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This book is in memory of IRENA MONICA BARUCH WILEY



PREFACE

When Pope John Paul II and I first discussed my plans to write his biography, the Holy Father remarked that “a biography must be more than dates, facts, and quotations . . .” It must convey, he said in Polish, “the person’s heart, soul, thoughts. . . .”

In the nearly two years that have elapsed since the 1993 conversation, I had the privilege of watching John Paul II and listening to him in the privacy of his dining room in his apartments at the Apostolic Palace, in his conference room where we joked in Polish, in the public halls of the Vatican, aboard airplanes as I accompanied him on trips to Mexico, Jamaica, the United States, the Baltic countries, and the former Yugoslavia, in great cathedrals of the world and modest suburban parish churches.

I took the pope’s advice to study in depth Polish history and literature—his own intellectual and emotional mainstay—and looked up old friends and acquaintances he suggested I should see in Poland and elsewhere. Then I took it upon myself to work through, with much enjoyment, his immense literary output: poems, dramatic plays, essays, books on morals and ethics, articles, letters, travelogues, homilies, and sermons.

I hope that I was able to capture the essence of the persona of Karol Wojtyła of Kraków and John Paul II of the Holy See, and to live up to his counsel.

This is not, of course, an authorized biography, and it is entirely my fault if I have not met his standards. But the Holy Father has afforded me extraordinary access and has shown me great kindness—which has made this book possible in the first place. For this, I thank him. And I know that he will appreciate that I have striven to produce as objective a biography as I could.

T.S.

Vatican City, Kraków, Warsaw, Washington, D.C.

April 1995
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CHAPTER

1

Karol Józef Wojtyła was born together with the Polish Miracle.

On Tuesday, May 18, 1920, the day of Wojtyła’s birth in the small southern Polish town of Wadowice, Marshal Józef Piłsudski was being triumphantly received in Warsaw, the capital of the newly independent Poland, as the conquering hero of the war with the Soviet Union. Only ten days earlier, Piłsudski’s young army had seized Kiev, the principal city of the Soviet Ukraine—Poland’s first major military victory in over two centuries.

Three months later, on August 15, the Feast of the Assumption of Our Lady, Polish forces commanded by the marshal repulsed at the gates of Warsaw a powerful Soviet counterattack. It became immediately known as the “Miracle on the Vistula,” the river bisecting the capital.

The Soviet defeat at Warsaw doomed the advance that, if unchecked, might have continued toward war-shattered Germany and Western Europe, implanting communist rule there. Lenin and Stalin had elaborated a plan to achieve this goal and the Soviets had already occupied Lithuania and Byelorussia in their westward offensive.

The 1920 Miracle on the Vistula was reminiscent of the battle of Vienna in 1683, when Polish King Jan Sobieski destroyed the Turkish armies of the Grand Vizier, Kara Mustafa, thereby preventing the Ottoman sweep across the face of Europe.

Indeed, Karol Wojtyła and the resurrected Poland, partitioned for 123 years among her three predatory neighbors—Russia, Prussia, and Austria—came to life virtually at the same time.

Poland’s rebirth was the direct consequence of World War I and the rout by the western Allies of the German empire (which grew out of former Prussia) and the Austro-Hungarian empire in 1918, and the previous year’s collapse of the Russian empire, smashed militarily by the Germans and swallowed by the Bolshevik Revolution that soon followed. Her reconquest of national sovereignty was part of the most radical redrawing of the map of Europe in centuries.

And the Poles had powerful backers and advocates throughout the world as they strove to regain independence. The first to speak out publicly in their favor was Pope Benedict XV, whose sympathies throughout the war were quietly on the Allied side (which included Italy) and who had a special place in his heart for Poland’s fierce devotion to the Roman Catholic faith for nearly one thousand years. In messages in January and August 1917, the pope urged the restoration of an independent Polish kingdom. Poland and the papacy always had a unique relationship—and would go on nurturing it over the coming decades.

The next endorsement, rather self-servingly, came from Russian revolutionaries in Petrograd whose provisional government proclaimed in March 1917 that the creation of an independent Poland would be a “hope-inspiring step toward lasting peace in future Europe.”

But the most important move in support of the Polish cause was the peace program presented by President Woodrow Wilson in a message to the Congress of the United States on January 8, 1918. Known as Wilson’s Fourteen Points, the program demanded in Point Thirteen that “an independent Polish state should be erected.” And on June 3 Poland was recognized by all the Allies as “an allied belligerent nation.” There already existed a six-division Polish army in France and Józef Pilsudski commanded a fifty-thousand-man legion in the Austrian-occupied Polish territories.

The Armistice between the Allies and Germany and Austro-Hungary was signed on November 11, 1918, and three days later Pilsudski became provisional chief of state and commander-in-chief of the armed forces. Poland was once more a sovereign nation and, on July 28, 1919, the Versailles Peace Treaty formally recognized “the complete independence of Poland.”

But within a year the renascent nation was enmeshed in a war to survive. As Karol Wojtyła was born in Wadowice in the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, it had triumphed in its first baptism of fire.

In an extraordinary fashion, this convergence of events—Poland’s resurrection, a Christ-like phenomenon in the eyes of millions of Poles, Polish victories under the sign of the Virgin Mary, and his own birth and tragic infancy—symbolizes and defines Karol Wojtyła’s entire political and religious life. It encompasses his central role in the demise of communism and of Soviet sway in his native land and the rest of Eastern Europe seventy years later. And it is the source of the very special and very controversial character of his priesthood and then pontificate as the head of the Roman Catholic Apostolic Church since October 16, 1978.

     • • •

    To understand John Paul II, the first non-Italian pope elected in 456 years, one must strive to understand Karol Józef Wojtyła, the man. And to do so, it is crucial to grasp and comprehend the fact of his Polishness. This is the essential trait of his personality, an often disorienting blend of conservatism and modernity.

He is the pontiff of the Universal Church of nearly one billion Roman Catholics and a key player on the world diplomatic scene, but he remains a Polish patriot, a Polish philosopher, a Polish poet, and a Polish politician. During his first papal visit to Poland in June 1979, the embroidered insignia on his chasuble—the orphrey—was the Polish royal crowned white eagle with gold letters on blue proclaiming Polonia Semper Fidelis (Poland Always Faithful). At Christmas, he sings Polish carols with Polish friends visiting Rome in an informal family atmosphere. He keeps in touch with the Church and political situation in Poland on a daily basis. In his youth, Wojtyła was an actor in dramas celebrating the cult of Polishness, an experience he fondly remembers to this day.

The pope’s philosophical and theological thoughts, his reaction to international occurrences, and his interpretation of history must therefore be examined in the light of his personal background along with his familiarity with world problems and politics, acquired in travel on five continents, his towering intellect and erudition, and his massive literary output.

The son of a deeply patriotic and religious retired career army officer and baptized by a military chaplain, Karol Wojtyła is above all the product of the historical Polish renewal whose foundations are rooted in a sense of national identity. The Roman Catholic Church had helped to preserve it over the centuries through the protection of language and culture—the mystical and messianic spirituality.

But as the prolific poet and playwright that he once was, Wojtyła may be even better understood in his human dimension than as philosopher or theologian: His writings reflect his experiences.

From peasant highlander origins in southern Poland, he is at home with the people who till the land and still live miserably in dark huts. Only a generation away from farm life, Wojtyła has deep roots in peasantry. The first known person with the name of Wojtyła was a farmhand named Maciej Wojtyła born in the village of Czaniec in 1765. It is more probable, however, that John Paul II’s direct ancestry starts with Bartłomiej Wojtyła, born in 1788, also in Czaniec, who would be his great-great-grandfather. His grandfather Maciej, who was registered in the parish as a farmer and tailor (Latin still being the bureaucratic language in the villages, Maciej was listed as agricola and sartor ex Czaniec), subsequently moved to a nearby village. Remaining in Czaniec, however, was Franciszek Wojtyła, Maciej’s nephew, who led the singing in the village church, a wooden structure built in 1660. The singer died in 1968, at the age of ninety, and Cardinal Wojtyła drove to Czaniec to preside over his uncle’s funeral. But the province was full of Wojtyłas: registries list Wojtyła tailors, shoemakers, farmers, harness makers, merchants, “vagabonds,” and “beggars.” It is not clear if any of them were related to the pontiff.

And like no other pope, Karol Wojtyła had to work for years as a poverty-stricken manual laborer—under the wartime German occupation of his country. This had the merit of exposing him directly to hardships and experiences in human relationships few other priests had known. It taught him how to suffer in silence and dignity, and instilled in him a habit of absolute discipline, which, as pope, he seeks to impose on an increasingly rebellious Church. Wojtyła has always identified with peasants and workers: it is not uncommon for him to appeal publicly for justice for the “working class,” an unusual phrase on the lips of the pope—but one, he says, that dates back to Jesus Christ.

He is also identified with the messianic concept of Polish Catholicism, the national idea and religion being inseparable. As a child (and later as priest and cardinal), Wojtyła was irresistibly attracted to Kalwaria Zebrzydowska, a Bernardine Fathers monastery, thirty miles from his hometown of Wadowice, where tens of thousands of rural inhabitants gathered at Easter to witness the reenactment of the death and resurrection of Christ, and at the Feast of the Assumption of Our Lady in August, the Virgin’s taking up into heaven. Kalwaria Zebrzydowska has a Way of the Cross, and crowds of believers moved behind the actor playing Christ from station to station, praying and chanting. It was a monumental display of popular piety, and, as a child, Wojtyła was a part of the Passion Play observance. Later, as a seminarian, he had hoped to become a Discalced Carmelite monk, a most mystical calling, and his first doctoral thesis was on St. John of the Cross, the sixteenth-century Spanish mystic.

In childhood, too, Wojtyła absorbed the tradition of patriotism and religion. Catholic since her emergence as a nation-state over a thousand years ago, Poland has been hailed by her messianic bards as “Christ of All Nations,” suffering in her flesh for the redemption of other people on earth. This is why, of course, her regained independence was a “resurrection.” The most famous Polish epic proclaims, Vivat Polonus Unus Defensor Mariae!—Long Live Poland, the Only Defender of Mary! The “Black Virgin” of Czestochowa was crowned “Queen of Poland” in the seventeenth century, when the nation truly needed divine intercession to survive. The mural on the wall of the sitting room of the Warsaw residence of Cardinal Józef Glemp, the Primate of Poland, depicts Marshal Pilsudski, a wounded Polish soldier at the Miracle of Vistula battlefield, and a dying Polish army chaplain blessing the troops.

On still another level, Wojtyła is the product of great personal tragedy and great personal suffering and loneliness, having lost his entire family before he reached the age of twenty-two: his parents’ second-born baby, a girl who died in infancy, his mother when he was eight, his older brother when he was eleven, and his beloved father three months before his twenty-first birthday.

His family tragedies inevitably shaped Wojtyła’s character as a man and priest. He speaks of them often in private, especially of his poignant loneliness when his father died. And his proclivity for mysticism and romanticism has given him a sense, if not premonition, of martyrdom. He has been at least four times at the door of death.

     • • •

    The figure Karol Wojtyła always venerated the most is Stanisław, the Polish bishop murdered at a church altar in Kraków, then the royal capital, on the orders of a tyrannical king over nine centuries ago. He is now a saint, canonized by the Roman Catholic Church, and a patron saint of Poland. Preparing to leave for Rome to attend the history-making Vatican Council II in 1962, Wojtyła, then a young bishop, told the faithful at Mass in Kraków that “I am leaving the tomb of St. Stanisław for the tomb of St. Peter . . . their greatness is comparable, they complement each other. . . .” He used virtually the same words as cardinal when he left Kraków for the 1978 conclave that would elect him pope.

Today, John Paul II alludes to St. Stanisław when he talks privately about the assassination attempt that almost cost him his life in St. Peter’s Square in May 1981. In public comments, he constantly emphasizes that the martyred bishop “always was the patron of moral order in our motherland” and remains “a moral force in our time.” Wojtyła, himself Bishop of Kraków for long years, identifies totally with his predecessor, a fervent Polish patriot, at the dawn of the present millennium.

Wojtyła is mystically contemplative, but he is a creature of enormous toughness and stamina, which helped him survive the wounds from the assassin’s bullets, major abdominal surgery, serious infections, and numerous accidents over the years, without ever allowing himself to be diverted from the pursuit of his myriad objectives.

Friends who have known Wojtyła over decades insist that prayer and meditation are the principal source of his mental and physical strength and his astonishing capability of restoring his energy—and even his appearance—notwithstanding his punishing schedule at the Vatican and exhausting globegirding jet travel. By any normal standards, this is much too much for a man in his mid-seventies, but until recently no one would dare to suggest that he curtail his activities even by a minute a day. John Paul II is a man with a mission, imposing an overwhelming impression that he fears time is running out for him, with so much more still left to accomplish for humanity and his Church. Yet, by mid-1994, his health failing, he had to start cutting back on his schedule. His final drama had begun.

Wojtyła is said to pray as many as seven hours a day: at his private chapel at dawn, sometimes prostrate before the altar, then with invited guests before breakfast, often in his study next to his bedroom, at Masses and services in Rome or on the road, aboard the plane, and on the back seat of his black Mercedes limousine. The pope has a power of concentration that wholly insulates him from his temporal surroundings as he slides into prayer or meditation, even facing huge crowds at an outdoor Mass. The expression on his broad face is otherworldly, he shuts his eyes so tight that he seems to be in pain, and, occasionally, his lips move lightly in silent prayer. Then, the moment passes, and Wojtyła is alert again, the happy smile is back on his face, and his eyes scan the clergy and the rows of faithful in front of him.

Addressing university students at a Kraków church in 1972, as cardinal, Wojtyła preached that prayer “is a conversation,” but it also means “contact with God,” and then went on to explain in his methodical way: “Human prayer has different dimensions, very deep ones. And not only different external dimensions: when, for example, a Moslem prays with his great courage, calling out to his Allah everywhere at prescribed times; when a Buddhist prays, entering complete concentration as if removing himself in that concentration; when a Christian prays, receiving from Christ the word ‘Father,’ . . . So when I pray, when we pray, then all these roads are as one road, completing one another.”

As pope, Wojtyła confided, “When I was young, I thought that prayer could be—should be—only in thankfulness and adoration. A prayer of supplication seemed to be something unworthy. Afterwards I changed my opinion completely. Today I ask very much.” When John Paul II comes to pray every morning at his private chapel in the papal apartments, a list of special prayer “intentions,” prepared by nuns attached to the household, await him on the prie-dieu. A visitor, hesitatingly inquiring after a private lunch whether the pope would pray for his non-Catholic son-in-law awaiting a heart transplant, was told with great warmth: “Naturally, I shall pray for him. What is his name?”

At the same time, this spiritual pope is an activist and workaholic, busy from before dawn until close to midnight. His bedroom window is the last to turn dark along the facade of the Apostolic Palace that adjoins St. Peter’s Basilica. And Wojtyła is a lifetime athlete who gave up skiing, his favorite sport, only after fracturing his hip in a bathroom accident when he was just shy of his seventy-fourth birthday. What turned out to be his farewell skiing trip was an overnight excursion to the Italian mountains north of Rome early in February 1994. The Vatican kept secret the fact that the pope did ski on that occasion because doctors advised against it following a fall in November 1993, when he broke his shoulder. However, he was allowed to hike in the mountains, another of his preferred outdoor activities—but not too much—and he is encouraged by his doctors to swim in the pool at the summer residence at Castel Gandolfo.

His determination to achieve his goals is as steely as his single-mindedness in defending his profoundly conservative theological, ethical, and moral beliefs, so unexpected in an otherwise worldly and modern man. For John Paul II is exceedingly open-minded to new ideas and concepts, from philosophy to science and psychiatry. It was this pope who in 1992 formally pronounced Galilei Galileo innocent of the charges brought against him by the Inquisition three and a half centuries earlier for insisting (heretically, a Church court said in 1633) that the sun is the central body of our solar system. As it happened, this notion was first developed by Copernicus, a Polish astronomer known in Kraków as Mikołaj Kopernik. And Wojtyła is captivated by astrophysics and theories on the creation of the universe (he is said to accept the theory of the Big Bang so long as it is recognized that it was God’s work). Genetics and its impact on Christian ethics fascinates him, although, in the opinion of scientists at the Vatican, genetics may be as much a controversy for John Paul II’s Church as Galileo was for the seventeenth-century papacy.

In preparation for the Third Millennium, John Paul II has directed the College of Cardinals to rethink the correctness of the actions of the Church in past centuries, including its stand in religious wars and on the Inquisition, in an undertaking that might, in effect, lead to a fresh version of Roman Catholic history.

The Sistine Chapel (where John Paul II was elected by the College of Cardinals as were most popes since the sixteenth century) was restored on his watch, a monumental fourteen-year project. Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, perhaps the world’s greatest artwork, can now be admired in the pure beauty of the colors with which he painted it on the wall of the chapel behind the altar, after completing the famous ceiling frescoes.

John Paul II personally celebrated High Mass at the Sistine Chapel immediately after Easter of 1994, with all the cardinals present in Rome in attendance, to mark the end of the lengthy restoration enterprise.

     • • •

    Karol Wojtyła is a champion of religious freedom and tolerance—he was among the drafters of the “Declaration on Religious Liberty” issued by Vatican Council II in 1965—and of freedoms, human rights, human dignity, and social justice in every considerable dimension. He has tendered the hand of friendship of his Church to Jews in a manner no other pope had ever done.

But John Paul II tolerates no challenge to what he regards as the Church’s unquestionable moral teachings, notably on the sanctity of life, even before conception (therefore no birth-control pill for Catholics as far as he is concerned). And he brooks no dissent from the views he upholds on grave matters. Thus respected theologians who differ from the pope in the interpretation of the Church’s truth have been banned by the Vatican from teaching at Catholic institutions.

On the issues of abortion and artificial contraception, euthanasia, priestly celibacy, the exclusion of women from priesthood, divorce, and homosexuality, John Paul II explodes in loud, ominous anger—like a prophet from the Scripture—and more and more frequently so as he grows older and sees the world around him turning unacceptably permissive in moral terms.

He has openly fought the United Nations (and the U.S. government) over population-control programs, for the first time in modern history pitting the Vatican directly against most of the international community. The Church being authoritarian by definition, and compromise of principle not being a Polish character trait, the pope has publicly and vehemently denounced a proposed U.N. text for a declaration by the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development that, in effect, appeared to legitimize abortion on demand and accept artificial contraception methods.

“We protest!” he cried from his window overlooking St. Peter’s Square at Angelus noon hour on a Sunday in April 1994, having earlier written personal letters to each head of state in the world, conferred with President Bill Clinton by telephone, and met with the 151 ambassadors accredited to the Holy See to express his overwhelming concern about the “future of the family institution” if the U.N. conference approved the text in favor of birth control.

When Clinton called on him at the Vatican two months later during a European tour, John Paul II told the president how profoundly he opposed the U.N. document. It was the first time that a pope and a U.S. president acknowledged publicly their disagreement on a crucial subject—although they like and respect each other—but for John Paul II this question is one of fundamental principle. He believes he has to give battle with all his resources to prevent what in his view would amount to the enshrinement of the concept of abortion in international law.

And as a pope, Karol Wojtyła is entirely consistent with positions he assumed as bishop and cardinal. In 1968, he helped Pope Paul VI draft Humanae vitae, the encyclical reaffirming the Church’s ban on artificial contraception. In a February 1974 sermon in Kraków he thundered that “the greatest tragedy of our society . . . is the death of people not yet born: the conceived and unborn.”

John Paul II hit the ground running when, two days after leaving a Rome hospital following his 1994 hip fracture, he issued an Apostolic Letter ruling out Church discussion about ordaining women as priests: “I declare that the Church has no authority whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women and that this judgement is to be definitively held by all the Church’s faithful.”

In the sixteenth year of his pontificate, John Paul II has thus chosen to launch an unparalleled “Spring Offensive” along all the fronts, as a close associate put it. No Italian pope in centuries has been so outspoken and emotional on matters of doctrine, but now the whole future of the Roman Catholic Church, humanity’s oldest continuing institution, may be at stake—and Karol Wojtyła knows it.

In the second half of the twentieth century, the Church has suffered a vast loss of the faithful in North America, Western Europe, Latin America, and the Caribbean, in part because so many Catholic men and women refuse to observe the teachings on contraception or are antagonized by other aspects of Vatican Catholicism they regard as too conservative and out of touch with the world’s reality. Some simply stay away from the Church, others join Protestant denominations, notably Pentecostal (that the Vatican calls “ecstatic sects”), where they think they will find more freedom and religious participation. This occurs especially in Central and South America and Mexico, and even in Africa, where John Paul II has made a great personal effort to expand the presence of the Roman Catholic Church. And Islam was, late in the twentieth century, the world’s fastest growing religion, chiefly in Africa and the Middle East; there are virtually no Christians in the Holy Land because of emigration and conversions.

Worldwide, there are fewer and fewer priests and nuns, and fewer and fewer vocations. In a May 1994 message, the pope remarked that “it is surprising to note that the greatest shortage of priests is found precisely in Latin America, the continent with the highest percentage of Catholics in proportion to its total population, and, as statistics show, with the greatest number of Catholics in the world.”

What John Paul II faces, then, at the threshold of the Church’s Third Millennium, is a revolt in the ranks that he hopes to overcome through his “New Evangelization” apostolate without abandoning his principles or any of his doctrine positions. If the revolt keeps spreading, however, he may leave behind at the end of his pontificate a much reduced but hard-core, highly militant, and fully obedient Church. A fighter, Wojtyła may prefer to take losses than to compromise. Sadly for him, these alternatives loom ahead at a time when the world, as a whole, is again in search of religious faith.

There is, of course, a pattern of pontifical confrontation over the millennia. Gregory the Great, who reigned late in the sixth century and was one of the greatest popes—and papal autocrats—wrote once, “I am ready to die rather than allow the Church of the Apostle St. Peter to degenerate in my days.” He went on: “You know my character. I am long-suffering, but when I have once made up my mind to submit no longer, I face every danger with joy.” The gout-stricken Gregory, according to his leading biographer, was “certainly one of the most notable figures in ecclesiastical history,” who “has exercised in many respects a momentous influence on the doctrine, the organization, and the discipline of the Catholic Church.”

So in listening today to John Paul II, these stern, defiant words of Gregory—his role model as pontiff, moralist, philosopher, and mystic of martyrdom—inevitably come to mind. Indeed, his choice of words made him sound exactly like Gregory when, fourteen centuries later, he announced in a homily at a suburban Rome church that “I am not severe—I am sweet by nature—but I defend the rigidity principle. . . . God is stronger than human weakness and deviations. God will always have the last word. . . .”

And in these battles, Karol Wojtyła is determined to save humanity as well as his Church from the “culture of death,” which he sees in the “contraceptive imperialism” of the West, in the breakup of families, and in the “savage capitalism” that, he claims, has replaced communism as a lethal peril and an evil.

The pope believes that humanity is foundering in immorality as the millennium approaches, and he is profoundly disturbed that all these dangers now rise as well in post-communist Poland—his beloved Poland, where he daily crossed swords (and pens and words) with the communist regime before his 1978 pontifical election. Indeed, it often appears that he tends to judge the world through the prism of his Polish experiences and traditions. As one of his old friends has remarked, “You can take the Pope out of Poland, but you cannot take Poland out of the Pope.”

     • • •

    The Polish pope is a man of touching kindness and deep personal warmth, a quality that evidently he communicates to the hundreds of millions of people who have seen him in person, as he crisscrosses the globe by jet airplane (and hops, skips, and jumps by helicopter from ceremony to ceremony), or on satellite or local television. His smiling face is probably the best known in the world, John Paul II having elevated his mastery of modern communications technology in the service of his gospel to the state of art.

But he really thrives on direct contact with people—individuals or huge crowds—which invigorates him even at moments of utter physical fatigue. In public, he likes to joke, often in a slightly self-deprecatory fashion, in whatever language he happens to be using at the time, and he enjoys the crowd’s laughing, applauding responses. It may be the actor in him.

But notwithstanding his extrovert public persona, Wojtyła is a very private man who keeps even those closest to him at arm’s length, sometimes imperceptibly. He possesses a very private sense of humor, which he displays at intimate moments, complete with a mischievous glint in his gray-blue eyes and, sometimes, a remark that quite pointedly goes to the heart of the matter—not always in a way complimentary to the person under consideration.

At a lunch or dinner in the plain dining room in the Papal Apartments at the Apostolic Palace—on the third floor—with only a single guest and his two private secretaries, the pope is an amiable host, conducting the conversation in a fashion so relaxed that the visitor quickly forgets that he is in the presence of His Holiness. There are no formalities about second helpings or accepting a second (or third) glass of wine—Wojtyła likes to add a touch of water to his wine—and the meal, an interesting mix of Italian and Polish cuisine prepared by Polish nuns and served by the pope’s Italian valet, is abundant; the host himself eats heartily between smiles and makes comments on a variety of themes. It is difficult not to like him.



CHAPTER

2

Karol Wojtyła’s Polishness flows from his origins and surroundings. He became imbued from the earliest childhood at home, church, and school with Polish causes, the Polish dimension of religion, and Polish history. It is a long and rich history that Wojtyła learned about his ancient land, triumphant as well as despairing, full of glory and tragedy, victories and defeats, uprisings and betrayals, hopes and deceptions, incredible patriotic courage and destructive nationalism and morbid prejudice.

The stage of the Polish drama was always filled to capacity with heroes and romantic noblemen, patriots and traitors, inspired religious preachers and holy fools, saints and martyrs, geniuses of music and literature, messianic poets, mystics and eccentrics—all elbowing their way to the forefront with charming effrontery. It is a history spanning a full thousand years of combat with Baltic and Slavic pagans, Teutons, Tatars, Turks, Russians, Ukrainians, Cossacks, and Swedes—sometimes in conquest, sometimes in national defense—and, much too often, among the Poles themselves.

Small wonder, then, that the Polish theater faithfully reflected all these high (and low) points of Polish life and history, most notably patriotism and religious faith along with romanticism and mysticism. And small wonder that under all these childhood influences Karol Wojtyła, as a teenager, would turn to drama with its inebriating and electrifying Polishness as his first vocation or, at least, as one of the conduits to his ultimate destiny. His intense exposure to patriotism and religiosity—he was a receptive vessel to both—led him naturally to amateur theater where he could express and act out the sentiments already burning in his soul. Composing poetry came next. In the theater, most of his chosen roles were mystical, religious, and patriotic. Wojtyła was a natural actor, a gift that would serve him well all his life.

     • • •

    Poland became Roman Catholic the moment it was born as a nation-state over a thousand years ago. In A.D. 966, Duke Mieszko I of the Piast dynasty of the Polish pagan tribes, who inhabited the plains between the Vistula and Oder rivers in Central Europe, married Princess Dobrava of the Premyslide dynasty in neighboring Bohemia. Mieszko and his forces had been defeated in battles for the control of the mouth of the Oder by the Teutonic warriors of Otto I, who had succeeded Charlemagne as Holy Roman Emperor of the German nation. He therefore concluded that he could save his domain only through an alliance with the Bohemians and the creation of a strong new nation to challenge the Teutons.

The alliance was formed by Mieszko’s marriage to Dobrava, a Christian princess, and his acceptance of Christianity on behalf of his Polian Slavs was part of the accord with Bohemia. In this sense, the birth of Poland as a political entity and the advent of Christianity among the Poles came at the same time in what was known as the “Double Foundation” of church and state. Nationhood and Christianity have been inseparable in Poland ever since in a unique fashion in history—not just as institutions, but as societal phenomena—and sometimes obsessively so, especially in time of national peril.

Actually, Christianity came quite late to Poland, in the tenth century of the Christian era. Because the Slavic tribes in the Oder and Vistula valleys lived in their forests and plains north of the mountain barrier of the Carpathians, Roman legions never reached their territory—and neither did the Greco-Roman culture nor the Christian missionaries. Moving in the wake of Roman conquests (or on their own in more familiar Western Europe), the missionaries made their way with the Gospel to Germany, France, Spain, and even England and Ireland in the west, to the Danubian lands below the Carpathians in the south—such as Bohemia and Hungary—and to Greece, the Balkans, and further east into Muscovy. St. Cyril and St. Methodius, the Greek missionary brothers who were called “Apostles to the Slavs” and fathers of the Slavonic liturgical and literary culture, brought Christianity to Moravia, adjoining Bohemia, in the ninth century, but never set foot among the Piast tribes.

But once Mieszko and Dobrava introduced Christianity there, it took root quickly and easily; for one thing, there was no strong pagan religious heritage among the Slavs to compete with the new faith. The first Polish Roman Catholic diocese was established in A.D. 1000 in the western town of Gniezno, the burial site of the first Polish religious martyr who achieved this distinction barely forty years after the new Christian nation came into being. He was St. Wojciech (St. Adalbert to the West), an archbishop and missionary who was killed among Baltic Borussians whom he sought to convert, and Poland’s first patron saint. Martyrdom was an essential part of Polish history from the very outset, a fact Karol Wojtyła was discovering through his lessons in Wadowice grammar school.

The need to choose between the East and the West, in the most fundamental sense of belonging and allegiance, was another essential aspect of Polish history. The first choice was made by the Poles immediately after they acquired their national identity—and, as it happened over the next thousand years, it was for the West. And in this instance, the choice was a religious one, likewise creating a historical precedent.

It stemmed from the deepening division of Christianity between the Latin and Greek churches that followed the breakup of the Roman Empire between the western empire in Rome and the Byzantine empire in the east. The split came after the death in A.D. 337 of Constantine the Great, the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity, who had decided to move the imperial capital from Rome to Constantinople, the magnificent city he built in Byzantium on the Bosporus and dedicated to the Virgin Mary. With the empire divided between Constantine’s successors, Rome and Constantinople turned into opposite centers of power and civilization as well as of religious influences.

Rome-based Latin Christianity soon found a powerful rival in the growing Greek Christian Church, increasingly known as the Greek Orthodox Church (Byzantium was part of the Hellenic cultural sphere), with their differences emerging both in doctrine and liturgy—and with the Latin losing more and more ground in the East.

Rome no longer had even an emperor of her own after the fourth century, and Pope Gregory the Great, the foremost personage in Europe, had to deal with the Christian emperor in Byzantium on all matters affecting papal possessions in Italy and further west. On religious matters, Gregory communicated with the patriarch in Constantinople, who still recognized the authority of the Roman pope, but ecclesiastic contacts between the two Christian capitals finally broke down. The Nicaea Council in A.D. 787 was the last time a universal gathering of the Christian churches was held. The great schism came in A.D. 1054, when the Latin and Greek churches formally separated.

The Greek Orthodox conquest in the Balkans and the Russian lands resulted more likely—and paradoxically—from its greater and more rigorous theological ritualism on the one hand and from its considerable cultural liberalism on the other. It allowed, for example, the use of vernacular Slav languages instead of Latin or Greek in Christian service—it would take the Roman Catholic Church a millennium and a half to catch up with the idea of permitting Mass in the vernacular—and encouraged the emergence of the Cyrillic alphabet, based on the Greek alphabet, in lieu of Latin. Moreover, the Greek Orthodox Church did not demand priestly celibacy and approved of priests’ marriages, as it does to this day. The modern contrast, of course, is that John Paul II is categorically and inflexibly opposed to both practices.

Byzantium, at the same time, was richer and more powerful (and geographically nearer) than Rome as far as the rulers and the people of the Balkans and beyond were concerned. Civilization was flowering in Constantinople while Rome was in the throes of massive cultural decay even when Gregory the Great still reigned as pontiff. Byzantine power forced King Boris I of Bulgaria to accept Christian orthodoxy in A.D. 865. In A.D. 989, the Slavs of Kiev, Poland’s next-door eastern neighbors, opted for the Greek Orthodox religion, to be followed soon by the Grand Duchy of Muscovy.

But Poland, born only twenty-three years earlier from Duke Mieszko’s marriage alliance with the Christian lands of Bohemia, decided to espouse Rome’s Latin Christianity even though the first Greek Orthodox missionaries were beginning to appear along the Vistula. It was a political and strategic decision, as well as a religious one, because it meant alignment with the West instead of the East, and this early move defined Poland’s entire future history. Alliances with the papacy in Rome throughout the Middle Ages were the next logical step. It is impossible to say whether the Poles acted from instinct or calculation—or both. From that moment on Poland has been the great western bulwark in that part of Europe, from Tatar and Turkish invasions of bygone centuries to the Miracle on the Vistula in 1920, and the collapse of communism toward the end of the twentieth century.

The schism in 1054 between the opposing Christian churches had drawn with utter finality the basic East-West line across Europe, a line that would resurge time and time again. It reappeared most recently after World War II with the imposition of communism by the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe, though Poland had again succeeded in maintaining allegiance to the West—through cultural and religious resistance—notwithstanding its ruling Marxist-Leninist regime.

And this had become possible in large measure because the original turn toward the West through the Latin Christianity option led to the rise of Latin and Western culture and civilization in Poland. Kraków University, founded in 1364, is the second oldest in Eastern Europe (Prague’s Charles University is the oldest), and Copernicus studied there late in the fifteenth century. Latin was the language used even in conversation at that time, remaining the official one in many academic and bureaucratic instances well into the twentieth century. Ideas and knowledge circulated freely among the Poles, French, Germans, and Italians from the Middle Ages, building a body of tradition that defied and survived invasions, wars, partitions, alien yokes and occupations, and all-out campaigns to eradicate and uproot Polishness.

     • • •

    Karol Wojtyła had inherited his Polishness at birth, and he has been building on it as student, worker, seminarian, priest and pope, artist and thinker, patriot, and now world statesman. He has faced all the risks and dangers arising from his mission, and, as he keeps reiterating in public and in private, martyrdom is part and parcel of this responsibility. And it is the memory of the martyred St. Stanisław that is ever present in Wojtyła’s mind. He constantly alludes to him, more than to any other figure in Church history—aside from Christ, the Virgin Mary, and the Apostles.

John Paul II is convinced, in a most mystical fashion, that he, too, has been chosen for suffering and martyrdom. He believes that the Virgin Mary, whom he deeply venerates and whose month of piety and devotion is May (as is St. Stanisław’s anniversary), has saved his life on many occasions as well as having taught him how to suffer. In private conversations, he also speaks of “Providence looking after me.”

Having broken his hip and consequently forced to spend almost the entire month of May 1994 at the Agostino Gemelli Polyclinic in Rome, where he was taken for the first time after being shot on May 13, 1981, the pope has made it clear that he relates his dramatic mishaps to the Virgin Mary and to martyrdom. In the first message he delivered from his apartments’ window after returning from the hospital—the Sunday noon Angelus prayer—he said that “through Mary I would like to express my gratitude today for this gift of suffering again linked with this Marian month of May.”

John Paul II went on; “I am grateful for this gift. I have understood that it is a necessary gift.” Then he made another linkage between his suffering and his battle over artificial contraception and abortion issues advocated by the United Nations during 1994, which happened to be the Church’s—and the U.N.’s—International Year of the Family. In most extraordinary language, he said:

I understand that I have to lead Christ’s Church into this third millennium by prayer, by various programs, but I saw that this is not enough: she must be led by suffering, by the attack 13 years ago and by this new sacrifice. Why now, why in this Year of the Family? Precisely because the family is threatened, the family is under attack. The Pope has to be attacked, the Pope has to suffer, so that every family may see that here is, I would say, a higher Gospel: the Gospel of suffering by which the future is prepared. . . . Again I have to meet the powerful of the world and I must speak. With what arguments? I am left with the subject of suffering. And I want to tell them: understand it, think it over! . . . I meditated on all this and thought it over again during my hospital stay. . . .

This was a week before his Vatican meeting with President Clinton, a “powerful of the world,” at which their disagreement over the U.N. document consumed the bulk of the time.

John Paul II also touched on the subject in a message to Italian bishops, written at the hospital on May 13, the Feast of Our Lady of Fátima, which coincides with the date of the assassination attempt. The Feast of the Visitation of Blessed Mary the Virgin falls on May 31. The Fátima Virgin, one of the most venerated by Catholics, has her shrine in Portugal, and the pope went there exactly one year after the shooting incident to thank her for saving him—and was attacked (harmlessly) by a demented priest with a bayonet. In a rare public discussion of the 1981 attempt, John Paul II said in his message to the bishops:

Allow me to think back to what happened 13 years ago in St. Peter’s Square. We all remember that moment during the afternoon when some pistol shots were fired at the Pope, with the intention of killing him. The bullet that passed through his abdomen is now in the shrine of Fatima; his sash, pierced by this bullet, is in the shrine of Jasna Góra [in Poland]. . . . It was a motherly hand that guided the bullet’s path, and the agonizing Pope, rushed to the Gemelli Polyclinic, halted at the threshold of death.

(A month later, the pope told a special consistory of the College of Cardinals that Our Lady of Fátima twice marked his life: when she saved him from the assassin in 1981 and when, with her help, communism collapsed in the countries of the Soviet bloc at the end of the 1980s. “I believe,” he said, “that this is an experience that is rather meaningful to all.”)

And the strain of Polish mysticism rose again as the pope recalled his visit to Lithuania in 1993, a very emotional experience for him;

When I was able to contemplate the face of the Mother of God in the shrine of the Dawn Gate in Vilnius, I addressed her with the words of the great Polish poet, Adam Mickiewicz: “O most holy Virgin, who shines forth from the Dawn Gate and defend your resplendent shrine at Częstochowa [in Poland]; just as you saved me . . . from death!” . . . It was an echo, as it were, of those shots in St. Peter’s Square that were meant to take the Pope’s life. Instead, the fatal bullet was stopped, and the Pope lives—he lives to serve!

John Paul II believes that suffering is a foreordained part of his destiny, both as a Christian and now a pontiff, and it has pursued him all his life, from the early death of his closest relatives to illness, accidents, and assassination attempts. But suffering surrounds him, too, affecting his most intimate friends.

Stefan Swieżawski, a historian of philosophy, one of Wojtyła’s oldest friends and his former university professor, recalls that at a private dinner at the Vatican in March 1979, the pope, barely five months after his election, opened his heart to him.

“He recognized,” Swieżawski says, “that through a strange disposition by God, the most important events in his priestly life are, in some secret way, connected with great suffering of his closest friends. He recalled that his elevation to cardinal was intimately tied to the tragedy of Father Marian Jaworski, who, just then, lost his hand in a terrible railway accident—and that his election at the conclave coincided with such grave illness of Bishop Andrzej Deskur. It looks as if there is a real interdependence of the sacrifice and suffering of friends with events of such magnitude.”

Marian Jaworski is now Archbishop of Lwów in Ukraine and remains very close to Wojtyła as friend and theologian. Deskur, a friend since Kraków seminary days, suffered a paralyzing stroke three days before the pope’s election. Then president of the Pontifical Council on Social Communication, Deskur was Wojtyła’s best personal friend in Rome. Wojtyła went to see him on the way to the conclave, and on his first full day as pontiff, October 17, he visited Deskur at the hospital during the afternoon, driving there in an open automobile. John Paul II subsequently elevated Deskur to archbishop and cardinal, and to this day he invites his old friend to lunch at his private apartments every Sunday when he is in Rome. Deskur, paralyzed from the waist down, lives in a wheelchair, but his mind is crystal clear.

Another great nineteenth-century Polish poet and playwright, Cyprian Kamil Norwid, deeply admired by John Paul II, wrote prophetically about him when he referred to Pope Pius IX: “He is a great nineteenth century man. He knows how to suffer.” And John Paul II, discussing Norwid in a private conversation, remarked that “yes, Norwid was very, very important to me, and I still read him.”

And it is because of Karol Wojtyła’s sense of suffering and martyrdom that the story of St. Stanisław looms so important, both in terms of his own destiny and his vision of the history of Poland.

     • • •

    Stanisław’s drama symbolizes the endless church-state tensions and conflicts among Poland’s Catholics over one thousand years. Virtually nothing is known, however, about the martyr’s actual life, other than he was born in 1030 in the village of Szczepanów near Tarnów in southern Poland (not too far from Wojtyła’s birthplace in Wadowice and the parish of Oświęcim—Auschwitz—where millions would be martyred in the Nazi concentration camp) and became Bishop of Kraków on May 8, 1072. There is no record of his family name.

During commemoration in Szczepanów in 1972 of the nine-hundredth anniversary of Stanisław’s appointment as bishop, Wojtyła—then a cardinal—stressed in his sermon that the seven years of his tenure, until his assassination on the orders of King Bolesław II (“The Brave”), “left its imprint forever on the destinies of the Church, in the destinies of the motherland.” The bishop opposed the king over the long war against the Kiev principality and over his cruelties and immoral lifestyle.

As in his every public mention of Stanisław’s martyrdom, Wojtyła’s words on that occasion, too, were interpreted as an allusion to Poland’s oppression by brutal communist rulers who presumably would not hesitate to murder the bishop defending the rights of the people. The bishop in this case would, of course, be Karol Wojtyła. After the murder on April 11, 1079, the king was chased out of Kraków by an aroused populace and fled to a Benedictine monastery in Bohemia, where he repented and died the same year. Stanisław was canonized in 1253.

This whole saga was an allegory Polish communist authorities did not need. A bloody clash between rioting shipyard workers in Gdańsk on the Baltic coast and the security forces had occurred in December 1970, and Wojtyła’s years as cardinal in Kraków were punctuated by sharp disputes with the government over the martyr’s memory. Wojtyła missed no opportunity to invoke St. Stanisław in sermons, homilies, speeches, and articles. In the Easter sermon in 1978, the year he would become pope, Wojtyła listed St. Stanisław and the Apostles Peter and Paul in the same breath (the bishop being the first mentioned).

A rock jutting out over the Vistula—known as Skałka in Polish—was the site where the bishop was murdered with a sword blow to the head on charges of pro-German “treason” issued by the king. It had long been a national Catholic shrine, and Wojtyła kept demanding that St. Stanisław’s image be carried in procession every year from Skalka to the Wawel Castle’s royal cathedral upriver, a recurring quarrel with the regime. In one of his sermons, he reminded the faithful that Polish kings had always led the procession, and that the bishop’s death and the king’s repentance “have been the spiritual foundations of the destinies of our nation. . . . Polish culture is Christian from its deepest roots. It cannot be torn away from Christianity without destroying it. . . . As Christians, we have the constitutional right to active participation in the benefits of culture; we have the right to mold it according to our convictions.”

It must be noted that Wojtyła’s devotion to St. Stanisław had long predated his confrontations with the communists, reaching back to his youth and his discovery of Polish messianic poets. That the cult of the martyred bishop was used by him politically against the regime was much more than clever manipulation: it was part of Wojtyła’s spiritual as well as pragmatic personality.

Young Wojtyła’s favorites among Poland’s nineteenth-century writers—an impressive group of immensely talented, patriotic, romantic, religious, and messianic poets and playwrights—included Juliusz Słowacki, who had the gift of prophecy as well. This would become evident to Wojtyła and other Poles much later—in a messianic sort of way. Słowacki, who died at the age of forty in 1849, was the author of the famous play about King Bolesław the Brave and St. Stanisław, appropriately titled King-Spirit (as in Holy Spirit), and Wojtyła became intimately familiar with it at readings at the high school amateur theater in Wadowice.

Slowacki and the play entered Wojtyła’s life in full during the wartime German occupation, when he combined his manual work at a rock quarry and a chemical plant in Kraków with secret theological studies and secret participation in an underground theater group presenting recitations of great Polish patriotic plays at private apartments before tiny, hand-picked audiences. It was known as the Rhapsodic Theater and it was part of the Unia clandestine organization fighting against the Nazis, the protection of Jews being one of its priorities in Kraków. Wojtyła, as did all Unia members, had to swear a solemn oath upon joining it.

The Polish underground believed that secret efforts to keep Polish culture alive against the proclaimed German Kulturkampf were as important as waging guerrilla warfare. The Poles had learned that during the country’s partitions during the nineteenth century, when both the Germans and the Russians strove to destroy the national culture and language, and they would apply the same methods under communist rule following World War II—with Karol Wojtyła’s militant engagement.

On November 1, 1941, Wojtyła appeared in a performance of Słowacki’s King-Spirit, marking the inauguration of the Rhapsodic Theater, at a midtown Kraków apartment where it had to be held early enough in the evening to end before the curfew. Because under the circumstances it was impossible to perform with scenery and costumes, the black-clad actors had to confine themselves to reciting their roles. The only concession to theatricality were candles burning atop the piano on which a member of the group played sad passages from compositions by Frédéric Chopin, another Polish patriotic and mystical genius. The combination of the actors’ somber voices, the soul-wrenching music, and the flickering candlelight was eerie and deeply moving.

Wojtyła, then twenty-one, but already very mature and regarded as the leading actor in the Rhapsodic Theater, chose to play the part of King Bolesław, the murderer, rather than that of Bishop Stanisław, the martyr, giving it an unusual and surprising interpretation. Speaking in his beautiful baritone voice (still beautiful a half century later), Wojtyła presented the king not as the assassin, but as the repentant fugitive. He conveyed the lament of the king, once filled with ideals and concern for the fate of his nation, who now bemoaned his fall and warned against the “emptiness of the soul.”

In the next performance of King-Spirit—there were four of them altogether during the war—Wojtyła sharpened even more his rendition of the wretched king, showing him through bitter reflections as a poor, unhappy man, tragically confessing his sins. Some of his colleagues were critical of the interpretation, but Wojtyła would not change his approach. He believed that his portrayal of the king conveyed the moral dilemma of his life. John Paul II clearly remembered fifty-three years later his Kraków King-Spirit performances, correcting a lunch guest who had referred to it as “playing the role.” No, he said firmly, “I was reciting. . . .” Asked to define the saint’s significance, the pope nodded, saying, “Yes, he was a man of great importance to me.”

Karol Wojtyła’s fascination with St. Stanisław never ceased. In fact, it grew when he was ordained as priest shortly after the war. Joining the faculty of the Catholic University in Lublin (KUL) in 1954 as professor of Christian philosophy—KUL was the only Catholic university allowed to function in the communist countries of Eastern Europe—the Reverend Doctor Wojtyła gathered around him the university’s best historians to discuss the circumstances of the saint’s death in 1079. Former colleagues remember long evening debate sessions on the subject at the apartment of one of the historians, with Wojtyła raising questions about different existing versions. It remains unclear, for example, whether the bishop had excommunicated the king, as some accounts have it.

When he was named Cardinal Archbishop of Kraków in 1967 (which made him one of the youngest cardinals of the Church), he named a commission of forensic experts to undertake a scientific investigation concerning the precise manner of St. Stanisław’s demise. The inquiry concentrated on the skull because the bishop was believed to have been killed when the sword struck his head.

The skull had to be removed for the study from the reliquary in the chapel of the royal cathedral at Wawel Castle, where it reposes not far from the tomb in the center of the church containing the saint’s body. The body and the skull were separated for burial purposes sometime in the Middle Ages. Finding a fissure in the back of the skull, the forensic experts confirmed that the bishop was indeed “executed,” inasmuch as the evidence at hand suggested the violent use of a sharp metal instrument. In this fashion, modern science vindicated a patriotic-religious legend, reflecting Karol Wojtyła’s penchant for pragmatism and new technology in the service of the faith. After all, he regarded himself as the martyred saint’s successor as Bishop of Kraków—and he owed him historical truth.

Wojtyła made his last pilgrimage as cardinal to St. Stanisław’s birthplace of Szczepanów on May 7, 1978, and the next day inaugurated what was to be a yearlong synod of bishops of the Kraków archdiocese (the first in forty years) to implement the decisions of Vatican Council II, Consecrated to the memory of St. Stanisław, the synod was to extend to May 8, 1979, the nine-hundredth anniversary of his appointment as bishop—but by then Karol Wojtyła already was John Paul II. Still, he wanted to pay homage to the saint, and when the Polish government begrudgingly agreed to let the Polish pope visit his homeland during 1979, Wojtyła demanded that his trip start on that anniversary date. This, however, was too much for the communist regime to swallow, and John Paul II had to postpone the voyage by a month.

In his first homily as pope, on October 22, 1978, he made a point of mentioning the approaching St. Stanisław anniversary, just shy of a week after his election, but Polish authorities censored this passage—the only passages so censored—in the taped version broadcast in Poland. John Paul II got even, however, when the entire speech was broadcast in Polish over Vatican Radio, then widely heard in Poland. Shortly after his election, he made a pilgrimage to Assisi, made famous by St. Francis, insisting on visiting the church there where Pope Innocent IV had canonized Stanisław.

     • • •

    John Paul II is extremely sensitive to martyrdom in the name of religion, patriotism, compassion, and human freedom. In 1982, he canonized the Polish Father Maksymilian Maria Kolbe, a Franciscan superior with one lung, who died in 1941 at the Oświęcim concentration camp from a lethal phenol injection after offering himself in the place of a fellow prisoner condemned to execution by the Nazis. “He gave his life for a brother,” the pope said of Maksymilian Kolbe, the second saint he canonized since assuming the throne of St. Peter.

He regards as martyrs the thousands of Polish soldiers who died in May 1944 in the battle for the hilltop Benedictine monastery of Monte Cassino, a powerful obstacle in the way of the Allied armies fighting their way up the Italian peninsula toward Rome. Polish regiments were in the vanguard of the assault, an unbelievably bloody one, and in a special message on the fiftieth anniversary of the Monte Cassino battle, John Paul II said: “The Church commemorates her martyrs in martyrologies. We cannot allow that in Poland today, the martyrology of the Polish nation should not be recomposed.” And more martyrology was added on August 9, 1991, when Franciscan missionaries Zbigniew Strzałkowski and Michał Tomaszek were executed by Shining Path guerrillas in Pariacoto, Peru, for “distributing imperialist products to the people,” They were distributing food.

In the spring of 1994, the pope directed his fire at the criminals of the Mafia, something no pontiff had ever done publicly before, and his furious speech on the subject may have added new names to the Church’s roster of martyrs. Shortly thereafter, Father Giuseppe Puglisi, also an outspoken critic of the Mafia, was killed near his church in Palermo, Sicily, and Father Giuseppe Diana was murdered in Naples.
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The thousand years of Polish history that with its martyrs and heroes had served to mold the personality of Karol Wojtyła were a chain of astounding ups and downs, without parallel in Europe. Within less than four centuries after Duke Mieszko had founded Poland as a recognizable nation-state, it expanded into a veritable empire and a feared European power, stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea and from the borders of Muscovy to the Germanic lands on the Oder.

Curiously, King Bolesław, who had ordered Bishop Stanisław’s murder, had been allied with Pope Gregory VII, supporting his plans for a liberalizing reform of the Church, against the Holy Roman Empire, whose Germanic rulers Otto II and Henry IV desired an equal status with the Holy See in running Europe. That was the beginning of an alliance between Poland and the papacy in Rome that survives to this day, despite lapses on the part of the Vatican during nineteenth-century Polish partitions and even during World War II. It certainly functioned throughout the postwar communist period in terms of Holy See dealings with the Polish Church as a quasi-sovereign entity, especially with the advent of the Polish pope.

Another historical first for Poland came in the 1240s, when her king, Henryk the Pious, in command of Polish and German armies (Poles and Germans cooperated occasionally, if begrudgingly, during the late Middle Ages), blocked the advance of mounted Central Asian Tatars—the “Golden Horde”—in the course of a particularly ferocious battle at Legnica, in Silesia, at the gates of Western Europe. King Henryk was killed on the battlefield, but the Mongol invaders were thrown back.

During the Tatar sweep westward, the Tatars took Kraków, the royal capital, giving rise to one of the most dramatic and colorful Polish legends. A Tatar arrow had pierced the throat of the watchman who stood atop the tower of St. Mary’s Church there to warn the populace with the melodic sound of his trumpet when he spotted an approaching enemy. But the arrow, lodged in the throat, stopped the melody in mid-note. To the present time, this is replayed on tape every daytime hour, with the trumpeter’s musical lament breaking off in the middle. It was, evidently, Polish destiny over the ages, up to the last decade of the twentieth century, to save Western Europe from invasions from the East.

The Tatar invasion and incursions by the Holy Roman Empire had weakened Poland considerably for a hundred years after the battle of Legnica. The fourteenth century, however, brought Poles unprecedented prosperity and development under King Kazimierz the Great, who during his long reign encouraged trade and protected peasants from exploitation by land-owning nobility, founded Kraków University, built over forty fortresses to defend his frontiers, codified the law, and implemented a currency reform. He was Poland’s first truly modern ruler in the environment of Europe at that time.

King Kazimierz also opened Poland’s door to Jews fleeing persecution in German lands (German anti-Semitism having preceded Adolf Hitler by six centuries), placing them under the protection of the crown as servi camerae (servants of the treasury). Some fifty thousand Jews came to Poland, making the start of the Jewish presence there that reached three million—over 10 percent of the population—by the time the Nazis invaded the country in 1939.

The king was said to have had a Jewish lover—the beautiful Esterka—and whether or not this had influenced his attitudes, Poland became known during the sixteenth century as Paradisus Judaeorum (Jewish Paradise). Kraków’s prewar Jewish district was called Kazimierz (probably after the king), as is what is left of it today.

Karol Wojtyła’s uncompromising pro-Jewish stand represents, by his own admission, the continuation of the position adopted by King Kazimierz, whom he admires as one of Poland’s outstanding monarchs. It is part of his Polishness as a history scholar, along with his childhood and adolescent experiences with Jewish friends and schoolmates. In April 1994 he received a delegation of around a hundred Jewish Holocaust survivors at the Vatican on the fiftieth anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, an unprecedented event. John Paul II made a point of chatting briefly with each of them, asking where he or she was born. Whenever a survivor mentioned Kraków, the pope inquired earnestly in Polish, “And did you live in Kazimierz? Have you been back there?”

On the issue of Polish anti-Semitism, which still exists and was quite virulent before the war, it is useful to think of King Kazimierz and John Paul II. And, once more, Gregory the Great emerges as the forerunner of John Paul II’s ideas in his role as an uncompromising defender of Jews from the fanaticism and oppression of his time. Gregory’s biographer cites his grave warning in a proclamation from Rome that “we will not have the Hebrews oppressed and afflicted unreasonably.”

It is also worth knowing in this connection (as well as in others) about Cyprian Norwid, the poet and playwright who may have exercised the greatest single artistic, intellectual, and religious as well as romantic influence on young Karol Wojtyła. Unlike his fellow Polish bards of the time, Norwid was also a profound philosopher, another attraction for Wojtyła.

With an intense interest in public affairs, Norwid was among the Polish intellectuals who rose against the anti-Semitism of the Russian occupation authorities, and minced no words about it. After Cossack troops on horseback brutally dispersed a Polish anti-Russian demonstration in Warsaw in the 1860s, singling out Jewish participants for extra beatings, Norwid wrote a poem titled “Polish Jews,” in which he argued that Poland had the “priceless heritage” of two different but great cultures—Polish and Jewish—so close to each other. He presented Jews as bearers not only of ancient thought, but also of an ancient battle tradition. Norwid’s biographer described this poem as “an act of justice” toward an often maligned segment of the population.

John Paul II would use almost identical words a century and a half later when he became the first pope ever to visit the synagogue in Rome. And Wojtyła, Norwid, and the Jews were linked in still another youthful dimension. As an actor in the underground Rhapsodic Theater, he recited roles from Norwid’s dramas Portrait of an Artist and Promethidion, a hymn to Polish freedom. One of the players who appeared with Wojtyła in prewar amateur performances was a beautiful Jewish girl named Ida Elbinger. She had been invited to join the secret theater when it was first being planned by Wojtyła and his friends, but she was shot dead by the Nazis on a Kraków street, a tragedy the pope still remembers.

Even before the war, Wojtyła was protective of Jews. Zofia Żarnecka, a university colleague, recalls: “I remember that Karol Wojtyła very often accompanied Anka Weber and played a special role toward her. Specifically . . . he protected her, a Jewess, from aggression by Polish bigots. His attitude toward young Polish bigots—who called themselves ‘All-Poland Youth’—was negative, and he did not hide it. . . . He was distinguished by his courageous protection of a Jewish colleague.”

Wojtyła was only sixteen, and still in high school, when Cardinal August Hlond, the Primate of Poland, wrote in a pastoral letter in 1936 that “there will be the Jewish problem as long as the Jews remain” and that “it is a fact that the Jews are fighting against the Catholic Church, persisting in free thinking, and are the vanguard of godlessness, Bolshevism and subversion. . . . It is a fact that the Jews deceive, levy interest, and are pimps. It is a fact that the religious and ethical influence of the Jewish young people on Polish people is a negative one.”

It is doubtful that Wojtyła was aware of the pastoral letter, and Hlond today is a forgotten figure, despised by the few who remember him for fleeing Poland following the Nazi invasion (Kraków’s archbishop, Prince Adam Stefan Sapieha, not only stayed behind, but directed a clandestine seminary where Wojtyła was a pupil and was a member of the Polish underground). Over forty Jews were killed in a bloody pogrom in the Polish town of Kielce, the worst pogrom in postwar Poland, in July 1945—five months before Wojtyła was ordained as priest. Later he deplored those events.

     • • •

    Poland’s Age of Greatness, following King Kazimierz’s rule, opened dramatically with an extraordinary marriage and a formidable alliance. When Kazimierz, the last king of the Piast dynasty, died in 1370 with no male issue, the country was faced with a complex problem of succession.

Marriages among the royal houses of Europe already being common in the fourteenth century, the first solution proposed by Poland was a union with neighboring Hungary. By previous arrangement, Kazimierz was succeeded on the Polish throne by his brother-in-law, Louis the Great, the King of Hungary, of French-Italian Anjou descent, but his death in 1382 reopened the whole question. Because earlier commitments provided for one of Louis’s three daughters to inherit Poland from him, Polish nobility, after two years of interregnum, chose Jadwiga, the youngest daughter, and brought her to Kraków to crown her as “King of Poland.”

It made no difference that Jadwiga was only ten years old at the time and that she was already engaged to William of Habsburg: it seemed to suit all those concerned (although it is not clear whether the princess herself was consulted). After making Jadwiga “king,” the Polish nobles began looking for a husband for her, presumably realizing that at her age she was most unlikely to lead armies to victory in the endless fighting with the Germanic Teutons and the Grand Duchy of Muscovy, both bent on expansion in Central Europe. Besides, Poland needed a powerful ally.

The logical strategic alliance candidate was the pagan Grand Duchy of Lithuania to the northeast, which ruled over all the Ruthenian lands, the vast stretch of territory known today as Belarus and Ukraine, reaching as far south as the Black Sea. The logical matrimonial candidate was Lithuania’s Grand Duke Yagailo, who was negotiating marriage with the daughter of the Grand Duke of Muscovy. In the event, the Polish nobility’s diplomacy prevailed, and Yagailo agreed to marry Jadwiga, convert Lithuania to Roman Catholicism, and enter into confederation with Poland. They were wed in Kraków on February 18, 1386, when she was twelve (he must have been in his late twenties), the duke having first been baptized, changing his name to Władysław Jagieło under which he would reign as Catholic king of the vast Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Jadwiga died at the age of twenty-five.

John Paul II has every reason to believe that Polish history is truly mystical. From his earliest days as priest in Kraków—and then as bishop and cardinal—he has held Jadwiga in extraordinary esteem as a queen and as a Christian. In hundreds of sermons and homilies over decades, he linked her with St. Stanisław as a great figure in the history of Poland and of the Church. He had celebrated Masses over her tomb, praying for her to be canonized as a saint by the Church (the decision is ultimately in the hands of the pope). By all historical accounts, Jadwiga was a beloved queen, but there were no specific saintly deeds, like miracles, to be cited. Perhaps Wojtyła venerates her because she was so young when she died, in a sense a martyr in the cause of converting Lithuanian pagans.

Jadwiga is considered to be beatified, the step before canonization, because her cult has existed in the Church for over six centuries. It is known as beatification Viam Cultis, and she is called Blessed Jadwiga. She is buried in a sarcophagus near the tomb of St. Stanisław at the Wawel royal cathedral in Kraków and next to a black iron cross. Wojtyła prayed at Jadwiga’s cross before departing for Rome on October 3, 1978, for the conclave from which he would emerge thirteen days later as John Paul II.

Earlier, Karol Wojtyła celebrated Mass every year on the anniversary of her coronation in 1384.

This anniversary is on October 16. And it was on October 16, 1978, that he was elected Pope of the Roman Catholic Church. Her name was on his lips the moment he became John Paul II.

In the sixteenth year of his pontificate, in 1994, John Paul II launched formal proceedings for Jadwiga’s canonization.

     • • •

    Unquestionably, the marriage was the political and missionary coup of the century in Europe. The new Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth turned into one of the continent’s great powers: it was on par with the German, Ottoman, and Muscovite empires. And it kept growing, incorporating the German states of Prussia and Livonia in the north as well as Moldavia and Crimea in the south. In 1410, the commonwealth forces defeated the Teutonic Knights at the Battle of Grünwald, one of those historically defining military confrontations. Lithuania’s conversion extended Catholicism to the north of Europe, keeping it out of the hands of the Greek Orthodox and Russian churches. And Jagielo and Jadwiga launched the Jagiellonian dynasty, destined to be Poland’s greatest and to last nearly two centuries.

Meanwhile, Poland appeared for the first time as the possible homeland of a Roman pope. In 1417, when the Church was thrown into utter disarray by the claims of three rivals to the papacy and a successor had to be found for Pope John XXIII (he was the antipope, and the original one to bear this name and numeration), who fled, Archbishop Mikołaj Trąba from Gniezno in Poland emerged as a skilled mediator.

In those days, nations (and not individual cardinals) elected popes, and Trąba was sent to the General Council in Constance as the representative of King Władysław Jagielo. It appears that Trąba himself was perceived by other delegations as a promising papal candidate, and he received what was described as a “significant number” of votes. In the interest of unity, however, the Polish archbishop gave his vote to Cardinal Oddone Colonna, who was elected and took the name of Martin V. (Martin V turned out to be one of the first popes to defend Jews. He issued a bull in defense of Spanish Jews—it was the time of the Inquisition—and forbade priests to deliver sermons attacking Jews.)

In 1565, when the Church was battling Lutheran and Calvinist Reformation, another Pole surged as a candidate to succeed Pope Pius IV. This was Cardinal Stanisław Hozjusz of Warmia, a widely respected theologian who was in the forefront of the Counter-Reformation struggles and served as president of the last session of the Council of Trent. The council was the center of strategy in the war against Reformation, and Cardinal Hozjusz firmly opposed any concessions to the Protestants on the ground that it would weaken the Roman Catholic Church even further. But Hozjusz declined to be a candidate, despite pressures from fellow cardinals, returning to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth to fight Reformation at home. The new pope was the Italian Antonio Ghislieri, who reigned as Pius V.

Over four hundred years would elapse before the next Polish papal possibility, but Hozjusz may have been one of Karol Wojtyła’s role models. Indeed, Cardinal Wojtyła celebrated a Mass in a Rome church in November 1974 during a bishops’ synod at which he played a major part, praying for the beatification of Cardinal Hozjusz, Unlike St. Stanisław, Hozjusz is virtually unknown among Poles, but Wojtyła, even more strikingly, spoke of him as a great link between Poland and the Holy See in his homily at Mass at St. Stanisław’s Church in Rome (the Polish church) in memory of Pope John Paul I. This was on October 10, 1978—six days before Wojtyła was chosen to succeed John Paul I, who died after thirty-three days on the throne of St. Peter.

     • • •

    Poland’s “Golden Age” began to tarnish early in the seventeenth century, gradually at first, as a result of ceaseless foreign wars and simultaneous conflicts among Polish nobility power groups. The internal squabbles encouraged foreign intervention in a pattern that ultimately led to the national collapse although there were moments of great glory, too.

First, King Zygmunt III found himself at war with both the Russians and the Swedes although King Charles IX of Sweden was his uncle. And even before that period, all the sides used religion as a bargaining chip, the Russians offering to convert to Catholicism if they could rule over Poland—Ivan the Terrible proposed it in 1581 to Pope Gregory XIII, who, rather incredibly, took it seriously—and King Zygmunt playing with the notion of letting his son become the Orthodox Czar of Russia. Pope Clement VII, a former pontifical legate (envoy) to Poland, presided in 1595 over the union between Catholics in Poland and the Orthodox Ruthenian Church in the territories now known as Ukraine. Again, the papacy and the Poles worked hand in hand.

And religion went on dominating Poland’s fate. When a massive revolt by Ruthenian Cossacks threatened the country and King Władysław IV died unexpectedly, the Polish nobility decided to elect his brother, Jan Kazimierz; kings at that time were elected by the nobles, not part of a line of succession. Jan Kazimierz was a Jesuit cardinal, which did not dissuade him from accepting the throne. He also married his brother’s widow, Queen Louise Marie de Gonzague, the first French queen of Poland. In fact, the new king turned out to be a superb monarch, ending the Cossack rebellion and then defeating the great Swedish invasion.

This latest invasion occurred in 1655, an era the Poles called the “Deluge” because they seemed to be drowning in assaults from all directions. Warsaw, the new capital, was quickly captured by the Swedes, but Poles believe that it was the Virgin Mary that saved Poland at the battle of Częstochowa that Christmas. Częstochowa, an ancient town between Warsaw and Kraków, is famous for its Pauline monastery atop a hill called Jasna Góra (Luminous Mountain), which is the site of the shrine of the “Black Madonna.” There, a small band of monks and knights fought off the Swedes, who retreated across Poland. It was one of those Polish religious-military miracles. The Virgin of Jasna Góra is known as the Black Madonna because her face has become blackened over the centuries. The image is a Byzantine icon, supposedly painted by St. Luke the Evangelist on the wooden plank that was the Holy Family’s table at Nazareth. She holds the infant in her arm, her face slashed by a saber cut inflicted by a Hussite soldier during an invasion in 1430; the slash mark is venerated as well. It is not known how or when the Black Madonna found her way to Jasna Góra.

The defense of Częstochowa inspired Catholic Poles, suffering under the harsh rule of Protestant Swedes, to fight even harder. King Jan Kazimierz proclaimed the Black Madonna the Queen of the Crown of Poland, the honor she retains today. To John Paul II, Our Lady of Częstochowa is the most venerated virgin in the world as the defender of Poland and symbol of Catholic faith, the two together summing up the best Polish patriotic and religious sentiments. He paid her homage as soon as he came home on his first papal visit.

But the Deluge kept rising. The Swedes occupied Warsaw once more, and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth lost the northern possessions of Livonia and Prussia. Moreover, Poland was devastated by the long years of warfare on her territory. Then, Ottoman Turks embarked on their century-long effort to break into Western Europe. To make matters worse, civil wars erupted among nobility factions and King Jan Kazimierz abdicated in disgust in 1668.

The next elected king was the great military chief and Marshal of Poland, Jan Sobieski, who held off an invading Turkish army at Chocim in 1673. Polish historians believe that Sobieski’s victory in that battle again saved Christendom from Asiatic sway.

Sobieski performed an even better miracle on behalf of Poland and Christendom at the battle of Vienna against the Turks on September 12, 1683. He had special ties with the West, being married to the French Princess Marie Casimir d’Arquien de la Grange, bringing Poland into the French system of alliances. As soon as the Turks marched again through the Balkans and Hungary toward the West and besieged Vienna, Sobieski rushed to the rescue with forty thousand men. Following mediation by the papal nuncio in Warsaw, the Austrian empire accepted him as commander-in-chief of the allied armies. Victory came with a charge by Polish cavalry under the king’s personal command. It was one of the most significant battles in European history-it halted the Islamic tide before it could engulf Western Europe.

Victory, however, did not mean peace, and one more time the Poles did the bidding of the Holy See. Though the Turks had been smashed at Vienna, they still posed a danger to the West. The following year Sobieski agreed to join the Holy League, organized by Pope Innocent XI, to fight them together with Austria and the Republic of Venice. Inconclusive combat resulted, further weakening Poland, and the country entered the ominous eighteenth century divided internally and no longer fit to stave off disaster.

Soon, she became a pawn in a lethal game between Russia’s Peter the Great and Prussia’s Frederick the Great, with Austria and Sweden also vying for control over what had once been the powerful commonwealth. Under a Saxon king, August II, who was imposed upon Poland by the Russians and the Prussians, the commonwealth agreed to limit its military forces to an absurd twenty-four thousand men and to let the Russians station their own troops on Polish territory—a foretaste of the future.

For two thirds of the eighteenth century, Poland lived through the “most demoralizing” years in her history, in the words of a Polish historian. He explained: “The Commonwealth ceased to have a foreign policy of its own and had no unified internal administration. The executive power hardly existed, education was neglected, superstition and religious fanaticism were widely spread, and dissipation and drunkenness thrived.”

After the death of Peter the Great, pressures on Poland kept rising. Catherine II, who had succeeded to the Russian throne following the murder of her husband, Peter III, signed in 1746 an alliance treaty with Prussia’s Frederick the Great, giving her a free hand in Polish affairs. Immediately, she placed on the Polish throne her former lover and the ambassador to St. Petersburg, Stanisław-August Poniatowski, who was crowned as King Stanisław II. He would be Poland’s last king.

His ascent was the beginning of the end. Eight years later, on August 5, 1772, Russian, Prussian, and Austrian envoys solemnly signed in St. Petersburg an agreement to partition Poland among themselves. It was the First Partition, leaving a truncated state, which included Warsaw, Kraków, and the port of Gdańsk on the Baltic, but deprived Poland of her traditional provinces in the east, west, and south. Though Kraków remained Polish at the time, the rest of the surrounding province of Galicja was annexed by Austria.

Galicja was the home for multiple branches of the Wojtyła family, spread through the villages of the Carpathian foothills. However, there is nothing to suggest that the good farmers of Galicja knew very much about the partition.

For the next twenty years, however, the crippled Polish state made astonishing advances. It created and expanded new industries, doubled its income, and favored education and the arts. Poland had the only Education Ministry in Europe, and some of the most beautiful architecture flowered under Stanisław-August Poniatowski. In 1791, the Poles promulgated the most progressive written constitution on the continent, leading Edmund Burke to write that “Humanity must rejoice and glory when it considers the change in Poland.”

But the joy did not last long. The following year, Catherine II ordered her troops into the eastern section of what was left of Poland, including Warsaw, and signed a new accord with Prussia, which occupied Gdańsk and the balance of western Poland. That was the Second Partition.

An uprising against Russia and Prussia in 1794, launched in Kraków and led by General Tadeusz Kościuszko (who became a hero of the American Revolution after losing his own country), was quelled in savage combat within a year. As a result, the Third Partition was proclaimed by Poland’s three neighbors in 1795. The Polish kingdom was formally abolished and all its lands divided among Russia, Prussia, and Austria.

It was Finis Poloniae—or so it appeared.

     • • •

    For the next 123 years, Poles strove to preserve their national identity, culture, language, and religion, rising in arms when all hope seemed lost. And that was the time when Polishness in its richest artistic and spiritual expression asserted itself as it never has before or since.

An illusion of national rebirth, lasting barely eight years, was the gift from Napoleon Bonaparte, who created the Duchy of Warsaw in 1807, to reward the Poles who had fought in his armies in defeating the Austrians, Prussians, and Russians in his imperial wars. But his own defeat resulted in the liquidation of the duchy. The 1815 Congress of Vienna confirmed the partition of Poland, though it set up the so-called Congress Kingdom in the Russian part of the occupied country as a Russian protectorate with limited freedoms.

The Congress Kingdom was liquidated, in turn, after the Russians put down the patriotic uprising of 1831-1832 with extraordinary brutality. But turning to the Holy See for support, the Poles were bitterly disappointed in their Church. In response to pleas by Polish bishops, artists, and intellectuals, Pope Gregory XVI condemned the uprising in his Cum primum encyclical on June 9, 1832. An angry old monk who had just been elected to the papacy, he described the Polish revolutionaries as “certain intriguers and spreaders of lies, who under the pretense of religion in this unhappy age, are raising their heads against the power of princes.”

Rebellions erupted again in Poland in 1848, as they did over much of Europe during that “Springtime of Nations,” but, again, the Holy See refused to budge. Adam Mickiewicz, the greatest messianic poet, rushed from his home in exile in Paris to Rome to enlist an intervention by Pope Pius IX, but despite two audiences he failed to elicit a positive response.

While the frustrated Mickiewicz busied himself in Rome organizing a Polish Legion to march from Italy to liberate the homeland (as General Jarosław Dąbrowski, a Napoleonic commander, did with his legion in 1797), another famous Polish poet approached Poland’s destiny and the Church’s in a most inspired fashion. Juliusz Słowacki, the author of King-Spirit, the play about the martyrdom of the Kraków bishop, had concluded that Pius IX was cowardly in his behavior toward the Springtime of Nations, and he turned to poetry to express it. The pope had not only declined to help Poland, but he had fled Rome himself to seek the protection of the King of Naples. Słowacki wrote:

Amid discord God strikes

At a bell immense,

For the Slavic Pope,

Open is the Throne.

This one will not flee the sword,

Like that Italian.

Like God, He will bravely face the sword,

For Him, world is dust . . .

So behold, here comes the Slavic Pope,

A brother of the people.

Słowacki died a year later, in 1849, at the age of forty. Exactly 130 years would elapse before his prophecy in the 1848 poem came true and the throne opened for the Slavic pope—and Poland’s fortunes soared. Meanwhile, another Polish uprising, in 1863, also failed.

But Słowacki, Mickiewicz, Zygmunt Krasiński, Cyprian Norwid, Stanisław Wyspiański, and other Poles of genius went far beyond the struggle for the Polish cause. Living mostly in exile abroad, they created an amazing body of literature—poetry, drama, and prose—that a century and a half later still constitutes the nation’s greatest wealth.

And Frédéric Chopin’s music, too, was inspired by his longing for the homeland. The great Polonaise was born from the echoes of the bloody Polish uprisings. The Mazurkas express his tenderness for the Polish countryside. The marching song of General Dąbrowski’s legion in 1797, also a Mazurka melody, became the Polish national anthem in 1920, the year of Wojtyła’s birth: “Poland has not vanished so long as we live. . . .”

     • • •

    It is this treasure of Polishness that has kept the nation cohesive over the last two centuries: the partitions of the nineteenth century, the two world wars, the Nazi occupation, and the communist rule. And it is this treasure of national and religious culture that formed Karol Wojtyła, the Slavic pope.
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Predestination is a theological doctrine proclaiming “God’s unchangeable decision for eternity of all that is to be” and “God’s destination of men to everlasting happiness or misery.” St. Augustine, one of the great Fathers of the Church (and its greatest philosopher), accepted the Aristotelian conception of God as “first mover, itself unmoved.” His conclusion was that “God’s grace is effectual and irresistible” and that “as what God has done He is eternally willed to do, grace involves predestination.”

Its meaning has varied profoundly over the centuries and among theologians, but predestination is invoked to raise the question whether, to put it bluntly, Karol Wojtyła was predestined in this particular sense to become pontiff of the Roman Catholic Church. The same question would naturally apply to all the popes of the Church—as it would be to all human destinies in terms of foreordained lives—but the case of Wojtyła is so special and extraordinary that it justifies a modicum of speculation.

     • • •

    From earliest childhood, Wojtyła had displayed an extremely rare but wholesome devotion to God and religion that may suggest in retrospect that he is a “chosen one,” if, indeed, God works in this way. Family tragedies were an added component in strengthening his faith. Polish traditions of mysticism and messianism, surrounding him as a youth, inevitably played a crucial role in turning him toward the priesthood. In fact, Wojtyła was directly involved with the Church and its organizations and activities from his youngest years, not as convenient pietism in a religion-oriented society, but as a perfectly natural and logical endeavor for him. A succession of dramatic events and astounding coincidences, bordering on the mystical, occurred during the period preceding the start of his secret theological studies.

As priest, Karol Wojtyła threw himself joyfully into the practice of his calling, deeper and deeper theological and philosophical studies and reflection, and an enormous workload. His spiritual and intellectual qualities and his warm and attractive personality were noticed higher up in the Church where he was able to command vital support along with the friendship of his secular and clerical contemporaries.

Wojtyła always had powerful protectors and advocates—from Kraków’s Archbishop (and later Cardinal) Adam Stefan Sapieha, even before he entered the underground seminary, to Pope Paul VI, who held him in the highest esteem, powerfully aiding his ecclesiastic career. His rise in the Church was meteoric.

But, consciously or not, did Karol Wojtyła prepare himself for the supreme honor?

Pelagius, a British theologian of the fourth and fifth century and a contemporary of St. Augustine (then Bishop of Hippo in North Africa), held that free will of man and his conduct, character, and destiny are in his own hands. He added that grace, by strengthening man’s moral powers, helps him to fulfill his purpose. In other words, Pelagius posited that by his own actions man prepares himself for his destiny.

Pelagius’s views clashed directly with St. Augustine’s (the two actually corresponded on the subject) in what was one of the Church’s great theological controversies. John Paul II, a pupil of the Dominicans, who followed the teachings of Aristotle, St. Augustine, and St. Thomas Aquinas, is faithful to the Augustinian doctrine that God is “first mover,” and he rejects Pelagius. St. Thomas, the thirteenth-century Italian Dominican monk and scholastic philosopher who bears the title of Doctor Angelicus, is, along with St. Augustine, the greatest influence on the thought and language of the Western Church. The pope may consider that he was guided in his progress by “God’s destination” to “everlasting happiness” in the precise meaning of attaining the Throne of St. Peter—“happiness” in this context being the Church’s and humanity’s.

As a Thomist scholar, the pope is familiar with St. Thomas’s theory of “Divine Concurrence.” It establishes the relationship between God’s help to man in performing an act and man’s performing such an act freely; put another way, it is the result of God’s grace and man’s freedom to act. This could have conceivably led the pope to the acceptance of such predestination, impelling him to do everything in his power to be worthy of it, as a synergism of theological doctrines. Interestingly, John Paul II wrote in his first encyclical, Redemptor hominis, issued March 4, 1979, that through Incarnation “this is man in all the fullness of the mystery in which he has become a sharer in Jesus Christ, the mystery in which each one of the four thousand million human beings living on our planet has become a sharer from the moment he is conceived beneath the heart of his mother. . . . [This] is his ‘destiny,’ that is to say his election. . . . Each man in all the unrepeatable reality of what he is and what he does, of his intellect and will, of his conscience and his heart. . . .” And Gregory the Great, in his biographer’s words, understood by predestination “the selection by God of a certain number of the human race, on whom He bestows His grace that they are enabled to acquire merits and attain final salvation. . . . God elects those who He foresees will persevere in faith and good work. . . .”

Be it as it may, the entire trajectory of Karol Wojtyła’s life adds up to a formidable project to improve himself in preparation for a predestined future or, simply, for God’s greater glory.

No bishop or cardinal in recorded memory has toiled harder as pastor, scholar, intellectual, and de facto political leader (in and out of the Church) than Wojtyła in the prepontifical period. It took thirty-two years for him to traverse the distance from the Kraków priesthood to the Holy See, achieving it at the fairly young age of fifty-eight, with every year bringing fresh accomplishments. In education and erudition as well as in theological, philosophical, and literary output in the formative period, he could be compared only to Gregory the Great, who became pope at age fifty in A.D. 590. He would resemble Gregory, too, in “inexorable severity.”

Wojtyła began composing remarkably good poetry in his late teens, appeared at sixteen in the first amateur theatrical play in Wadowice (a Polish messianic drama that he also co-directed), and wrote two biblical dramas at twenty. He spoke fluent Latin and read Greek and German when he graduated from high school. He was awarded his first doctorate (in mystical theology) at twenty-two and his second (in philosophy, accentuating his beloved phenomenology) at thirty-two. His first “political” newspaper article (on French worker-priests) was published when he was twenty-nine.

He served as a Kraków university chaplain and taught ethics at three Polish theological seminaries and at Lublin Catholic University, making friends and impressing people in all walks of life wherever he went. He made lifetime friends among workers at the Kraków quarry and chemical plant where he was a wartime laborer (and simultaneously a secret seminarian), remembering them fondly by name when he was cardinal. As student, worker, priest, or actor, Wojtyła was always the most popular person in his milieu.

A bishop at thirty-eight, he began to be known in Kraków, in Poland, in Rome, and throughout the Church worldwide. A fine, instinctive politician in the best sense of the word, Wojtyła started to build a potential constituency (consciously or not) through more and more key friendships in the Church. He shone at Vatican Council II, delivering six intellectually puissant speeches in impeccable Latin. An increasingly frequent visitor in Rome with growing involvement in the activities of the Curia, he was soon noticed by Pope Paul VI, being named cardinal at forty-seven.

Speaking a half-dozen foreign languages (Italian, Spanish, German, and French being his best), Wojtyła traveled all over Western Europe and attended international Church meetings in the United States, Canada, and Australia, accepting invitations whenever Polish communist authorities were willing to grant him a passport. Everywhere, he befriended cardinals and bishops. At the same time, he regularly invited foreign cardinals and bishops, many of them from the Third World (which would become very important at the right time) to visit him in Kraków where they could observe his tireless pastoral labors.

Before long, Wojtyła was the most important figure in the Polish episcopate, after the aging, old-fashioned Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński of Warsaw, the Primate of Poland. There seemed to be no subject that did not captivate his attention: he organized symposia and conferences of theologians, philosophers, scientists, physicians, lawyers, writers, and journalists to learn their subjects and their concerns as they affected Polish society. As pope, he transplanted this system to the Vatican (and the Castel Gandolfo residence during the summer). He knew then and he knows now how to listen.

Was it therefore logical—or predestined—that with this magnificent preparation Karol Wojtyła would crown his life as pope?

     • • •

    Karol Wojtyła’s origins go deep into the soil of peasant Poland. They can be traced at least to the middle of the eighteenth century in the southwestern province of Galicja. Both his parents came from peasant stock, from proud, independent-minded farmers and highlanders of Galicja who speak Polish in melodious tones and ancient words, and nurture their special lore of distinctive native dress, music, and customs. On Karol’s father’s side, the Wojtyła line begins, as far as it is known, with Bartłomiej Wojtyła, born in the village of Czaniec in 1788, and his wife, Anna Hudecka Wojtyła, born in 1792 in nearby Bulowice. Bartłomiej was a small farmer (he was listed in the parish registry in Latin, as was the custom, as hortulanus). Anna was a daughter of Bulowice small farmers, the Hudeckis, but all memory of them has vanished.

The village of Czaniec, in the foothills of the Beskidy Mountains in the Carpathian chain, must have been settled early in the seventeenth century, being once known as Grzanica. Its church, named after St. Bartłomiej (a recurrent Wojtyła clan Christian name), was built in 1660, and its land consisted of forest and stone-strewn fields. Czaniec farming families’ added occupation was sewing rough peasant clothing, presumably to increase their tiny incomes. Bulowice, Anna Hudecka’s village, was even older, its church having been erected in 1540, supposedly by St. Wojciech, one of Poland’s patron saints. Both villages belonged to the parish of Kęt, a small town where St. Jan Kanty, a famous Polish theologian and Kraków Academy professor, was born in the sixteenth century. Sainthood and theology seemed always to hover in John Paul II’s background and most remote origins.

Bartłomiej and Anna Wojtyła had four children, two boys and two girls. The boys, Franciszek and Stanisław, must have been outstanding citizens because both were elected as index communitatis—Latin for community councilman—and Franciszek became county judge. By 1868, they were buying more land for their families. The Wojtyłas were now comfortable, if not prosperous, by the standards of the time in rural Galicja.

Franciszek married a farm girl named Franciszka Gałuszka and they, too, had four children. Their second-born, Maciej, moved to the village of Lipnik, a half-dozen miles away, to work as a tailor as well as farmer, marrying Anna Przeczek, the daughter of the local baker, in 1878. These were the pope’s paternal grandparents, but he never knew them. His grandmother died more than a decade before his birth, and Grandfather Maciej died when the boy was three years old.

Maciej had remarried—this time the daughter of a tailor—and they had a daughter, Stefania Adelajda, who died in Kraków in 1962, when Wojtyła was already bishop. She was his half aunt. When he was elected pontiff, his first cousin on his maternal side, Felicja Wiadrowska, was the only living member of his immediate family. He reminded her of it in a very warm letter he penned on the eleventh day of his pontificate, in which he said, “Lord God has ordained me to remain in Rome. It is an unusual act of Divine Providence.” He added in this rare intimate letter that “I think much these days about my parents and Mundek” (his late brother) as well as about Felicja’s family.

Karol Wojtyła, the pope’s father, was born in Lipnik on July 18, 1879, the year after his parents’ wedding. Very little is known about his childhood except that his formal education ended after three years in high school. Karol Senior (as he would be called later) began his apprenticeship as a tailor, following in his father’s footsteps, but he was drafted into the Austrian army at the age of twenty-one in 1900—Polish Galicja was then part of the Austro-Hungarian empire—and embarked on what turned out to be a lifelong low-level military career.

Posted to the Count Daun 56th Infantry Regiment, conveniently stationed in Wadowice, some fifteen miles from his native Lipnik, he was promoted within a year to private first class. Karol Senior spent the next three years in Lwów, a city in the east, as guard at the Infantry Cadets’ Academy there. He was back in Wadowice in 1904 as sergeant and platoon commander, but the facts of his life over the ensuing period remain murky.

He married convent-educated Emilia Kaczorowska, the fifth of thirteen children of a Kraków upholsterer, in 1906; she was five years younger than Karol (in Polish, endings of last names change, usually to an “a,” in the feminine gender). Her father, Feliks Kaczorowski, and the rest of the family were from the small town of Biała in the same Galicja region, moving to Kraków in 1885, the year after Emilia was born. Her mother was Maria Scholz, the daughter of a Biała shoemaker. It is unclear where and when Karol Senior and Emilia first met and why they lived in Kraków for the next thirteen years, although he was apparently still attached to the Wadowice infantry regiment and was promoted during that time to warrant officer. As a quarter-master’s noncommissioned officer specializing in accounting, he may have been detailed to a Kraków headquarters unit. He fought in World War I, Wadowice having come under Russian artillery fire, and was awarded by Austria the Iron Cross of Merit with Cluster as “an extraordinarily useful and brave noncommissioned officer.”

As a young bridegroom, Karol Senior cut a fine military figure. In their wedding photograph, with Emilia’s white-gloved hand on his forearm, he looked trim in his black uniform with a sergeant’s three silver stars on each side of his high collar. Rather short, he had a narrow handsome face with an elegant black mustache and a full head of black hair (he became bald some years later). Karol Senior was always a serious man. His army file describes him as “extraordinarily well developed, with a righteous character, serious, well-mannered, modest, concerned about honor, with a strongly developed sense of responsibility, very gentle, and tireless [at work].” His efficiency report praises him for his spoken and written command of the German and Polish languages, his ease with the formulation of “concepts,” and for being “a fast typist.” His social demeanor is described by the commanding officer as “very pleasant, decent, with good manners.”

Following Austria’s defeat in the war and the birth of independent Poland, Karol Senior joined the new Polish army, as did many other Polish officers and soldiers who had had to serve with the Austrians, and he was assigned with the rank of first lieutenant to the 12th Infantry Regiment in Wadowice, the Wadowice Lands Regiment, and its Supply Command. He was now a full-fledged officer, a boon in prestige-conscious Galicja.

The promotion was probably the reason the Wojtyłas moved from Kraków to Wadowice in 1919. Emilia’s parents died before the war—the pope did not know his maternal grandparents, either—but one of her brothers, Robert, built a modest house in the Dębniki district of Kraków, right on the banks of the Vistula, after spending several years as a Russian prisoner of war. The house would be quite important in the lives of the Wojtyła men during the next war.

Karol Senior and Emilia’s first child, Edmund, was born in 1906, in Kraków, where the sergeant served at the Austrian Supply Command headquarters. Their second child, christened Olga, died as a tiny infant, also in Kraków, on an unrecorded date.

Their third child, Karol Józef Wojtyła, was born on May 18, 1920, a year after his parents settled in Wadowice.

     • • •

    John Paul II’s birth converged with Poland’s resurrection, but it also had a curious time link with the papacy.

Giovanni Battista Montini, who would become Pope Paul VI in 1963, was ordained as a priest on May 29, 1920, eleven days after Karol Wojtyła came into the world. Montini’s first Vatican appointment was as a member of the nunciature in Warsaw, where he arrived on June 10, 1923. As seminarian, he had his first sense of mystical Poland as he read poet Adam Mickiewicz’s Book of the Polish Nation. His first trip in Poland took him by train to the southern town of Oświęcim (Auschwitz), a short distance from Wojtyła’s Wadowice and a half generation from the Holocaust. He went there for the twenty-fifth anniversary celebration of the establishment of Salesian Fathers in Poland, who operated a school in Oświęcim.

Montini remained in Poland only until October of that same year. Yet Poland was always close to his heart. In Warsaw, he had acquired an alarm clock that he kept by his bed for the rest of his life. Later as Paul VI, he had fervently hoped to visit Poland in 1966 on the one-thousandth anniversary of her Christianity, but the communist authorities ruled it out.

There was an even earlier contemporary connection between Poland and the papacy, just before Wojtyła’s birth. That was the stay in Poland in 1919-1920, at the time of the national resurrection and the Miracle on the Vistula, of Monsignor Achille Ratti, who within two years was elected Pope Pius XI. Ratti was in Poland as apostolic delegate.

     • • •

    John Paul II was born in a Wadowice house owned by a Jewish family, directly across a narrow street from the town’s principal Roman Catholic church, dedicated to St. Mary of Perpetual Succor.

Wadowice was a most unusual town in a variety of ways when Karol Wojtyła was growing up. It was founded in 1327 as a peasant village, maturing gradually into a regional trade and agricultural junction, thirty miles southwest of glorious Kraków, but always basically a backwater in the foothills of the Beskidy Mountains. In 1920, Wadowice’s population stood only at roughly seven thousand inhabitants (in the ensuing seventy-five years, it would barely double in number).

Surprisingly, however, the town was an important cultural and educational center. It had electricity from 1907, quite an achievement in rural Galicja. And it was pleasant and rather prosperous, nesting comfortably between the Skawa River, an effluent of the Vistula, and the Leskowiec hills to the south. The town square and the paved main streets featured neat one and two-story solid buildings. There were birch trees and a fountain on Market Square. The Skawa was clean and ideal for swimming and diving (boys daringly leaped from the railroad bridge), and the Leskowiec, rising toward the Beskidy peaks in the distance, were excellent training ground for mountain treks and skiing, as well as for warm-weather picnics. The Leskowiec were Karol’s preferred hills for long, solitary strolls; it was there that he learned to ski.

Wadowice had no industry apart from a small paper mill, a wire mill, and two establishments specializing in Church communion wafers. But there were many shops and at least two restaurants, including one owned by the mayor and famous for its tripe, a national dish. The town was also a regional administrative center, with a hospital, government offices, and a contingent of public officials whose salaries bolstered the local economy. The infantry regiment gave Wadowice both revenue and prestige.

The Wadowice wafer producers did very well because the town was in the heart of highly religious Galicja—the Kalwaria Zebrzydowska sanctuary was only ten miles away—and Wadowice itself had several churches, a monastery of Discalced Carmelites and a Pallottine Fathers monastery (both had their own schools), convents of Albertine and Nazarethan Sisters, and a parish Catholic House, which often served as one of the town’s two theaters for amateur performances.

Strongly Catholic as it was, Wadowice nevertheless had an uncommonly large Jewish population, even by Galicja standards, where Jews had lived for centuries. It was estimated at between 20 and 30 percent, and the Jewish community had a synagogue and a cemetery. And, unlike in much of Poland in the prewar days, virulent anti-Semitism was virtually nonexistent in Wadowice. Until the late 1930s Jews worked as lawyers, doctors, dentists, and merchants, living without friction alongside Catholics, participating in the town’s quiet affluence based chiefly on commerce and services. On Tuesday market days, peasants came from the countryside, selling livestock and produce mainly to Jewish merchants.

The best example of harmonious Wadowice relationships was that the Wojtyłas were renting the second-floor apartment in the house on Rynek Street, No. 2, just off the town square, belonging to a wealthy Jewish merchant named Chaim Balamuth. The Balamuth family occupied the ground floor of the building where their crystal and glass store was located; Balamuth also sold motorcycles. The name of the street was later changed to Kościelna—Church Street. The address is now Ulica Kościelna, No. 7. The apartment adjoining the Wojtyłas in the Balamuth house was occupied by the Beer family, also Jewish. Black-eyed “Ginka”—Regina—Beer, two years older than Karol, was one of the most beautiful girls in town and the best student at the Wadowice girls’ high school. They were fast friends, both captivated by the theater. Wojtyła’s first appearance on the Wadowice amateur stage was at fifteen, as Ginka’s leading man.

Wadowice had fine schools. The girls’ high school was highly rated in the region. The boys’ high school was one of the best in Galicja. Keen on classics, it taught eight years of Latin and five of ancient Greek.

The school produced an astounding crop of graduates, ranging from John Paul II to fellow Wadowice native Jerzy Majka, who was the editor-in-chief of the Polish Communist Party’s daily official newspaper, Trybuna Ludu, until the collapse of the regime in 1989 (Majka is ten years younger than the pope). Others were the Reverend Jan Piwowarczyk, the first editor-in-chief of the Kraków opposition Catholic weekly, Tygodnik Powszechny (to which Wojtyła contributed scores of articles and poems under his own name and under pseudonyms until the pontificate); Emil Zegadłowicz, one of the most controversial Polish poets, novelists, and playwrights of the first half of the century; war heroes (army generals and privates), an archbishop, several ambassadors, and outstanding artists, teachers, and lawyers. Pupils came from wealthy families, officialdom, and peasant homes in the countryside, but the Wadowice high school was a great social equalizer. Backgrounds meant nothing; a boy’s personality, for better or for worse, meant everything.

Over two hundred Wadowice high school graduates died in the two world wars, including scores of Catholics and Jews who were killed in Oświęcim concentration camp, just west of Wadowice, during World War II, Among them were the abbot of the Wadowice Discalced Carmelites monastery and a dozen priests. Karol Wojtyła, already in Kraków, escaped the manhunt in his hometown, which the Nazis had incorporated into Germany (Kraków was part of the so-called General Governorship). Jews were herded into the ghetto the Germans had established in the town and shipped to the death camps.

For such a small town, the cultural level was impressive. Professionals, teachers, and priests—the intelligentsia elite of Wadowice—hungered for literature and theater. There were three public libraries. Spectators filled the two amateur theater auditoriums for performances of classics and modern plays. They came to watch the summer theater, mostly musicals, in the sprawling town park on the outskirts. Wadowice citizens often traveled to Kraków for professional theater—and meals and sophisticated conversation at the big city’s elegant hotels and restaurants—and they avidly read reviews of the latest plays and books in Kraków and Warsaw newspapers, especially the capital’s Wiadomości Literackie (Literary News). In 1922, when Karol was a two-year-old toddler, a Wadowice intellectual group formed a literary group called Czartak, which became quite famous throughout Poland for its provocative manifestos proclaiming Galicja’s regional mysticism (mere Polish mysticism was obviously not enough for them).

The Wojtyłas led a quiet, pious life, removed from the cultural ferment, when Karol was an infant. First Lieutenant Wojtyła, always in his army officer’s uniform, went on performing his quartermaster’s duties at the infantry regiment headquarters. By now he was bald, he wore glasses, and his mustache was modestly trimmed. Emilia Wojtyła, her health steadily deteriorating, looked after the household and after baby Karol. Occasionally, she sewed to augment the family income. Edmund, who was fourteen when his brother was born, attended Marcin Wadowita High School. Both he and Karol, to judge from early photographs, resembled their mother, with her broad facial planes, rather than their father. And, like their mother, the boys were strongly built, promising to be stout.

At first, Karol was called “Loluś,” a baby diminutive, by Emilia. Then he acquired the less babyish but permanent diminutive “Lolek,” by which he would introduce himself even at the university, and by which his few very close friends call him in private to this day, even at the Vatican. His mother was inordinately proud of him, even when he was an infant. Franciszek Zadora, then a neighbor of the Wojtyłas, remembers Emilia telling his mother, “You will see: my Loluś will be a great man.”

The Wojtyłas’ household was very religious, but not oppressively. At the entrance to their apartment from the outside curving iron staircase, a front contained holy water for crossing oneself on the way in and out. There were holy images on the walls and a small altar in the parlor where morning prayers were recited. In the evening and on holidays, the Bible was read aloud by the father or the mother, which was rare in those days among Galicja Catholics, more given to liturgical emotion. Prayers were said regularly as was the recitation of the rosary. Feasts and fasts were observed.

It was his mother who first taught Lolek how to cross himself, and the pope remembers his father as “a very religious man.” He said that when he served as an altar boy at the age of ten—his mother had already died—the Lieutenant remonstrated with him for not praying “adequately” to the Holy Spirit. “He taught me a special prayer,” John Paul II recalled, “and it was an important spiritual lesson.” Over a half century later, he said, this prayer resulted in his encyclical on the Holy Spirit.

But the mood in the three-room apartment was not piously heavy. Religion came naturally to the Wojtyłas, always hospitable to their friends and their sons’ friends, but never imposing their religiosity on others. Karol would follow that example.

The Lieutenant, as he was called by all in Wadowice, meticulously read the newspapers and discussed current events at work, at home, and with friends. He was the most respected citizen, friendly to young and old. Karol Poliwka, now a physician in Warsaw, recalls that the Lieutenant taught him how to swim in the Skawa River when he was eleven. Lolek was already a swimmer. Though the Lieutenant was not much of a talker, he occasionally enjoyed holding forth about Polish history and the Great War.
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