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This young man grew up in a poor family, who lived in a three-roomed upstairs flat in a row of terraced houses. When he was eight his mother died giving birth to a younger sister, who did not survive. His elder brother died of scarlet fever. When he was twenty, his father also died, leaving him alone in the world. He started at college but the institution was shut down by an invading army. Drafted into forced labour in a stone quarry, he was twice badly injured in industrial and traffic accidents.

That sounds like a barrister’s plea for a young criminal, portraying an unhappy background as extenuating circumstances which drove him perhaps to a life of petty crime. Or as the type of misfortunes which might tempt a person to seek solace in drink or drugs.

The young man in question, however, was Karol Wojytla. His resilience of character and his deep faith in Christ enabled him to triumph over adversities which might have crushed or embittered a lesser soul.

In his spiritual bond with Our Lady he found that maternal warmth of which, on the level of nature, his mother’s early death had deprived him. As he learnt about the Carmelite mystics, encouraged by good friends, he developed a deep prayer relationship with the Lord who would sustain him throughout his long and varied life. It was his faith in Jesus Christ and in the Catholic Church gave dignity to his harsh life. 

The media have been full of appreciation for the life of Pope John Paul II. For once I cannot complain of inadequate or biased coverage of Catholic affairs!

Much has already been said and written about his 26-year pontificate. I am not sure that I can add much that is original, but I will try to outline some important lessons he leaves for us as members of Holy Church.

1. Firstly, it is important to appreciate that Karol Wojytla was God’s candidate for the papacy in the conclave of 1978. Trusting in the Holy Spirit, the cardinals surprised themselves and the world. During the time of turbulence and change following Vatican II, when many faithful were confused by wild misinterpretations of the Council, and “theological experts” were gleefully substituting their own agendas for the Council texts, God gave us John Paul II as the definitive interpreter of Vatican II. His reassuring presence has laid a steady hand upon the tiller.

2. Evangelisation has been his major priority. Among his first words to people and to nations were: “Be not afraid. Throw open the doors to Christ.” His visits to 129 countries around the world, and to many nations more than once, reveal him as the first successor of St Peter who – thanks to modern transport and communications – has been able to behave like the missionary St Paul. 

God put to a more sublime use the dramatic talents of Karol Wojtyla who in youth wished to become an actor. Instead the Lord gave him a world stage upon which to perform his own role, not that of someone else’s character. When we surrender our ambitions to God, He blesses us with something far more wonderful.

During the last few days the outpouring of tributes and praise for John Paul II has surprised many of us Catholics. His travels and many meetings have not only internationalised the Papacy far more, but also given it a moral prestige it has not enjoyed for centuries. 

It reminds us that there is a specific Petrine charism – God gives to the Pope certain graces which He does not give to the other bishops. Many of us are Catholics because of the link to the Papacy. Few of us, one might respectfully suggest, are Catholics because of our own local bishops, worthy and holy men though they be. 

3. John Paul II has been a man of historical destiny. In cooperation with Our Lady of Fatima and the prayers and determination of the faithful, he played the major spiritual role in the disintegration of the Soviet Empire. 

It is alarming how soon we forget the stupendous events of 1989-91. The communist tyranny had murdered between 85 and 100 million of its own subjects during the twentieth century. It trampled human rights underfoot and tried to wipe out religion. The individual was insignificant: only the collective mattered, only the historical Marxist process was important.

Cardinal Karol Wojtyla had entered the conclave with a Marxist philosophy periodical among his reading matter – as a one time professor of ethics he liked to keep up with developments in communist thought, He had little notion that his fellow cardinals would alight upon him as papabile.

As Pope, like a new Moses, he helped to lead his own Polish nation out of Komintern slavery into freedom. It was a new Exodus, which involved many more millions of people than did the original Jewish Exodus. What would later torment him – and the same distressed Moses – would be when the people whom God had freed began to abuse the new liberty He had given them, surrendering to the slavery of consumerist western lifestyles and materialism – and worst of all, the “deathstyle choice” of abortion.

4.  The teaching legacy of John Paul II may some day earn him the title “the Great”, like Leo and Gregory. I venture to suggest that he will become a Saint and a Doctor of the Church. We have as yet barely scratched the surface of his thought. How many of us, even priests and teachers, have ploughed through his Encyclicals at first hand? Granted, they are not easy reading, but there is a depth of thought and analysis from which every Christian can learn.

Many secular commentators speak of him being “authoritarian” or “theologically conservative” on all the old chestnut issues – contraception, abortion, homosexual acts, divorce and remarriage, embryo experimentation, women priests etc.

What such commentators fail to realise is that the Pope is not expounding his own “opinions” or choices on these matters. The Catholic Faith is a supernaturally given entity, entrusted by God to the Church. It is not up for re-negotiation or compromise. Eighty years ago every Christian denomination on earth, taught that contraception, abortion and homosexual acts were sinful. Why criticise John Paul II just because he remains true to Sacred Scripture, when so many have cut themselves off from its guidance?

All analyses which speak of “theological conservatives” and “liberals” are to some extent flawed. Alice von Hildebrand puts her finger on the nub of the matter when she says that the crack of the abyss runs between those who understand Christianity as a supernaturally given “deposit of faith,” divine teachings which cannot be altered - although their implications can be better elaborated - and those for whom Christianity is merely a social construct to be re-interpreted afresh in every age and society.

So John Paul II’s “conservative opinions” on birth control, abortion, euthanasia, women priests etc. are in fact part of the unchanging Revelation of Almighty God, which the Catholic Church is duty bound to guard and expound to all generations. Those who talk as if the next Pope could alter these doctrines by his own whim, really do not understand what Christianity is about as a supernaturally revealed religion.


Even when it comes to that favourite which makes Durex rich – the promotion of condoms to fight AIDS – abstinence outside marriage and fidelity within are still the best policy, as John Paul II insisted. It’s not the Church’s role to advise people how to have “safe sex” and “safe sin.” The dilemma is that the promotion of condoms encourages promiscuity, which spreads AIDS more, despite the condom’s partial prophylactic effect.   


Karol Wojtyla’s beautiful writings upon graced married love, in his book “Love and Responsibility,” for instance, deserve to be far more widely known. His analysis of the sexual language, and of how natural family planning builds mutual respect and tenderness in a relationship, are outstanding. He draws upon the experiences of the hundreds of Polish couples whose weddings he conducted during his time as university chaplain in Krakow and lecturer in Lublin. With many of them he kept in touch for a long time. 


5. "I speak in the name of those who have no voice" he declared on a trip to Africa 25 years ago. Many of his “controversial” stances he took for the sake of the voiceless - the unborn children, the poor of the Third World, sick and elderly patients in danger of being starved to death by avaricious relatives or hospital administrators anxious to clear beds.


Noteworthy too was his outright opposition to the Iraq War. He personally warned Tony Blair not to get involved, and sent a high level delegation to George Bush to try to avert war. As he said: “No more war! Those of us who lived during the Second World War, and survived it, have the responsibility to warn younger generations who do not have this experience.” 

His own character was forged in a fiery crucible, toughened betwixt the hammer of communism and the anvil of Nazism. He had infinitely more personal experience of the bitter suffering which war inflicts upon the innocent, than our politicians who eagerly despatch armies to invade foreign lands. 

(to be continued)

