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			John Paul II

			Key information

			
					Born: 18 May 1920 in Wadowice (Poland).

					Died: 2 April 2005 in Vatican City.

					Pontificate: 1978-2005.

					Canonisation: 27 April 2014.

					Main achievements:	The modernisation of the Catholic Church and the implementation of the reforms of the Second Vatican Council.

	Major political influence during the fall of communist regimes in Eastern Europe in 1989.

	The development of a close relationship with Catholics across the world, with visits to 129 countries.

	The promotion of a social doctrine in favour of the defence of human rights and the fight against poverty.




			

			Introduction

			“Do not be afraid. Open wide the doors for Christ. To his saving power open the boundaries of States, economic and political systems, the vast fields of culture, civilization and development” (Homily for the Inauguration of the Pontificate of John Paul II). John Paul II began his time as pope with this call for hope on 22 October 1978. His election as pope of the Catholic Church came as a great surprise to everyone, and in many respects he was a very unusual choice. He was the first non-Italian cardinal to take on the role for over four centuries, and came from the other side of the Iron Curtain. His native Poland had a deep-rooted Catholic tradition, but had fallen under the control of communism in 1944.

			He soon made his mark on the position, effecting a major renewal of the role of pope. As a man of the Church, he was committed to promoting Christian identity, delivering a message of tolerance to as many people as possible, and rekindling interreligious dialogue. As a head of state, he employed his talent on the world diplomatic stage in order to persuade and sway totalitarian regimes, with a skill and energy that undoubtedly mark him out as one of the greatest popes of the 20th century.

		


		
			The life of John Paul II

			A late vocation

			Karol Józef Wojtyła was born on 18 May 1920 in Wadowice, a small town in the Eastern European region of Galicia, near Krakow in the south of Poland. As a teenager, he had a passion for the theatre and wrote several plays, and he understood the dramatic power of speech from a very early age. Although he initially wanted to become an actor, he ended up enrolling at the Jagiellonian University to study humanities, specialising in Polish philosophy. When the universities were closed due to the Nazi occupation in 1939, he put on plays in secret, which he saw as a means of resistance. When he was forced to work in the Zakrzówek stone quarry, and then the Solway chemical factory in Krakow, he learnt about the hard manual work of labourers.

			He decided to embark on an ecclesiastical career in 1942. He was first accepted into the clandestine seminary run by Prince Adam Sapieha (1876-1951), cardinal archbishop of Krakow, before becoming acquainted with spirituality and studying the works of Saint Louis-Marie Grignion de Montfort (French priest canonised in 1947, 1673-1716). He was ordained a priest on 1 November 1946. He continued his theological training at the Angelicum, the Dominican university in Rome, where he learnt French and Spanish before defending his thesis, entitled The Doctrine of Faith in St. John of the Cross. At this time, he travelled to France and Belgium, where he discovered and was won over by new, modern forms of evangelisation.

			When he returned to Poland in June 1948, he was appointed priest in the village of Niegowić, then in the university parish of Saint Florian in Krakow, where he implemented a range of activities aimed at young people. He also taught at the university and, in 1953, wrote a philosophy thesis entitled Re-evaluation of the possibility of founding a Catholic ethic on the ethical system of Max Scheler (German philosopher, 1874-1928). In a Poland which was now communist, he criticised the Marxist ideology of Stalin (Soviet leader, 1878-1953), although he did not take a public stand.

			A socially committed bishop and an activist cardinal

			Karol Wojtyła was ordained as bishop on 28 September 1958 by Pope Pius XII (1876-1958) and, among other responsibilities, was tasked with the pastoral care of students as an auxiliary bishop to the archbishop of Krakow. At the age of 38, he was at the time the youngest bishop in Poland. Without being a fanatical activist, he enthusiastically took on the task of defending the Catholic Church, which had been persecuted by the authoritarian regime of the Polish People’s Republic, by supporting the construction of a church in Nowa Huta, a working-class district of Krakow which did not have its own place of worship.

			During the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), he took part in the debate on the modernisation of the Church by supporting the role of lay figures and ecumenical dialogue (which encourages unity among all the Christian Churches) as the natural spokesman of the Polish bishops. He caught the eye of Pope Paul VI (1897-1978) and was appointed Archbishop of Krakow on 30 December 1963, before becoming the youngest cardinal of the Catholic Church on 26 June 1967, at the age of 47. He then demonstrated strong conviction in his defence of students, the Jewish community and labourers, who had all been persecuted by the communist regime. He emphasised human rights and enthusiastically preached in Rome in 1976, where he attracted the attention of his fellow cardinals.

			After the sudden death of Pope Paul VI in 1978, John Paul I (1912-1978) was elected pope, but died after just 33 days in the role. Another conclave was then called. After eight rounds of voting, and to many people’s surprise, Karol Wojtyła was elected pope of the Catholic Church on 16 October 1978, at the age of 58. He took the name of John Paul II.
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			Portrait of John Paul II.

			An unusual pope

			As the first pope from a Slavic country in the history of Catholicism and the first non-Italian pope since 1523, John Paul II was out of the ordinary in all respects. He wanted to ensure close contact with Catholics by going out to meet the faithful, which increased the visibility of the role. To do this, he left Rome and even Italy. In the course of 104 journeys to the four corners of the world, he was seen by over 500 million followers of the Church.

			He was a passionate defender of human dignity and democracy, and denounced poverty and all forms of oppression. He met Mother Teresa (1910-1997), whom he greatly admired, on a number of occasions. In the course of his several visits to countries in Central and South America, he strongly opposed totalitarian regimes. Thanks to his non-dogmatic open-mindedness, he was able to significantly improve interreligious dialogue. He laid the cornerstone for this dialogue by inviting 194 religious leaders from all the world’s major religions to a universal prayer service for world peace at Assisi in 1986. Later that year, he established World Youth Day, with the aim of delivering a religious message to the youngest believers. Nonetheless, some of his unwavering stances on abortion, contraception and the celibacy of priests led to sometimes fierce controversies.

			John Paul II was also a head of state (albeit a microstate) with real international political influence. In this capacity, he made a major contribution to the fall of the Iron Curtain through targeted action in Poland alongside Lech Walesa (Polish statesman, born in 1943) and repeated interventions with the Soviet government. In 1990, he opposed the Gulf War and in 1991, during one of his visits to Poland, he denounced the marked excesses of capitalism.

			
				
					Did you know?

					During his pontificate, John Paul II took part in 1475 discussions with political figures, 738 of which were with heads of state.

				

			

			Suffering from Parkinson’s disease, he appeared in public less and less frequently from the early 2000s onwards. He died on 2 April 2005 after more than 26 years as pope, making his pontificate the third longest in history.

			He was beatified on 1 May 2011 by his successor, Pope Benedict XVI (born in 1927), then canonised on 27 April 2014 by Pope Francis (born in 1936). He is now one of the saints of the Catholic Church, and his feast day is celebrated on 22 October.
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			Catholics witness the beatification of John Paul II in Vatican City.

		


		
			Context

			John Paul II and Poland: from Nazi occupation to European integration

			The young Karol Wojtyła received his religious training in a very unusual context, marked by extreme violence, in the heart of Poland, which was first under Nazi occupation, and then under Soviet influence. When he became pope, he would retain a subtle skill for diplomacy. 

			On 1 September 1939, Poland was invaded by Nazi Germany, triggering the Second World War (1939-1945). In accordance with the secret Nazi-Soviet Pact, the USSR then invaded Poland on 17 September, wiping the country from the map for the fourth time in its history: part of Polish territory was directly annexed to the Third Reich, another part was annexed to the Ukrainian and Belorussian Republics of the USSR, and the central part was controlled by the Nazis, who set up a general government in Krakow. The occupying forces wanted to destroy all forms of resistance by eradicating the Polish elites: intellectuals, including 189 professors from the University of Krakow, which was closed, civil servants and religious figures were imprisoned and deported. Seminaries were outlawed, theatres were closed and newspapers were suspended. The extermination of the Jewish community in Europe was methodically organised from Poland. Around 20 000 Jews, almost a quarter of the population of Krakow, were deported. In January 1945, when the war was approaching its end, the city was liberated by the Red Army and integrated into the new Polish Republic. From then on, the country was under communist influence.

			In 1958, the new Bishop of Krakow, Karol Wojtyła, had to position himself in the face of this nascent totalitarian environment. As his statements were initially moderate, the authorities did not consider him a threat to the regime. However, some people criticised his weak stance, and even suggested that he was overly indulgent towards the ruling power. It was only from 1964 onwards, when he became archbishop, that he openly expressed opinions that were hostile to communism. In 1970, then again in 1976, he tried to soften the repression of workers’ revolts and the increasing pressure placed on religious authorities. He was then put under surveillance.

			His election as pope in 1978 resounded like a thunderclap in the communist world. In June 1979, he returned to his native country, where he enjoyed considerable popularity. He had no qualms about defending freedom of expression and association in full view of the Polish authorities, who were taken by surprise and particularly embarrassed. During the workers’ rebellion in Gdansk in 1980, Lech Walesa, founder of the Solidarity trade union movement, had portraits of the new pope hung on the railings of striking shipyards. He thus compelled John Paul II to take a stand, and the pope could not help but pronounce his support for the Polish cause. When Wojciech Jaruzelski (Polish statesman, 1923-2014), who had just been appointed leader of the country, imposed martial law in December 1981, John Paul II tried to restore calm to the country to avoid a bloodbath. He returned to the country in 1983 and reaffirmed his support for opponents of the regime.
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			John Paul II visiting Poland in 1979.

			During the 1980s, he increased his diplomatic activity in opposition to Moscow and became closer to the Reagan (American president, 1911-2004) administration through the profitable exchange of confidential information. In 1992, the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev (born in 1931), aware of the work of John Paul II, stated that “Everything that has happened these last years in Eastern Europe could never have happened without the presence of this Pope, without the major role, including the major political role, that he has played on the world stage” (Dziwisz, 2008: 182). This clearly indicates the importance of the pope’s work.

			Armed with both moral and political authority, he defended human rights in front of the international community in visionary speeches at the United Nations in 1979 and 1995, and before UNESCO in 1980 and the European Parliament in 1988.

			In 1989, after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Eastern European republics abandoned communism one by one. On 1 January 1990, the Third Polish Republic was proclaimed. The new nation gradually aligned itself more closely with the West, and joined NATO in 1999. Once the spectre of communism had disappeared, John Paul II warned his compatriots against capitalism. Moreover, he advocated gradual but necessary integration in Europe, and Poland became a member of the European Union on 1 May 2004.

		


		
			John Paul II’s action across the world

			A globe-trotting speaker

			Early on, John Paul II proved to be a very independent thinker. As such, he closely observed the institutional workings and organisation of the Catholic Church in order to develop a personal opinion about of it, without the influence of habits and customs. He then shared his ideas in carefully crafted speeches, which he wrote himself, and did not hesitate to depart from the rigid protocol of the Curia whenever he felt it necessary. He also prioritised direct contact with the faithful and enthusiastically mingled with the crowds until the assassination attempt against him in 1981.

			He was convinced of the need for strong communication and of the power of images in a changing society. As such, he held press conferences, which were sometimes unscripted, and even spoke to reporters on planes. He also began giving weekly audiences, where he addressed crowds in St. Peter’s Square in Rome. In total, over 18 million Catholics came to Rome while he was pope. He also received anonymous pilgrims and heads of state, who were keen to meet him: in this way, over 1500 people had the privilege of speaking with him personally.
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			John Paul II visiting New York in 1979.

			With the aim of promoting a universal missionary message, he increased the number of Apostolic Nunciatures, which functioned like embassies for the Holy See abroad. By the end of his time as pope, there were 174 papal delegations of this kind, almost one per country. He was a great traveller and set out to meet people

			
				
					
					
				

			

			John Paul II and Latin America

			
			
			A pope in focus

			
			
			
			
			A universal message

			
			
			
				
					
					
					
							the Profession of Faith;

							the Celebration of the Christian Mystery;

							Life in Christ;

							Christian Prayer.

					

					
				

			

			
			
			
				
					
					
					
							3 plays;

							14 encyclicals;

							22 books;

							42 ecclesiastical letters;

							20 351 speeches.

					

				

			

			Major progress in interreligious dialogue

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			Often visionary but sometimes risky stances
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