ergo sum marked a departure from that line of thinking. Now the ens cogitans enjoyed priority. After Descartes, philosophy became a science of pure thought: all esse – both the created world and the Creator – remained within the ambit of the cogito as the content of human consciousness. Philosophy now concerned itself with beings qua content of consciousness and not qua existing independently of it.


At this point it is worth pausing to examine the traditions of Polish philosophy, especially what happened after the Communist Party came to power. In the universities, every form of philosophical thought that did not correspond to the Marxist model was subject to severe restrictions, and this was done in the simplest and most radical way: by taking action against the people who represented other approaches to philosophy. Foremost among those who were removed from teaching posts were the representatives of realist philosophy, including exponents of realist phenomenology, like Roman Ingarden and Izydora Dąmbska of the Lviv-Warsaw school. It was more difficult to deal with the exponents of Thomism, since they were based at the Catholic University of Lublin and the Theology Faculties of Warsaw and Kraków, as well as the major seminaries, but they too eventually fell victim to the merciless hand of the regime. Certain eminent thinkers who maintained a critical attitude towards dialectical materialism were also regarded with suspicion. Of these I particularly remember Tadeusz Kotarbiński, Maria Ossowska and Tadeusz Czeżowski. Clearly it was not possible to remove from the university’s teaching programme such courses as logic and the methodology of science; yet in different ways the ‘dissident’ professors could be subjected to restrictions, thus limiting by every possible means their influence on the formation of students.


What happened in Poland after the Marxists came to power had much the same effect as the philosophical developments that occurred in Western Europe in the wake of the Enlightenment. People spoke, among other things, of the ‘decline of Thomistic realism’ and this was understood to include the abandonment of Christianity as a source for philosophizing. Specifically, the very possibility of attaining to God was placed in question. According to the logic of cogito, ergo sum, God was reduced to an element within human consciousness; no longer could he be considered the ultimate explanation of the human sum. Nor could he remain as Ens subsistens, of ‘Self-sufficient Being’, as the Creator, the one who gives existence, and least of all as the one who gives himself in the mystery of the Incarnation, the Redemption and grace. The God of Revelation had ceased to exist as ‘God of the philosophers’. All that remained was the idea of God, a topic for free exploration by human thought.


In this way, the foundations of the ‘philosophy of evil’ also collapsed. Evil, in a realist sense, can only exist in relation to good and, in particular, in relation to God, the supreme Good. This is the evil of which the Book of Genesis speaks. It is from this perspective that original sin can be understood, and likewise all personal sin. This evil was redeemed by Christ on the Cross. To be more precise, man was redeemed and came to share in the life of God through Christ’s saving work. All this, the entire drama of salvation history, had disappeared as far as the Enlightenment was concerned. Man remained alone: alone as creator of his own history and his own civilization; alone as one who decides what is good and what is bad, as one who would exist and operate etsi Deus non daretur, even if there were no God.


If man can decide by himself, without God, what is good and what is bad, he can also determine that a group of people is to be annihilated. Decisions of this kind were taken, for example, by those who came to power in the Third Reich by democratic means, only to misuse their power in order to implement the wicked programmes of National Socialist ideology based on racist principles. Similar decisions were also taken by the Communist Party in the Soviet Union and in other countries subject to Marxist ideology. This was the context for the extermination of the Jews, and also of other groups, like the Romany peoples, Ukrainian peasants, Orthodox and Catholic clergy in Russia, in Belarus and beyond the Urals. Likewise, all those who were ‘inconvenient’ for the regime were persecuted: for example, the ex-combatants of September 1939, the soldiers of the National Army in Poland after the Second World War, and those among the intelligentsia who did not share Marxist or Nazi ideology. Normally this meant physical elimination, but sometimes moral elimination: the person would be more or less drastically impeded in the exercise of his rights.


At this point, we cannot remain silent regarding a tragic question that is more pressing today than ever. The fall of the regimes built on ideologies of evil put an end to the forms of extermination just mentioned in the countries concerned. However, there remains the legal extermination of human beings conceived but unborn. And in this case, that extermination is decreed by democratically elected parliaments, which invoke the notion of civil progress for society and for all humanity. Nor are other grave violations of God’s law lacking. I am thinking, for example, of the strong pressure from the European Parliament to recognize homosexual unions as an alternative type of family, with the right to adopt children. It is legitimate and even necessary to ask whether this is not the work of another ideology of evil, more subtle and hidden, perhaps, intent upon exploiting human rights themselves against man and against the family.


Why does all this happen? What is the root of these post-Enlightenment ideologies? The answer is simple: it happens because of the rejection of God qua Creator, and consequently qua source determining what is good and what is evil. It happens because of the rejection of what ultimately constitutes us as human beings, that is, the notion of human nature as a ‘given reality’; its place has been taken by a ‘product of thought’ freely formed and freely changeable according to circumstances. I believe that a more careful study of this question could lead us beyond the Cartesian watershed. If we wish to speak rationally about good and evil, we have to return to Saint Thomas Aquinas, that is, to the philosophy of being. With the phenomenological method, for example, we can study experiences of morality, religion or simply what it is to be human, and draw from them a significant enrichment of our knowledge. Yet we must not forget that all these analyses implicitly presuppose the reality of the Absolute Being and also the reality of being human, that is, being a creature. If we do not set out from such ‘realist’ presuppositions, we end up in a vacuum.


1 De civitate Dei XIV, 28.
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THE LIMIT IMPOSED UPON EVIL IN EUROPEAN HISTORY


Evil sometimes seems omnipotent, it seems to exercise absolute dominion over the world. In your view, Holy Father, does there exist a threshold that evil is unable to cross?


I have had personal experience of ideologies of evil. It remains indelibly fixed in my memory. First there was Nazism. What we could see in those years was terrible enough. Yet many aspects of Nazism were still hidden at that stage. The full extent of the evil that was raging through Europe was not seen by everyone, not even by those of us situated at the epicentre. We were totally swallowed up in a great eruption of evil and only gradually did we begin to realize its true nature. Those responsible took great pains to conceal their misdeeds from the eyes of the world. Both the Nazis during the war and, later, the Communists in Eastern Europe tried to hide what they were doing from public opinion. For a long time, the West was unwilling to believe in the extermination of the Jews. Only later did this come fully to light. Not even in Poland did we know all that the Nazis had done and were still doing to the Poles, nor what the Soviets had done to the Polish officials in Katyń; and the appalling tragedy of the deportations was still known only in part.


Later, when the war was over, I thought to myself: the Lord God allowed Nazism twelve years of existence, and after twelve years the system collapsed. Evidently this was the limit imposed by Divine Providence upon that sort of folly. In truth, it was worse than folly – it was ‘bestiality’, as Konstanty Michalski wrote.1 Yet the fact is that Divine Providence allowed that bestial fury to be unleashed for only those twelve years. If Communism had survived for longer and if it still had the prospect of further development to come, I thought to myself at the time, there had to be a meaning in all this.


In 1945, at the end of the war, Communism seemed very solid and extremely dangerous – much more so than before. In 1920 we had had the distinct impression that the Communists would conquer Poland and advance further into Western Europe, poised for world domination. In fact, of course, it never came to that. ‘The miracle on the Vistula’, that is, the triumph of Piłsudski in the battle against the Red Army, muted those Soviet ambitions. After the victory over Nazism in 1945, though, the Communists felt reinvigorated and they shamelessly set out to conquer the world, or at least Europe. At first, this led to the repartition of the Continent into different spheres of influence, according to the agreement reached at Yalta in February 1945. The Communists merely paid lip-service to this agreement; in reality they violated it in various ways, above all through their ideological invasion and political propaganda both in Europe and elsewhere in the world. Even then I knew at once that Communist domination would last much longer than the Nazi occupation had done. For how long? It was hard to predict. There was a sense that this evil was in some way necessary for the world and for mankind. It can happen, in fact, that in certain concrete situations, evil is revealed as somehow useful, inasmuch as it creates opportunities for good. Did not Johann Wolfgang von Goethe describe the devil as ‘ein Teil von jener Kraft / die stets das Böse will und stets das Gute schafft’?2 Saint Paul, for his part, has this to say: ‘Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good’ (Rom. 12:21). That, after all, is the way to bring about a greater good in response to evil.


If I have wanted to underline the limit imposed upon evil in European history, I must conclude that the limit is constituted by good – the divine good and the human good that have been revealed in that history, over the course of the last century and of entire millennia. Yet it is hard to forget the evil that has been personally experienced: one can only forgive. And what does it mean to forgive, if not to appeal to a good that is greater than any evil? This good, after all, has its foundation in God alone. Only God is this good. The limit imposed upon evil by divine good has entered human history, especially the history of Europe, through the work of Christ. So it is impossible to separate Christ from human history. This is exactly what I said during my first visit to Poland, in Victory Square, Warsaw. I stated then that it was impossible to separate Christ from my country’s history. Is it possible to separate him from any other country’s history? Is it possible to separate him from the history of Europe? Only in him, in fact, can all nations and all humanity ‘cross the threshold of hope’!


1 Między heroizmem a bestialstwem (Between Heroism and Bestiality), Częstochowa, 1984.


2 ‘A part of that force which always desires evil and always accomplishes good’ (FAUST, Part I, Scene 3: ‘In the Study’).
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REDEMPTION AS THE DIVINE LIMIT IMPOSED UPON EVIL


How precisely are we to understand this limit on evil that we have been discussing? What is the essence of this limit?


When I speak of the limit imposed upon evil, I am thinking above all of the historical limit which Providence imposed upon the evil totalitarian systems established in the twentieth century, namely National Socialism and Marxist Communism. Yet I find myself wanting at this point to explore some further reflections of a theological nature. I do not simply mean what is sometimes described as a ‘theology of history’. Rather, I mean a deeper theological reflection, analysing the roots of evil, in order to discover how it can be overcome through Christ’s saving work.
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