
[image: image]


The Power and the Glory


 

 

Also by David Yallop

To Encourage the Others

The Day the Laughter Stopped

Beyond Reasonable Doubt

Deliver Us From Evil

In God’s Name

To The Ends Of The Earth

Unholy Alliance

How They Stole The Game


The Power and the Glory

Inside the Dark Heart of

John Paul ll’s Vatican

David Yallop

CONSTABLE • LONDON


 

 

To the memory of my mother,

Una Norah Stanton,

And my son, Stuart Adam,

gone too soon, far too soon.

Constable & Robinson Ltd

55–56 Russell Square

London WC1B 4HP

www.constablerobinson.com

First published in the UK by Constable,

an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd 2007

Copyright © Poetic Products Ltd. 2007

The right of David Yallop to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988

All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in

Publication Data is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-84529-673-5
eISBN 978-1-47210-516-5

Printed and bound in the EU


Contents

List of Illustrations

Preface

Part 1

1  God’s Will?

2  ‘It Depends on Whose Liberation Theology . . .’

3  A Very Polish Revolution

4  Appointment in St Peter’s Square

Part 2

5  Vatican Incorporated I

6  Papal Politics I: A Holy Alliance?

7  The Market Place

8  The Jewish Question

9  Beyond Belief

10  Papal Politics II: After the Cold War

11  Thou Shalt Not . . .

12  Vatican Incorporated II

13  The Village

Epilogue

Author’s note

Notes

Bibliography

Index


List of Illustrations

The young Karol Wojtyla with his parents. Copyright © Corbis

The Solvay Quarry. Copyright © Topfoto

Poster of ‘The Cavalier of the Moon’ in which Karol Wojtyla performed two months before the outbreak of the Second World War. Copyright © Topfoto

Karol Wojtyla at the time of his ordination in November 1946. Copyright © Popperfoto

John Paul II on the day of his election. Copyright © Corbis

Lech Walesa and Bishop Henryk Jankowski, the Lenin shipyard, Gdansk, 29 August 1980. Copyright © Getty Images

Riots on the streets, 2 May 1982. Copyright © Corbis

Lech Walesa with Pope John Paul II. Copyright © Getty Images

Wojtyla with Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski. Copyright © Corbis

Pope John Paul II with the Reagans. Copyright © Getty Images

Cardinal Bernardin. Copyright © Corbis

Pope John Paul II with Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega. Copyright © Corbis

Archbishop Romero. Copyright © Getty Images

Attempted assassination of Pope John Paul II in St Peter’s Square. Image author’s own

Pope John Paul II with Galtieri of Argentina, copyright © Corbis, and Marcos of the Philippines, copyright © Getty Images

A list of allegedly abusive priests in New England dioceses. Copyright © Getty Images

Reverend Tom Doyle. Copyright © Corbis

Father Bob Hoatson leading protestors at the installation of Archbishop Sean Patrick O’Malley. Copyright © Getty Images

Pope John Paul II at Auschwitz. Copyright © Corbis

Pope John Paul II in Ireland. Copyright © Getty Images

Bishop Marcinkus in Nigeria in 1982. Copyright © Corbis

HIV and AIDS in Africa. Copyright © Topfoto

Theologian Hans Küng. Copyright © Topfoto

Vatican spin-doctor Navarro-Valls. Copyright © Corbis

Statues of the Virgin Mary outside a souvenir shop in Medjugorje, Bosnia. Copyright © Getty Images

Papal endorsements by the score. Copyright © Corbis

Pope John Paul II at the Gemelli hospital recovering from throat surgery, 6 March 2005. Copyright © Getty Images


Preface

Within the opening pages of In God’s Name I publicly thanked a great many people who had provided me with assistance in a variety of ways during the research for that book. In doing so I was merely repeating a lifelong habit. After naming these individuals I wrote the following:

‘Among those I cannot thank publicly are the people resident within Vatican City who contacted me and initiated my investigation of the events surrounding the death of Pope John Paul I, Albino Luciani. The fact that men and women living within the heart of the Roman Catholic Church cannot speak openly and be identified is an eloquent comment on the state of affairs within the Vatican.’

The hunt by the Curial hierarchy after the book was published was not confined to anonymous informants. The Vatican also went after some of those I had publicly thanked. Precisely how many suffered I do not know but among their number was Father Bartolomeo Sorge SJ, the editor of Civilta Cattolica, described by Vaticanologist Peter Hebblethwaite as ‘a man of impeccable orthodoxy and at the same time an influential figure on the Christian Democratic scene’. He was dispatched from Rome to Palermo. Father Romeo Panciroli had been the long-serving Vatican Press Officer at the time of my research. Less than six months after the initial publication of In God’s Name he was replaced by Navarro-Valls. Panciroli was sent to Africa. One of Navarro-Valls’ first acts was to remove the vital tessera or press card from Phillip Willan. Phillip, a freelance journalist, had acted as one of my primary researchers and interpreters. A journalist in Rome without Vatican accreditation is in for a very lean time. He had presumably been found to be guilty by association. The fact that I alone was responsible for what was written counted as nothing. He was frozen out for the best part of two decades.

During Spring 1998, a new Vatican manual was published with Papal approval. In it there is a warning to all Vatican staff that ‘disclosing pontifical secrets is punishable by instant dismissal’. In light of the above, I have concluded that the overwhelming number of those who so kindly assisted me must remain unidentified. Within the book a number of non-Vatican sources are identified and a bibliography gives the reader an indication of written sources.

Some time in the near future, Pope John Paul II will be beatified. Soon after that event he will be canonised. In life much was claimed for Karol Wojtyla; in death the acclamation has reached such levels that early sainthood cannot be far away for the Pope from ‘the far country’.

What was once the fifth step towards beatification, the nomination of a promotor fidei – in popular language the ‘devil’s advocate’, an individual whose duty it was ‘to point out any flaw or weak points in the evidence adduced, and raise all kind of objections’ – has been abolished. It was revoked by John Paul II. I have yet to hear a satisfactory explanation that justifies the abolition. Does the biblical injunction ‘And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free’ no longer have a place within Christianity in the twenty-first century?

When the beatification process involves a figure as controversial as the late Pope, a rigorous investigation which lays open every facet of Karol Wojtyla’s entire life is paramount. Demonstrably the current rush to sainthood does not envisage exhaustive enquiry. Wojtyla’s lectures and writings in the 1950s on Marxism and Communism in which he spoke and wrote very positively on both Marxism and Liberation Theology are not, as of late 2006, going to be considered. How deeply the extravagant claims that have been made for Pope John Paul II – his fight against the Nazis and subsequently against the Communist regime . . . his creation of Solidarity . . . his achievement in overthrowing European Communism – how deeply these and other acclaimed aspects of the Wojtyla Papacy will be investigated has yet to be established. Before the end of January 2006, the Vatican had received over two million letters concerning ‘the life and virtues of Pope John Paul II’.

Speaking to a gathering of Catholic journalists in the Vatican in December 2002 Karol Wojtyla remarked:

‘What does it mean for a Catholic to be a professional journalist? A journalist must have the courage to search for and tell the truth, even when the truth is uncomfortable or not considered politically correct . . .’


PART 1


Chapter 1

God’s Will?

‘WHEN ONE POPE DIES, we make another one.’ So runs a popular saying in Rome. They were particularly busy in 1978. It was the year of three popes. The death of Pope Paul VI on 6 August 1978 surprised very few Vatican observers. Indeed, as his reign entered its sixteenth year, some reporters already began to write in the past tense. The reign of his successor, Albino Luciani, who took the name Pope John Paul I, was different.

One month after his election, Albino Luciani received an extensive and very detailed interim report that had been carried out at his request by Cardinal Egidio Vagnozzi of an investigation into Vatican finances. Vagnozzi had been President of the Prefecture of Economic Affairs of the Holy See, Chancellor of the Exchequer or Auditor General since late 1967. Pope John Paul I considered the report alongside additional information he had obtained from Cardinals Benelli, Felici and deputy Secretary of State, Archbishop Giuseppe Caprio. He reached a number of decisions which were certain to have a dramatic effect on the Church and the Pope advised his Secretary of State, Cardinal Villot, of these reforms on the late afternoon of 28 September. Within hours Albino Luciani was dead and the lies and the cover-up surrounding the death of the thirty-three-day Pope had begun.

*   *   *

His death stunned the cardinals. As they gathered in Rome in October to elect a new pope, many were clearly frightened. Albino Luciani – Pope John Paul I – had been murdered.1 No Cardinal uttered that conclusion in public, of course; the party line as decreed by Secretary of State Cardinal Jean Villot held more or less steady during the three months period of sede vacante – the empty throne. Nonetheless, questions were raised behind General Congregation doors; the Pope’s death was both sinister and politically momentous: under the Vatican constitution all of Luciani’s reforms would die with him unless his successor chose to implement them. At stake were profound issues such as discipline within the Church, evangelisation, ecumenism, collegiality, world peace and a subject that now pre-occupied most of the Cardinals – Church finances.2 The man they had elected had indeed immediately instigated just such an investigation; now he was dead.

Cardinal Bernardin Gantin voiced the fears and confusions of many when he observed, ‘We are groping in the dark.’ Cardinal Giovanni Benelli, a man who had been particularly close to the ‘Smiling Pope’, made no attempt to hide his thoughts: ‘We are left frightened.’ Many cardinals were shocked not only by the sudden death of a perfectly fit man in his mid-sixties but by the orchestrated lies peddled by Villot and those under him. They knew that a Vatican cover-up was under way.

In Rome, in off-the-record briefings to reporters, the Vatican machine quickly spun three stories about the late Pope. The first – alleging weak health – is fully examined within In God’s Name as is the second exercise which attempted to demolish Luciani’s remarkable talents and reduce him to a grinning simpleton. ‘Really it’s a blessing in disguise that he died so soon; he would have been such an embarrassment to the Church.’ This attack on the late Pope was mounted particularly by members of the Roman Curia. As with lies about his health, many of the media fell for it and stories directly inspired by this disinformation appeared throughout the world’s press.

The third story was a traditional platitude. Luciani’s work was done: the Lord had taken him away. Thus Cardinal Siri:

‘. . . this death is not a complete mystery, nor is the event totally opaque. In thirty-three days this pontiff completed his mission . . . With his style so close to the Gospel, it can be said that Pope John Paul I opened an era. He opened it and then quietly went away.’ He was echoed by Cardinal Timothy Manning, ‘ . . . he made his statement and then dropped off the stage.’

Other princes of the Church took another view:

‘Why the lies about his health? All this nonsense about operations? Why are they lying about who found the Pope’s body? Why the lies about what he was reading? What are the facts about these changes that were to have occurred the following morning? Changes within the Vatican Bank?’

Villot stonewalled on these and a host of other questions. His blanket response, that it ‘was God’s will’, convinced very few. Cardinal Benelli’s icy response was, ‘I thought it was God’s will that Cardinal Luciani was elected. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh?’

Inside the Vatican village the customary intrigue, vindictiveness, rumour, counter-rumour and character assassination got under way for the election of the new pope. The Curia went ruthlessly about its task of ensuring as far as possible that all rivals to their own man, the reactionary Archbishop of Genoa, Cardinal Siri, were dispatched into oblivion. But as they cut a swathe through the opposition, the Curia was also busy organising defence strategies just in case their man was not elected.

Before departing on the 7.30 a.m. flight to Rome from Warsaw on 3 October Karol Wojtyla, Archbishop of Cracow, Poland, interrupted his schedule to have an ECT examination on his heart and take the print-out with him. It may have seemed extraordinarily prudent for a cardinal who had attracted less than a handful of votes in the August Conclave. But he was aware that the Vatican was peddling lies about the late Pope’s medical history. It would be even easier to pump out rumours about a candidate’s health, especially one such as himself, whose medical history revealed a pattern of illnesses. Certainly, some of Wojtyla’s colleagues viewed his actions as signs that he knew that he would not be returning to Cracow.

During the previous five days, Wojtyla had spent much of his time with his invaluable friend and ally, Bishop Deskur, in Rome. This friendship went back to their years together in the secret wartime seminary in Poland. Since the war, Deskur had guided Wojtyla through the labyrinth of Vatican politics. Never would his help be more needed. Karol Wojtyla listened very carefully as Deskur listed the strengths of this rival candidate, the weaknesses of another. Then he had lunch with other countrymen including Bishop Rubin. These meetings left Karol Wojtyla in no doubt that this time he was a genuine candidate. Those who were pushing his candidacy realised that if the Italians could not unify around one of their own contenders, then the cardinals they had been lobbying would be aware of a stunning alternative. Karol Wojtyla was now obliged to draw on the acting skills he had honed as a young man. Externally a picture of detached calm, the inner self was agog at the prospect that came more clearly focused before him. So much of his early life had been a preamble to this moment. He believed deeply in divine providence and again and again would offer divine intervention as the explanation for his good fortune. Providence, in the shape of a good contact, a patron or a protector, called with remarkable frequency on Wojtyla.

In May 1938 the Archbishop of Cracow, Adam Sapieha, came to Wadowice to give the sacrament of confirmation to those who were about to graduate. The student assigned to the task of welcoming Sapieha in the name of the college was Karol Wojtyla, speaking in Latin. When the young man had finished, there was a thoughtful expression on the face of the Archbishop. ‘Will he enter the seminary?’ he asked religious teacher Father Edward Zacher.

Karol responded for himself. ‘I’m going to study Polish literature and philology (language).’

The Archbishop was disappointed: ‘What a pity.’

Sapieha was destined to become one of Wojtyla’s early protectors. There had been others before, especially his father. By the time that Karol senior died in February 1941, providence had already ensured that while many of the twenty-year-old’s peer group would perish before the end of the Second World War, he would survive; his French tutor, Jadwiga Lewaj, had a quiet word with her good friend Henryk Kulakowski, the president of the Polish section of Solvay, a chemical firm with a large plant in the Cracow suburb of Borek Falecki. At the time all able-bodied Polish males were candidates for forced labour in Germany or working on border fortifications on the Eastern Front. Either route led to a brutal and usually short life. Working at Solvay carried a large range of benefits. It was in some respects a self-contained village with residential homes, containing a surgery with a resident doctor, staff canteen, a shop and a gymnasium. Apart from his wages and the perk of vodka coupons that could be traded on the black market, Karol Wojtyla also carried at all times his guarantee that he would have a good war: an Ausweis, or identity card, that indicated that the bearer was employed in a kriegswichtig industry, work that was essential to the Third Reich’s war effort. The caustic soda the company created had a variety of uses, not least in the production of bombs.

It was during his wartime years at Solvay that a vocation for the priesthood first stirred within Karol Wojtyla. At this time Archbishop Sapieha had created a secret seminary and in August 1944 Karol moved with a number of other young men into the safety of his residence. Wojtyla was ordained as a priest on 1 November 1946. Two weeks later, Sapieha, newly promoted to cardinal, sent Karol Wojtyla to Rome to study for his first doctorate. The archbishop had already marked out Wojtyla for fast-track treatment. The special consideration shown to Wojtyla extended to making funds available so that during the vacations he could tour around Europe along with a fellow priest.

Wojtyla returned to Cracow in June 1948 after obtaining his doctorate with maximum marks in virtually every section. There Cardinal Sapieha continued to carefully nurture his young protégé: seven months as a village curate were followed by a post as student chaplain in the St Florian’s diocese of Cracow where he rapidly developed a devoted following among the undergraduates. The position also gave him the opportunity to mix with the movers and shakers of Cracow society. Wojtyla displayed a remarkable ability at networking and during these years friendships and contacts that would last a lifetime were forged.

On 23 July 1951 Wojtyla’s protector, the Prince-Cardinal Sapieha, died at the age of eighty-five. The Cardinal had seen something special about Karol Wojtyla at their first brief meeting in May 1938. Archbishop Baziak, already established in Cracow as Sapieha’s successor, had discussed Wojtyla’s future at great length with the Prince-Cardinal. Seemingly, the baton had been passed. A few months later Baziak ordered Wojtyla to take a two-year leave of absence to study for another doctorate. This would qualify him to teach at a university. Wojtyla was opposed to this course of action. He wanted to stay at St Florian’s where his involvement with the students was going from strength to strength, but Baziak was adamant, commanding that Wojtyla also move home from the priest’s house at St Florian’s and that any pastoral work he wished to undertake during the two-year sabbatical had to first be approved by Archbishop Baziak. The doctorate came first and led to a thesis, a degree and a job as a university professor.

Baziak’s aim was simple: he wished to combat the tide of communist repression that was sweeping over Eastern Europe. The communists were attempting to plant assistant pastors who were members of the secret police within a great many dioceses, aiming to inevitably control the Church’s infrastructure from the inside. The continuing conflict between Church and State as to who had the right to appoint bishops grew more intense. The communists came up with a radical solution: any bishops who did not meet with their approval were forcibly removed or arrested and imprisoned. In 1952 among the victims were the Bishop of Katowice, Stanislaw Adamski, and two auxiliary bishops. In November that year Wojtyla’s latest mentor and protector Archbishop Baziak and his auxiliary bishop Stanislaw Rospond were arrested, an action that shook the Catholic community of Cracow to its core. Karol Wojtyla said nothing, publicly or privately, and two days after the arrests went on a skiing holiday to the Marty Mountains. Two weeks later the Primate of Poland, Archbishop Wyszynski, was advised that the Pope had named him cardinal. It was a promotion richly deserved; when the news reached Wyszynski he had just denounced the arrests of Baziak and his fellow bishop from a Warsaw pulpit. The regime’s response was a refusal to grant Wyszynski an exit visa, a petty gesture that denied the Cardinal the honour of kneeling before the Pope while the red biretta was placed upon his head.

The regime’s approach to the Church was that of a paranoid schizophrenic, ranging from the conciliatory to the cruel; arrests would be followed by permission to hold a great procession or pilgrimage where Wyszynski was free to make a speech on human rights. In January 1953 the situation in Poland deteriorated to a new level of barbarity when four priests and three lay workers within the Cracow archdiocese went on trial in a military court charged with collaborating with the CIA and illegally trading in foreign currency. After a five-day trial, including scathing denunciations of the late Cardinal Sapieha, Father Jozef Lelito and two of the lay workers were found guilty and sentenced to death. The sentences were subsequently commuted and all seven men were given long terms of imprisonment.

Throughout all this turmoil Karol Wojtyla continued with his pastoral duties at St Florian’s. During the academic year he would give lectures to the students on ethics, he organised retreats, said Mass, heard confessions and studied diligently in preparation for his thesis. Nonetheless, he continued to remain totally uninvolved in the life-and-death struggle of his Church to secure the most basic freedoms. No amount of arrests and imprisonments could stir him into protesting.

In some ways this was a replay of his response to the Second World War when he took no part in armed resistance and urged his friends to do the same, declaring that the Polish Army had been defeated and that it was useless to fight on. During the last three months of 1939 the German invaders turned their attentions to the mentally ill and vulnerable of Poland. They began by emptying the psychiatric clinics in the north of the country. Over 1,000 Poles were transported from a number of the clinics to a wood beside the village of Piasnica Wielki and shot. A year later nearly 300 elderly people were told they were going to the town of Padernice. No such town has ever existed. The lorry conveying them stopped in a wooded area on the outskirts of Kalisz. They were gassed by the lorries’ exhaust fumes and buried in the woods of Winiary. As early as October 1939, less than a month after the German occupation of Poland had begun, ghettos for the Jews were being created. Sometimes they were crammed into a section of a city that had historically been occupied by Jews, as in Warsaw where the Jews were forced to build a wall around the designated area and to pay for the wall.

During these same months Wojtyla wrote to his close friend Mieczyslaw Kotlarczyk:

‘First and foremost, I must tell you that I am keeping busy. Some people are currently dying of boredom, but not I, I have surrounded myself with books, dug in with Arts and Sciences. I am working. Would you believe that I am virtually running out of time! I read, I write, I study, I think, I pray, I struggle with myself. At times I feel great oppression, depression, despair, evil. At other times, as if I were seeing the dawn, the aurora, a great light.’

His letters show an extraordinary preoccupation with his own activities. Poland was enduring the most grievous ordeal in its history and yet this exceptionally gifted graduate wrote fulsome letters which harked back to the prewar days at university.

Now in the 1950s, confronted with communism, Karol Wojtyla had again retreated. Even when his long-time friend and teacher Father Kurowski was arrested, he remained silent and within his writings or sermons he never once directly attacked communism. This pattern of behaviour continued to flourish thoughout the 1950s. In 1953 he completed his dissertation, leading to the award of his second doctorate; in October he began to lecture at his former university, the Jagiellonian, on social ethics. There were numerous excursions with his adoring students, skiing, kayaking, and most of all, hiking. He was a prodigious walker, on one occasion walking 26 miles in a day. In July 1958, while enjoying one of these vacations in the lake region in Northern Poland, he received a summons to come and see Cardinal Wyszynski. Archbishop Baziak, who had been quietly furthering Wojtyla’s career, had recommended him to Wyszynski for the post of auxiliary Bishop to Cracow. News had just been received by the Primate that the Pope had accepted their recommendation. Significantly, the Polish Communist regime had also approved of the appointment.

Although Wojtyla obviously possessed a string of academic achievements, Baziak’s recommendation ignored his lack of any administrative experience, an essential for a suffragan bishop. Moreover, because of the academic direction in which both Cardinal Sapieha and Baziak had channelled him, his pastoral experience was severely limited. At thirty-eight, he was also a good ten years younger than the norm for a new bishop. He was now the youngest bishop in Poland. In itself it was not such a bad thing but such early success in the backbiting world of the Catholic priesthood can prove a handicap.

The invective within the Church hierarchy in Poland can be gauged from the files of the Sluzba Bezpieczenstwa – SB – the secret police. The regime were kept extremely well-informed. At any given time there were well over 1,000 priests who worked as spies and informants for the Polish Communist government. In a shocking betrayal of trust, the confidentiality of the confessional was regularly breached. The files reveal that the most highly valued asset working for the communists was ideally placed to spy and inform on Karol Wojtyla.

The informer had been directly responsible for the arrest and imprisonment of the Bishop of Katowice, Stanislaw Adamski, and two auxiliary bishops in 1952, and in November of the same year for the arrest of Archbishop Baziak and his auxiliary Bishop Stanislaw Rospond. There were other victims of this man’s treachery, yet the fact that not a hair on Karol Wojtyla’s head was ever disturbed speaks most eloquently of total rejection of any involvement in the Catholic Church’s struggle within Poland at this time. In 1958 the informer was in the perfect position to give a detailed report on the opposition Archbishop Baziak had faced when he had decided to promote Wojtyla.

The particular spy so prized by the secret police was Father Wladyslaw Kulczycki. During the Second World War he was active in the Polish underground, an activity that led to his arrest and imprisonment by the Nazis. After the war he returned to Cracow where for a short while he held the position of Judge at the Curia’s court. He knew the Primate of Poland well and had cared for Cardinal Wyszynski’s father. Well-educated, he had studied law in Strasbourg and history in Paris. The Polish secret police discovered he was engaged in a passionate love affair and blackmailed him into becoming a spy.

Wojtyla was only settling into his new role when unexpected news came from Cracow. Archbishop Eugeniusz Baziak died on 15 June 1962. His successor was not publicly announced until 19 January 1964. The eighteen-month delay was caused solely by the stubborn intransigence of two individuals. The Primate of Poland was determined that his point of view would prevail while the Communist regime’s number two, Zenon Kliszko, was equally determined to have his man running the Archdiocese of Cracow. In fact Baziak had never been recognised by the regime and for thirteen years had officially functioned not as Archbishop but as an Apostolic Administrator, the regime’s way of humiliating both the man and his faith. Cardinal Wyszynski did not share the same universal awe and admiration of Wojtyla as many of his peers. Indeed, it has been suggested that Wyszynski was bounced into the decision in 1958 to make Wojtyla a bishop by the regime. Whatever the truth, the Primate certainly did not want to give a further promotion to Wojtyla, whom he regarded as little more than an ambitious man preoccupied with networking. What particularly exercised the Primate was the high-handed manner that Bishop Wojtyla adopted with other members of the Cracow Archdiocese. ‘Wojtyla should not forget that he is only a temporary administrator and as such should stop bossing people around,’ was a typical observation from a member of the Wyszynski circle duly recorded by the SB. Acting on the traditional protocol, Cardinal Wyszynski submitted three names to the Polish Government. All three had previously been approved by the Pope. Wojtyla’s name was not on the list. Months later the list came back to Wyszynski with all of his candidates rejected. The files of the Polish secret police and additional information from former Communist Party members reveal a wonderfully ironic tale – independently confirmed by papal biographer George Weigel.3 A bemused Primate retired to his study and eventually a further three names were sent to the Vatican for papal approval, which was forwarded to the Polish Government. After a further three months the second list came back to Cardinal Wyszynski; again the regime had given the thumbs down to all three names.

During the late autumn of 1963 Father Andrzej Bardecki, the ecclesiastical assistant on the Catholic Church-financed paper, Tygodnik Powszechny, had a visitor at his Cracow office. Professor Stanislaw Stomma headed the minority Catholic Party in the Polish Parliament. With a maximum of five members it was in reality no more than a rump yet it served many useful purposes, not least as a conduit between the Communists and the Catholic Church. The professor quietly invited Father Bardecki to join him for a stroll around part of the city. As the two men walked, Professor Stomma recounted a conversation he had recently had with Zenon Kliszko, the Communist number two. Kliszko had asked him who would be the best candidate for the vacancy in Cracow. ‘I told him, firmly and categorically, that Wojtyla was the best, indeed the only choice.’ Kliszko beamed and replied, ‘I’ve vetoed seven so far. I’m waiting for Wojtyla and I’ll continue vetoing names until I get him.’

Why Wojtyla? The regime considered him politically naïve and as a man who had never displayed any of the intransigence for which his Primate was internationally famous, someone who would be open to compromise. It was an opinion largely based on the stream of information they had received from the regime’s prize spy planted in the very heart of the Cracow Archdiocese. An appointment such as this had considerable ramifications to the Communist Government of Gomulka. The Communists and the Catholic hierarchy were involved in a delicate balancing act and if the two failed to co-exist there was the very real possibility that Soviet tanks would appear on the streets of Warsaw and Cracow. All it might take would be a newly elected Archbishop reaching ambitiously for an international profile through confrontational tactics. Speaker Kliszko did not want a firebrand or a political agitator preaching from the pulpits of the Cracow churches. He had studied the secret police dossier, such as it was, on Wojtyla and he saw nothing worse than midnight masses in a field at Nowa Huta and a sermon commemorating the centenary of the January Uprising against the Russians in 1863. Kliszko was also reassured by Wojtyla’s war activities, or rather their absence; here was a man who had repeatedly refused to join or assist the partisan army and had relied on God’s will to prevail. In Kliszko’s eyes, Wojtyla was extremely unlikely to make common cause with any Polish dissident faction that might emerge.

The clinching element, however, had been the highly detailed report that Kliszko had requested from the Communist Party’s top agent in Cracow, Father Wladyslaw Kulczycki. Kliszko’s tactics worked a charm. When he had received a further nomination from the Cardinal, the list contained the name ‘Wojtyla’. It is not every Communist leader that can claim to have been instrumental in the making of a pope, particularly a Polish pope. On 8 March 1964, Karol Wojtyla was installed as Archbishop of Cracow. He was now only two steps away from the throne of St Peter.

When the Second Vatican Council reconvened in October 1964 Wojtyla, who had risen to speak at the first session as a junior auxiliary bishop, now addressed the Council as an archbishop. His promotions had given him a growing confidence and he made influential contributions to a number of proposed declarations, most notably during the debate on the Declaration on Religious Freedom where he argued that the oppressive nineteenth edict that ‘error has no rights’ was in need of a modification. His views, which were much in line with the reformers within the Council, that tolerance and proclamation of the fundamental right to freedom of conscience were essential before there could be any meaningful dialogue with other Christian Churches, were reflected in the final published Declaration on Religious Freedom – Dignitatis Humanae.

In May 1967 Paul VI announced the next Consistory, or council of cardinals, and among the names of the cardinalselect was Karol Wojtyla. This news of yet another promotion came a few days after his forty-seventh birthday and came as a great surprise within Poland; Wojtyla was extremely young to be so honoured. There had been no pressure on the Pope to appoint a second cardinal and quite a number of archbishops were older and more experienced. The man himself was heard to yet again murmur something about Providence yet there may have been more earthly reasons. In February that year Wojtyla had been a key member of highly secret discussions that had taken place at various locations in Poland. A papal delegation, headed by the then Monsignor Agostino Casaroli and Wojtyla’s old friend Monsignor Deskur, had held meetings with Polish officials, the Primate and Karol Wojtyla. The main subject on the agenda was the possibility of establishing diplomatic relations between Poland and the Vatican State. With the exception of Cuba it would have been a first for a communist country.

Two months later, on 20 April, after yet another highly favourable report on Wojtyla had been given to the Pope by Casaroli, the pontiff received the man from Cracow in a private audience. Paul was very impressed by his relatively new archbishop; just how impressed became publicly apparent in May when the relatively new archbishop became a completely new cardinal.

Papal biographers have written freely that by this time the communists had long realised that they had made a dreadful mistake in plotting to bring about Wojtyla’s promotion to bishop and that, when the news of his red hat was announced, they were beside themselves with anger and displeasure at the prospect of Cardinal Wojtyla. A confidential report written by members of the Polish secret police tells a quite different tale. The report dated 5 August 1967, just five weeks after Wojtyla became a cardinal, is headed: ‘Our Tactics Towards Cardinals Wojtyla and Wyszynski’. It is a fascinating insight into how the two men were perceived by at least some of the most senior members of the ruling Communist party. The authors had the benefit not only of Father Kulczycki but regular reports from a large secret service staff and spies; they also had access to evidence acquired from the full range of electronic eavesdropping equipment.

Predictably, in view of his long history of opposition, Wyszynski won few bouquets:

‘Cardinal Wyszynski was brought up in a traditional family of Church servants. In the opinion of the clergy this is an inferior type of people, and this stigma weighs on him to this day . . . He built his “scientific career” on anti-Communist activity and anti-Communist writings which, in 1948, were decisive in his advancement to bishop . . . During the cold war his position becomes greater – he is the standard bearer of the anti-Communist front.’

There was a great deal more in similar vein. The secret police saw Wyszynski as a complete cynic:

‘His concept of shallow, emotional and devotional Catholicism is correct and profitable from the view-point of the Church’s immediate interests. For some years his treatment of the intellectual elite, Catholic intelligentsia and laity as “uncertain elements” has its roots in Polish realities.’ For Wyszynski, according to the secret police report, the strength of the Church in Poland ‘has resided for centuries not among the elites, but in the Catholic masses’.

Cardinal Wojtyla, on the other hand, was much more to the liking of the Communists. They wrote approvingly of his origins (unaware of the altar and the font of holy water in his boyhood home): ‘a family of the intelligentsia – from a religious but not a devotional environment’. Inevitably they were on much firmer ground when they moved into the war years and beyond: ‘He rose in the Church hierarchy not thanks to an anti-Communist stance, but thanks to intellectual values.’ The Communists were impressed by Wojtyla’s success as an author and noted that his book Love and Responsibility had been translated into many languages. In the eyes of the Communists Wojtyla had a great deal going for him.

‘He has not, so far, engaged in open anti-state political activity. It seems that politics are his weaker suit . . . He lacks organising and leadership qualities and this is his weakness in his rivalry with Wyszynski.’ [Author’s italics.]

At no time do the intelligence files on Wojtyla indicate that he represented any more than the occasional pinprick in the body politic of the country. He has been portrayed by the Vatican, by numerous journalists and countless biographers as a man who stood resolute against the Communists and fought them tooth and nail in the years leading to his papacy but the facts reveal a man who successfully survived the Polish Communists as he had survived the Second World War, namely by prudence and a complete absence of any heroics.

The recommendation was that Wojtyla be given every support even to ensuring that he should be handled very gently. ‘We must risk the approach that the less he is pushed by us, the sooner a conflict (with Wyszynski) will develop.’ Obversely, the Communists planned to keep maximum pressure and discomfort on Wyszynski who, they believed, would eventually erupt as he saw the young man being granted every conceivable privilege and respect. In the eyes of the Communists, ‘Wyszynski had received Wojtyla’s elevation to the cardinalship with explicit reluctance.’ So the old man was to be humiliated and hemmed in at every turn while ‘we should act positively on matters of prestige that would improve Wojtyla’s self-esteem.’

Karol Wojtyla’s ‘self-esteem’ kept pace with his irresistible rise as now, among his many other duties and activities, he began to focus on the wider world beyond Poland. During August 1969 he deputised for Cardinal Wyszynski on a three-week tour in Canada followed by two weeks in the United States. The Primate had balked at the prospect of coping with a new experience, press conferences; nor could he speak English. Wojtyla leapt at the opportunity, and accompanied by his personal chaplain, Father Stanislaw Dziwisz, and two friends, Bishop Macharski and Father Wesoly, he flew to Montreal. There and at Quebec City Wojtyla could relax into his relatively fluent French before moving on to a seven-city tour of predominately English-speaking cities. Much of the time, however, he was able to speak in his native tongue, the official purpose of the trip being to visit Polish communities. If he learned little about Canada and subsequently the United States he learned the value of cocktail parties and banquets and the networking habits of his guests; as his English improved he also began to enjoy the press conferences.

In the United States his experience was again largely confined to Polish community activities but Father Wesoly recalls that Wojtyla was advised to visit every city where a cardinal was in residence – a curious piece of advice unless the recipient was ambitious to further his career. Wojtyla did not make them all but he had a good stab at the task. In the two-week stay, apart from his many official tasks on behalf of Polish Americans, he managed to meet seven of his fellow cardinals. Then hurrying back to Rome he met quite a few more at the extraordinary session of the Synod of Bishops.

The Synod had been created by Pope Paul to ensure that the decisions that had been taken at the Vatican Council sessions were implemented. Very typically Wojtyla never missed a meeting. He had been nominated a member not by his Primate but by Pope Paul and, like other gestures by Paul, this nomination has been subsequently seen as significant. Wojtyla’s biographers have contended that Pope Paul’s actions were clear indications that Wojtyla was his anointed one, the man he would like to see succeed him on St Peter’s throne. In fact, Paul made a very public and symbolic gesture to Albino Luciani, the man who actually did succeed him and of course Paul would not be voting in the Conclave to choose the next pope.

Without the benefit of hindsight, any contemporary observer of Cardinal Wojtyla in the 1970s would have judged him a man whose ambitions reached far beyond his current achievement. Of course, Wojtyla gave no public hint of his desire for the papacy; that would have been fatal, but as so often before, his actions spoke very eloquently for him. The international Synod of Bishops was one of a number of gatherings that saw Wojtyla at virtually every meeting. He was elected and re-elected a member of every steering committee between the Synods. At the 1974 Synod he was appointed realtor, the man who drafts the final report, on the issue of evangelisation in the modern world. When the question of evangelisation in Communist countries and Marxist-influenced societies was discussed Wojtyla was dismissive of what he considered to be the naive, ill-informed views of the delegates from Western Europe and Latin America. He considered that for them Marxism was a ‘fascinating abstraction rather than an everyday reality’. Inevitably he failed to write a final report that was acceptable to the Synod. More significantly he had given a very clear indication of his ignorance that Communism had more than one face, there were varying forms of Marxism, and that the words of socialism had different effects in Europe than in Latin America or South Asia. It was a deficiency that he would never remedy and one with far-reaching and disastrous consequences.

Wojtyla’s maiden journeys to Canada and the United States gave him an appetite for international travel that would never be satiated. In February 1973 he represented the Polish Church at an International Eucharistie Congress in Melbourne. During the month he managed also to travel to New Zealand, Papua New Guinea and Manila. He met Polish communities in at least seven Australian cities. None of these trips, however, could be defined as learning experiences; they fell more comfortably into the ‘if it’s Tuesday it must be Paris’ type of travel. Travelling frequently to Rome, Wojtyla became a familiar figure not only at meetings and conferences but also within the papal apartments. Between 1973 and 1975 he was received eleven times by the Pope in private audiences, an unprecedented figure for a non-resident cardinal. In early 1976 the Pope accorded Wojtyla a singular honour when he asked the Cardinal to conduct the Curia’s Lenten retreat.

Wojtyla was acutely aware of the opportunity that had been presented to him. Many of the cardinals who would at some point in the near future be choosing the successor to Paul VI would be present. To prepare himself he retired for 20 days to the mountains. There, in a convent of Ursuline sisters, he ‘wrote the meditations until midday, went skiing in the afternoon, and in the evening went back to writing’. The week-long retreat was held behind closed doors in St Mathilda’s Chapel within the Vatican in the presence of the Pope. Also present were the papal household and over 100 members of the very heart of the Roman Catholic Church, the Curia Romana. This was the central government of an organisation with a membership approaching one sixth of the planet. To one side of the altar, tucked discreetly out of sight sat the Pope, seventy-nine years of age and in poor health, his physical condition not helped by the penitential shirt he was wearing under his robes, a garment made of coarse horse hair and thorns that pressed into his skin.

The ranks of the all-powerful Curia sat quietly listening as the man from Cracow – speaking, at the Pope’s previous suggestion, in Italian – sat at a small table with a microphone in front of him and began with a quote from the Old Testament. ‘May God grant me the grace to speak as I desire and to formulate thoughts worthy of the good things given me, since he is the guide of Wisdom.’4 Many of his listeners knew Wojtyla, but not well: only his champion Andrzej Deskur, now an Archbishop, could make that claim. He had been opening doors, arranging meetings over meals, quietly talking up the abilities of Karol Wojtyla since the earliest days of Vatican Council II. Now more than anyone else he listened in eager anticipation to his close friend.

Wojtyla had chosen as his central theme the aspirations embodied in what he considered to be the central plank of Vatican Council II: Gaudium et Spes – Joy And Hope – The Constitution on the Church in the Modern World. It was an impressive performance. The congregation sat listening and observing as his command of Italian grew warmer. Never had the Cardinal’s previous acting experience been used for such high status. Again and again he had been able to draw on acting experiences in Wadowice. Again and again the acting technique that the Rhepsodic Theatre group had developed that relied on the voice rather than on the body, had taken Karol Wojtyla beyond the threshold that exists between actor and audience. Among the Princes of the church listening as Wojtyla developed his theme that ‘it is only in the mystery of the Word made flesh that the mystery of man truly becomes clear’ were: Cardinal Secretary of State, Jean Villot, the Frenchman whose icy exterior hid an icy interior; Giovanni Benelli, number two at the Secretariat of State and a pope maker in waiting; Cardinal Bernardin Gantin of Benin, young and strong; Cardinal Sergio Pignedoli, President of the Secretariat of Non-Christians and Pope Paul’s ‘best-loved son’ and favoured by many to be the next Pope; Cardinal Sebastiano Baggio, prefect of the Congregation of Bishops, and a man who entertained no doubts about the identity of the next pope – himself.

The Cardinal made good use of other skills and talents as he expanded not least on knowledge acquired through his years of prodigious study. He quoted from a galaxy of sources, including the Old and New Testaments, Christian classics, contemporary philosophy and general literature, from St Augustine to Hans Küng. But Wojtyla also demonstrated that he was a man with a soul as well as a brain. Speaking with great power and authority, he talked of that moment when

‘a man goes down on his knees in the confessional because he has sinned. At that very moment he adds to his own dignity, the very act of turning again to God is a manifestation of the special dignity of man, of his spiritual grandeur, of the personal meeting between man and God in the inner truth of conscience.’

When his Lent sermons were subsequently published, the Cracow intellectuals were impressed, more so than some of his listeners within the Vatican who regarded the abundance of sources quoted as ‘reminiscent of an undergraduate’s defence of his thesis’. But then some of this group of listeners would have marked down God if He had chanced to deliver a sermon. Wojtyla returned to Rome in March and April to give conferences on philosophy. In September he was back again, this time in Rome and Genoa giving more lectures, gaining more exposure.

In July 1976, Karol Wojtyla went on his second visit to the United States. The official reason was to attend the International Eucharistie Congress in Philadelphia. Yet again a passport was made available to him courtesy of the Communist Government, attempting to sow dissension between the Primate Cardinal Wyszynski and Cardinal Wojtyla. Yet this official policy of divide and rule failed completely to produce the desired results. Although theirs was far from the easiest of relationships, Wyszynski and Wojtyla had developed a mutual respect and a mutual trust over the years. It helped greatly that from the outset Wojtyla had always deferred to Wyszynski and had on a number of occasions demonstrated his loyalty to the older man. Although the Primate had a profound distrust of intellectuals he came to appreciate Wojtyla as a colleague with a variety of qualities, which included a sharp native shrewdness.

While in the United States Dr Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka, Wojtyla’s co-author on the English-language version of his philosophical work The Acting Person, took it upon herself yet again to help his career. She had already been responsible for bringing his original book to a far wider audience. Wojtyla stated within the preface of the book that he had ‘tried to face our issues concerning life, nature and the existence of Man directly as they present themselves to Man in his struggles to survive while maintaining the dignity of a human being, but who is torn apart between his all-too-limited condition and his highest aspirations to be free’. In Poland the book had largely been dismissed by Wojtyla’s fellow Catholic philosophers until the appearance of the lively, vivacious Dr Anna-Teresa; through her collaboration with Wojtyla on the English-language edition she succeeded in the truly formidable task of liberating his mind so that he could articulate what he actually wished to say, something he had failed to do within the original version of the work.

When the new edition was completed Dr Anna-Teresa was determined to introduce the author to the American audience. This included arranging for him to speak at Harvard, a White House meeting with President Ford, and a mass PR campaign to the media, in which he was described as a distinguished Polish Cardinal considered by at least some European commentators to be a contender for the papacy. Wojtyla baulked at none of this though he was obliged to cancel afternoon tea with the President because of a previous commitment. He had no problem with being introduced at the Harvard gathering by Dr Tymieniecka’s husband as ‘the next Pope’. The New York Times was suitably impressed and ran an article on Wojtyla. Anna-Teresa considered Wojtyla to be ‘Christ-like’ and full of wisdom yet with one profound flaw: she was alarmed at his ignorance of Western democracy and his unawareness of the power of the system that stood in opposition to Communism. He had given her the clear impression during their many meetings that Communist rule in Eastern Europe could not be defeated, that it was impregnable. She found Wojtyla dismissive of the West, particularly the United States which he regarded as devoid of morality. Her alarm was shared by Professor Hendrik Houthakker of Harvard who had attempted in vain to open his eyes to the merits of capitalism and democracy. If it became public knowledge this antipathy to the United States would have destroyed any chance of the papacy for Wojtyla. Anna-Teresa worked long and hard to dissuade him from revealing his true feelings on this subject.

*   *   *

She was largely successful but not entirely. Wojtyla had weighed the United States and found it wanting. When he returned home he freely criticised American culture and what he perceived as its shallowness. In an interview with Tygodnik Powszechny he demonstrated not only a deep prejudice about the United States but an equally deep ignorance.

‘The question of belonging to a nation of fathers and forefathers reaches deep into the conscience of man, requiring truth about himself. Not accepting this truth, man suffers a basic need and is condemned to some kind of conformism . . . This is a real problem in the structure of the American society. The extent of this problem is demonstrated today by the so-called “Black Question”. I have not noticed any average American even of the WASP type express the words “American nation” with the same conviction that an average Pole in Poland speaks of the Polish nation.’

(There is no evidence that at the time these remarks were made Cardinal Wojtyla had met a single ‘average’ American.)

On Sunday 6 August at 9.40 p.m. Pope Paul VI died. The throne was empty. Now, after a thirty-three-day papacy and the murder of Pope John Paul I, it was again vacant.

Plots and counter-plots about who would take the vacant throne were outlined at discreet meetings. The death of John Paul sent the Church into paroxysm. The majority of the men from Latin America wanted more of the same, another Luciani; they wanted birth control, a Church of the poor and a sweeping reform of the Vatican Bank. Some of the Europeans wanted all of that plus an acceleration of the reforms that Vatican Council II had promised. Others, such as the German and the Polish Cardinals, considered that these Council reforms were being implemented at a positively hectic pace and wanted to slow the whole process down. Cardinal Benelli, who had worked so assiduously to ensure the election of Albino Luciani, now worked just as hard to bring about his own election. Other Princes of the Church had a range of agendas: a hastily arranged meeting in the French Seminary discussed the need to find a candidate to stop the election of the conservative Cardinal Siri. Meanwhile, at dinner at the Felician Sisters’ convent on the Via Casaletto, others planned the promotion of Cardinal Wojtyla’s candidacy.

The Polish connection was proving a powerful gambit as Cardinal Franz König of Vienna and Cardinal John Krol of Philadelphia began to work the telephones. Krol was a formidable operator with peerless political expertise. His high-powered friends included three former American Presidents – Johnson, Nixon, Ford – and the future President, Ronald Reagan. Krol got to work softening up his fellow American cardinals. The first to get the treatment was Cardinal Cody of Chicago and in this instance Krol was pushing at an already open door as Cody had stayed with Wojtyla in Cracow, and a Polish Pope would be acclaimed by the large number of Polish immigrants in Chicago. Above all, Wojtyla’s victory might well save Cody’s position; the dead Pope had decided to remove Cody, who was up to his neck in corruption. König, meanwhile, was making a pitch in a very different direction: Stefan Wyszynski. He gently sounded him out about the possibility of a Polish papal candidate. The primate dismissed the idea. ‘It would be a great victory for the Communists to have me permanently removed to Rome.’ König gently pointed out that there were in fact two Polish Cardinals. Wyszynski was astonished. Eventually he recovered sufficiently to dismiss the idea out of hand. ‘Wojtyla is unknown. The idea is unthinkable. The Italians will want another Italian Pope and so they should. Wojtyla is far too young to be even a consideration.’ Wojtyla, meanwhile, was discovering he had much in common with a number of cardinals he had not met before, including Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger of Germany.

The Italians were barely waiting for the Conclave: reputations were being shredded and characters assassinated, at the drop of a red biretta. They did indeed want another Italian pope but some wanted Siri, others Benelli; still others were committed to Poletti, or Ursi or Colombo. In the week prior to the Conclave, the Roman Curia mounted a major offensive on behalf of their ‘favourite son’, Giuseppe Siri. Those looking for a bandwagon to jump on began to move in Siri’s direction. At one stage it seemed it would take a miracle to stop Siri; the miracle duly arrived. Siri had given an interview to a trusted reporter on the Gazzetta del Populo. A condition of the interview was that it would not be published until the cardinals were in the Conclave and uncontactable. The Gazzetta reporter, according to one Vatican Village rumour, contacted his good friend Cardinal Benelli and outlined to him the salient points of the interview. Whether or not on Benelli’s urging, the reporter broke the embargo and, just a day before they were sealed into the Sistine Chapel, the cardinals learnt the main points of the interview. Siri had dismissed the Luciani Papacy and ridiculed the late Pope as a man who had delivered as his inaugural speech a text written for him by the Curia. He had then been equally critical of Cardinal Villot, the Secretary of State and Camerlingo. He had also dismissed the concept of collegiality. The interview cost him a number of votes but equally there were supporters of Siri who, convinced that the whole affair had been engineered by Siri’s main rival, vowed they would vote against Benelli until hell froze over.

*   *   *

While news of the Siri interview flew around the Apostolic Palace, Karol Wojtyla was preoccupied with a personal tragedy. His friend of more than thirty years, Bishop Deskur, had been rushed to hospital after suffering a major stroke. Wojtyla had hurried to his bedside and the following day, Saturday 14 October, said Mass on behalf of his stricken friend who was lying paralysed and virtually speechless. Wojtyla’s candidacy owed more to Deskur than to any other man and he had worked tirelessly over the years to further Wojtyla’s career. Deskur had continued to organise events for him virtually to the eve of the Conclave: lunch on 9 October with guests including Cardinal Nasalli Rocca; lunch on 11 October with guests including Cardinal Cody. Phone calls to Benelli’s secretary arranged an accommodation; a meeting was held to reassure a German contact on continuity. Now Wojtyla’s fate was in the hands of others. When the voting began on 15 October a protracted, deeply bitter struggle opened between Benelli’s supporters and the Siri faction. These machinations were in sharp contrast to the back room negotiations surrounding Lucia-ni’s election, which was one of the shortest debates in the Vatican’s history.

It would be logical to assume that, as John Paul I had been the clear choice for the overwhelming majority, then little more than two months later they would indeed be seeking another from the same mould: a truly humble, modest man who desired a poor Church for the poor of this earth. When Luciani declined the pomp of a papal coronation he said:

‘We have no temporal goods to exchange, no economic interests to discuss. Our possibilities for intervention are specific and limited and of a special character. They do not interfere with purely temporal, technical and political affairs, which are matters for your governments.’

Thus in one dramatic gesture he demonstrated that the Church’s timeless lust for temporal power was abolished. This presumably was the kind of man that the Princes of the Church would now be attempting to find for a second time. At the end of the first day they were still looking after four ballots. The following day after a further two ballots they were no nearer. Giovanni Benelli who, though no replica of Luciani, would most certainly have followed him down the same path of financial reform, came within nine votes of the necessary majority but it was not to be.

Lunch on the second day produced, after energetic lobbying from Franz König and John Krol, a compromise candidate, Karol Wojtyla. At the meal, after the sixth ballot, Cardinal Wojtyla affected the traditional concern and dismay at his growing support; he also began to consider what name he would use if elected. He had a particular inclination for Stanislaw in homage to St Stanislaw of Cracow, the spiritual hero of Poland, who had been martyred in 1079, but several of those who had managed his candidacy considered that at least an illusion of continuity was desirable. During the counting of the decisive eighth ballot Wojtyla picked up a pad and pencil and began to write rapidly. At the end of the ballot the throne was Wojtyla’s. Asked if he accepted the nomination, Wojtyla paused for what seemed a long time. Some of the waiting cardinals feared that he was about to reject the supreme office. He was in fact composing his answer in Latin. ‘Knowing the seriousness of these times, realising the responsibility of this selection, placing my faith in God, I accept.’ Asked by what name he wished to be known, there was another interminable pause before he responded, ‘Because of my reverence, love and devotion to John Paul and also to Paul VI, who has been my inspiration and strength, I will take the name of John Paul.’

With some reluctance he followed Luciani in rejecting the traditional opulent coronation with its waving ostrich feathers and the papal tiara encrusted with emeralds, rubies, sapphires and diamonds. Another of Albino Luciani’s quiet innovations, the refusal to refer to himself using the royal ‘we’, was however rapidly abandoned. Small things and silence had been superseded by pomp and majesty. His election gave rise in an instant to global speculation as to what kind of pope he would be. Would Wojtyla pick up Luciani’s posthumous challenge and carry out the various reforms? One fact was obvious from the very beginning of this papacy: Cardinal Bernardin Gantin expressed exactly the fear and confusions of many of his fellow cardinals when he observed, ‘We are groping in the dark.’ Most of the cardinals were still shocked and numbed by the sudden death of Albino Luciani. These men were ill-equipped to pick a successor to the man who less than two months earlier they had hailed as ‘God’s Candidate’. Cardinal Ratzinger talked of Luciani’s premature death as creating conditions for ‘the possibility of doing something new’. Cardinal Baum of Washington said, ‘His death [Luciani’s] is a message from the Lord quite out of the ordinary . . . This was an intervention from the Lord to teach us something.’ These were the rationalisations of men struggling to come to terms with a disaster.

If the cardinals had potentially picked a great pope in the making, it owed almost everything to luck and very little to their collective judgement or knowledge of Karol Wojtyla. Equally, as the pre-conclave electioneering demonstrates, Wojtyla’s election owed nothing to Providence. Ironies abounded everywhere: Benelli was rejected in part because he was too young at 57; Wojtyla was 58. Those who prided themselves on stopping the Siri bandwagon would discover that in many respects they had elected a Polish version of Siri. Those who wanted another Albino Luciani would come to realise that he was irreplaceable. Those who voted for Wojtyla to achieve a collegiate papacy found that they had elected an autocrat.

At 6.45 p.m. on Monday 16 October 1978, the doors leading to the second-floor balcony above St Peter’s Square swung open and for the second time in seven weeks Cardinal Felici emerged to announce to the crowd below and to the far greater audience beyond Italy’s shores, ‘Annuncio vobis gaudium magnum: Habemus Papam!’ The crowd below roared and clapped their approval. ‘We have a Pope!’ Who he was at that moment was not important, what mattered was that the dreadful void had been filled. When Felici shared the name ‘Cardinal Wojtyla’ with the crowd, they were bemused. “Who? Is he Black? Is he Asian?”

Father Andrew Greeley, the author and noted Catholic sociologist, in the crowd below recalled the response of those around him:

‘When I explained that no, he wasn’t black or Asian, but a Pole, they were astonished. It was an angry sullen crowd. None of the joy of Luciani’s election. There were no cheers. There were boos – but mostly total dead silence.’

Thirty minutes later Wojtyla appeared on the balcony to perform the ritual of the Papal blessing. The minor Curial officials told him to just bless the crowd and get back inside. Wojtyla ignored them. The old warrior Cardinal Wyszynski stood quietly in the background but his presence gave the younger man the moral support he needed for this crucial first meeting with the public. The actor deep within the man rose magnificently to the challenge. His words were not ad lib comments but the thoughts he had jotted down while the votes were still being counted on the final ballot. In a gesture designed to win over the crowd, he spoke in Italian. ‘Praised be Jesus Christ!’ Many in the crowd automatically responded. ‘Now and forever.’

Wojtyla’s deep, powerful voice amplified by the microphone carried to every corner of the square.

‘We are still all grieved after the death of the most beloved Pope John Paul I. And now the most revered Cardinals have called a new bishop to Rome. They have called him from a distant country, distant but always so close for the Communion in the Christian faith and tradition.’

The crowd were warming to him now, calling encouragement to him as for the majority listening in the square below he continued flawlessly in their mother tongue.

‘I was afraid to receive the nomination, but I did it in the spirit of obedience to our Lord and in the total confidence in His mother the most holy Madonna. Even if I cannot explain myself well in your –our – Italian language, if I make a mistake you will correct me.’

The deliberate little stumble was a masterstroke, and he had them in the palms of his hands.

‘And so I present myself to you all to confess our common faith, our hope, our confidence in the mother of Christ and of the Church also – and also to start anew on that road, the road of history and of the Church, to start with the help of God and with the help of men.’

Wojtyla had succeeded to the papacy with his acting skills intact and well honed. All that had changed was the size of the audience. The small ‘mistake’ had produced good-natured laughter in the crowd, the reference to ‘Madonna’ had brought cheers, the reference to his coming from a ‘distant’ country had been received with sympathy and their more serious implications were not considered on that first autumn evening in St Peter’s Square. Further afield, his election and its potential implications were being very closely considered. In virtually every capital city throughout the world Presidents, Prime Ministers and First Secretaries were issuing instructions for detailed briefing documents. Intelligence agencies, Foreign Offices and State Departments were all working late. Within the Kremlin there was dismay; inside the White House there was delight.

In Warsaw the news was greeted with stupefied disbelief. Virtually overnight the election of Karol Wojtyla transformed the attitudes and expectations of the Polish Roman Catholic faithful. The moral authority of the Church within his homeland was enormously increased, at the drop of a biretta. The response from the regime was not long in coming. Minister of Defence Wojciech Jaruzelski was
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