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A BRIEF NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION

Polish pronunciation, which can seem daunting, is in fact far more regular than English. The native English speaker, having learned the invariable rules of Polish pronunciation, will have an easier time of it with Bialystok, Jasna Góra, and Wadowice than a native Polish speaker—or “American” speaker—trying to figure out Gloucester, Leicester, Slough, Worcester, and so forth.

The following rules and examples should be helpful.


The letters ą and ę are pronounced as a nasal aw and en in English.

C is pronounced as ts in English.

Ch is pronounced as a hard h in the Scottish “loch.”

Cz is pronounced as ch in “church.”

Dz is pronounced as j in “jeans.”

I is pronounced as ee in English.

J is pronounced as Y in English.

Ł and ł are pronounced as W in English.

Ó and ó are pronounced as “oo” in the English “cool.”

Ś is pronounced as s in the English “sure.”

Sz is pronounced as the English sh.

W is pronounced as V in English.

Y is pronounced as a y in the English “myth.”




The accent in Polish is almost always on the second-to-last syllable.




Thus …

Częstochowa is pronounced Chens-toe-HOE-vah.

Dziwisz is pronounced JEE-vish.

Kraków is pronounced KRA-koov.

Malecki is pronounced Mah-LETS-kee.

Rybicki is pronounced Rih-BEETS-kee.

Stanisław is pronounced Stan-IS-wahv.

Środowisko is pronounced Shroe-doe-VEES-koe.

Wałęsa is pronounced Vah-WHEN-sah.

Wawel is pronounced VAH-vel.

Wojtyła is pronounced Voy-TEE-wah.

Wujek is pronounced VOO-yek.

Wyszyński is pronounced Vih-SHIN-skee.



The surnames of married men and women are masculine and feminine, thus “Piotr Malecki” and “Teresa Malecka.” These have been retained, but for the sake of simplicity the masculine plural form (“the Maleckis”) is used when referring to couples together rather than the Polish plural, which in this instance would be “the Maleccy.”


PROLOGUE

The Millennial Pope

As March gave way to April in the spring of 2005 and the world kept vigil outside the apostolic palace in Rome, the pontificate of Pope John Paul II, then drawing to a poignant end, was already being described as one of the most consequential in two millennia of Christian history.

Eight months after his election to the papacy on October 16, 1978, John Paul had ignited a revolution of conscience in his native Poland—a moral challenge to the Cold War status quo that helped set in motion the international drama that would culminate in the collapse of European communism in 1989 and the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991. The Millennial Pope’s impact on the world was not limited to his native region, however. Over the first two decades of the pontificate, John Paul also played important roles in democratic transitions in venues ranging from Central and South America to East Asia, even as he established himself as a universal moral witness to the dignity of the human person and the world’s principal exponent of the universality of human rights. As he neared the end of his earthly pilgrimage, John Paul II—of whom the world knew very little at the beginning of his papacy—had become the singular embodiment of the trials, tragedies, and triumphs of the second half of the twentieth century for billions of human beings.

His impact on the Catholic Church had been just as dramatic as his influence on world affairs. Over two and a half decades, he had reinvigorated the Church spiritually and intellectually, restoring a sense of the adventure of discipleship for many Catholics and constantly reminding the entire Church that it did not exist for its own sake, but for its evangelical mission: to proclaim the Gospel of God’s saving love for humanity throughout the world. Vigorously deploying the tools of the modern communications and transportation revolutions, John Paul II had given new meaning to the papal title “Universal Pastor of the Church,” bringing the ministry of the Bishop of Rome to the Church in a series of papal pilgrimages inside Italy and around the globe that was unprecedented in history. One of the signature events of those travels, itself an astonishment to many, were World Youth Days in which the Pope confounded the expectations of both secure secularists and insecure churchmen by demonstrating that young people from the developed world, the formerly communist world, and the developing world all responded enthusiastically to his forthright challenge to live lives of heroic virtue.

Equally surprising to some had been John Paul II’s robust commitment to the quest for Christian unity, his determination to forge a new relationship between Catholicism and Judaism, his investment in interreligious dialogue with the increasingly restive worlds of Islam, and his interest in building bridges between religious faith and science. At the same time as he was giving new meaning to the traditional papal title of “pontiff”—which derives from the Latin word for “bridge”—and even as he was reinventing the papacy as an office of evangelical witness rather than bureaucratic management, John Paul II was creating the most intellectually consequential body of papal teaching in centuries, calling the Catholic Church to deepen its commitment to its doctrinal and moral traditions while engaging modernity’s critique of revealed religion and classic morality. Perhaps most strikingly, John Paul had proposed a fresh reading of Catholicism’s sexual ethic in which faithful and fruitful marital love was understood as an icon of the interior life of the Holy Trinity.

In his intellectual method—putting classic truths of faith and morals into rigorous dialogue with contemporary understandings of the human person—as in other facets of his pontificate, John Paul II had been a sign of contradiction as well as a “witness to hope,” as he described himself at the United Nations in 1995.

Revered by hundreds of millions of people, many of them neither Catholic nor Christian, he had been sharply criticized by many Catholic intellectuals and activists throughout his papacy, which his critics (who included priests, religious sisters, and bishops) deemed one of “restoration”—an abandonment of the commitments the Catholic Church had undertaken at the Second Vatican Council, held from 1962 through 1965.

A champion of freedom who had done as much as anyone to liberate his Slavic brethren from the totalitarian yoke, he was resented by some for his insistence that freedom is not a neutral faculty of “choice,” and that freedom rightly lived is always freedom tethered to moral truth and ordered to goodness.

A genuine intellectual with a profound reverence for the life of the mind, he was accused by some of being an opponent of academic freedom; a pastor with more than five decades of experience in helping men and women grapple with the ambiguities and temptations of the human condition, he was not infrequently charged with being insensitive and authoritarian. Yet even his critics had to concede that he had become a global moral reference point—a man whose thought mattered, even to those who opposed it and opposed the Church he led.

How had he come to this point? What were the influences that had formed this unique and striking personality—a man who, while thoroughly grounded in a particular faith, had come to exercise a kind of universal fatherhood that touched hearts, minds, and souls across the spectrum of human experience and conviction?

The story of the pre-papal life of Karol Wojtyła and the first twenty-two years of his papacy is told in Witness to Hope: The Biography of Pope John Paul II, to which this volume is both complement and sequel.1 In the years since that book’s publication, information has become available that sheds new light on the drama of Karol Wojtyła’s forty-year struggle against communism—and communism’s forty-year effort to impede Wojtyła’s work and destroy his reputation. It is a striking tale, for Poland’s communist authorities, their masters in Moscow, and their allies throughout the Soviet bloc long regarded Karol Wojtyła as a mortal enemy—and, after his election as pope, as a mortal threat to the communist position in central and eastern Europe, to the communist project throughout the Third World, and indeed to the very survival of communism itself. ln these judgments they were not mistaken, although they were often wrong in their conception of Wojtyła’s strategy and in their reading of his mind.

Vast human and financial resources were expended in the communist war against Karol Wojtyła and, after his election as pope, against the Church he led. Those efforts ultimately proved futile, for the weapons Wojtyła deployed were weapons whose impact communist tactics could not blunt. Yet the communists tried, hard, to destroy his work and his authority, first in Kraków, later when he came to Rome. Many remain convinced that these efforts included the assassination attempt of May 13, 1981; in any event, the war against Wojtyła included an extensive campaign to suborn, blackmail, and recruit as informants his associates in Poland and in Rome. These clandestine enterprises were frequently coordinated by the intelligence agencies of the Soviet bloc, with all information gathered by Warsaw Pact intelligence services shared with the KGB in Moscow, where copied records of these operations likely remain (and remain closed to scholars).

Many records of the communist war against Karol Wojtyła and against Pope John Paul II were destroyed during and immediately after the communist crack-up in 1989, but a vast archive that had only begun to be explored in the first half decade after John Paul’s death remained. Careful analysis of even a modest selection of these primary source materials—all of which were originally classified, and some of which were considered so sensitive that they were only available to the most senior communist party and communist secret police officials—yields a much richer and more detailed portrait of how and why communism went to war against Karol Wojtyła, when he was archbishop of Kraków and after he became Bishop of Rome. These materials also illustrate how communist governments and secret intelligence services penetrated the Vatican and sought to use diplomatic contacts with the Holy See as means to advance their interests (which could have been expected) and to strengthen their efforts to penetrate the highest levels of Catholic leadership, particularly in the Vatican itself (a process to which many senior Vatican officials seemed largely oblivious). The records of the KGB, the Polish Służba Bezpieczeństwa (or SB), and the East German Stasi also offer a window into the mind-set of Vatican diplomacy, even as they confirm the intuition that John Paul II and his diplomats often had dramatically different views of the strategy and tactics appropriate for meeting the communist challenge.

Before telling that previously untold story (which is Part One of the present volume), before accounting for the last six years of the life of John Paul II (which follows in Part Two), and before attempting to assess the man and his accomplishments in detail (Part Three), a brief synopsis of Wojtyła’s pre-papal life, and of the accomplishments of the first two decades of John Paul’s pontificate, is in order.
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SON OF POLAND

Karol Józef Wojtyła was born on May 18, 1920, a member of the first generation of Poles to be born in a free country since the late eighteenth century. Wojtyła’s mother, the former Emilia Kaczorowska, died one month before her second son’s ninth birthday; his older brother, Edmund, a doctor, died in 1932 after contracting scarlet fever from a patient he was treating. Thus the principal figure in the childhood and adolescence of the boy known as Lolek to his family and friends was his father, the elder Karol Wojtyła: “the Captain,” as he was known to everyone in Lolek’s hometown of Wadowice (located several dozen kilometers southwest of Kraków), for he was a retired army officer. He was also a man of profound Catholic faith and granitelike integrity, whose example of manly piety left a lasting impression on his son.

The Poland in which young Karol Wojtyła grew to early manhood was an ethnically, linguistically, and religiously plural country with substantial Jewish, Ukrainian, and German minorities. In the struggle to define the meaning of Polish national identity and patriotism in the immediate aftermath of Poland’s recovery of its independence in 1918, the elder Karol Wojtyła stood firmly on the side of the pluralists and against the narrow nationalists for whom “Poland” meant an exclusively Catholic-ethnic enclave. His father’s convictions on this question, as well as the experience of growing up with numerous Jewish friends in a town that was 20 percent Jewish and that prided itself on living out the tolerance preached by the local Catholic clergy, set the foundations for the future pope’s polyglot abilities (his father taught him German as a boy), his deep respect for the religious convictions of others, and his distinctive sensitivity to the pain and anguish of European Jewry in the mid-twentieth century and thereafter.

After a sterling high school career in Wadowice, during which he read deeply in the literature of Polish Romanticism and began to nurture a lifelong fascination with the theater, young Karol Wojtyła and his father moved to Kraków in 1938 so that Lolek could begin his studies in Polish philology at the venerable Jagiellonian University. Founded in 1364, the Jagiellonian, home to Copernicus from 1491 until 1495, had been a crossroads of Christian and humanistic culture for centuries; one of its early fifteenth-century professors, Paweł Włodkowic, would make occasional appearances in late-twentieth-century papal documents as a critic of coercion in matters of religious conviction. Yet because of the lethal ambitions of Europe’s two great totalitarian powers, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, Karol Wojtyła’s promising university career lasted only a year. After the Nazi invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, and the partition of the country following the September 17, 1939, Soviet invasion from the east, the Jagiellonian University was shut down by the Nazi occupation, with distinguished members of its faculty deported to the Sachsenhausen concentration camp.

Poland under Nazi occupation was a brutal and deadly place in which the rule of law was superseded by the rule of arbitrary terror. The occupiers believed the Poles to be a low-level race of untermenschen who were to be minimally educated, and just as minimally fed, in order to provide a workforce for the greater glory of the Thousand Year Reich; those who resisted, and were caught, were condemned to concentration camps or summarily executed. Young Karol Wojtyła spent the war years as a manual laborer: first, at the Zakrzówek quarry in Kraków; later, at the Solvay chemical factory on the southern periphery of the city, near the convent where a then-obscure Polish nun, Sister Mary Faustyna Kowalska, had died in 1938. Wojtyła was also engaged in clandestine studies—the Jagiellonian University had quickly reestablished itself as an underground institution—and in the Polish resistance, joining a movement called UNIA which, in addition to its wartime activities (which ranged from paramilitary actions to protecting Jews to sponsoring underground networks of Polish culture), worked to set the foundations for a postwar Poland governed by Christian democratic principles. UNIA sponsored the Rhapsodic Theater, founded by Mieczysław Kotlarczyk and young Wojtyła in August 1941—an experiment in avant-garde minimalism in which the five-member troupe, without costumes or props, practiced a “theater of the living word,” where the classics of the Polish dramatic and poetic repertoire were performed clandestinely in order to keep alive the Polish culture the Nazis were determined to exterminate. During the war years, Karol Wojtyła also took his first steps in Carmelite spirituality under the tutelage of Jan Tyranowski, a lay mystic and autodidact specialist in the works of St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Ávila. In addition, Tyranowski, whom Wojtyła later memorialized as an unexpected “apostle,” recruited Lolek as a leader for the “Living Rosary” groups of young men he was forming in Wojtyła’s parish of St. Stanisław Kostka, in the working-class Dębniki district of Kraków.

Wojtyła’s work with the Rhapsodic Theater, and with Tyranowski in the Living Rosary, was undertaken at risk of his life, for such activities were strictly forbidden by the occupation. Wojtyła had one or two close scrapes with the Gestapo and, in an incident unrelated to his resistance work, suffered a broken shoulder and a concussion when he was hit at night by a German army truck and left in a roadside ditch—from which he was rescued by a local woman and a German officer who had him taken to a hospital. The death of his father on February 18, 1941, accelerated the vocational struggle that the experiences of the war had also influenced: was he destined for the theater (and, perhaps later, for a university career) as a Catholic layman, or was he being called to another form of the dramatic life, as a Catholic priest?

After resolving that question over months of prayer, Wojtyła presented himself to the archbishop of Kraków, Adam Stefan Sapieha, who accepted him as a candidate for the priesthood and, in the fall of 1942, gave him a place in the seminary Sapieha was conducting clandestinely, the Nazis having closed the archdiocesan seminary. For two years, Wojtyła lived a triple life—as underground theatrical performer, manual laborer, and clandestine seminarian—taking his first steps in philosophy and theology during the night shift at Solvay and being examined on what he had learned by professors who (like their students) came surreptitiously to Sapieha’s residence. There, he also received spiritual direction and occasionally served the archbishop’s Mass; during this period, one of his fellow seminarians, Jerzy Zachuta, was discovered by the Gestapo and shot. On August 6, 1944, the Gestapo swept Kraków, seeking to arrest all the city’s young men in order to forestall a repetition of the Warsaw Uprising, which had broken out on August 1. Archbishop Sapieha called in his clandestine seminarians and hid them in his residence, where the seminary was reconstituted underground for the last six months of World War II. During those months, Wojtyła had daily contact with the “prince-archbishop” who would become his model of heroic episcopal leadership.2

After the Soviet “liberation” of Kraków on January 18, 1945, the archdiocese reclaimed the Kraków seminary (which had been used as a German prison), such that Karol Wojtyła had his one year of relatively normal seminary experience in 1945–46. Yet even that period was marked by drama, for Wojtyła was a leader in a student organization that organized a pro-democracy demonstration on May 3, 1946, a traditional day to celebrate Polish independence; the demonstration was brutally suppressed by the Polish secret police and their comrades of the Soviet NKVD. Sapieha, who was created cardinal in 1946, had formed the highest impression of Karol Wojtyła, and decided to send him to Rome for graduate studies in theology, ordaining him a priest in the chapel of the archiepiscopal residence at Franciszkańska, 3, on November 1, 1946. Father Karol Wojtyła said his first three Masses the next day, All Souls’ Day, in the St. Leonard’s Crypt of Wawel Cathedral, hard by the tombs of such Polish national heroes as King Jan III Sobieski and Tadeusz Kościuszko; it was, he wrote a half century later, a way to express his solidarity with, and gratitude for, those who had formed him as a Polish patriot dedicated to the universal cause of freedom.

It was a commitment he would later apply, with considerable effect, on a global stage.

SON OF VATICAN II

While completing his doctorate at Rome’s Angelicum with a dissertation on the idea of faith in the thought of St. John of the Cross, Father Karol Wojtyła traveled in Europe, exploring the French worker-priest movement, doing pastoral work among Polish miners in Belgium, and finding the Paris Metro a splendid place for contemplation. He returned to the archdiocese of Kraków in the summer of 1948; Cardinal Sapieha sent him briefly to a rural parish in Niegowić, outside the city. Eight months later, however, Sapieha reassigned Father Wojtyła to the Kraków parish of St. Florian, where he developed a pastoral method that would change the face of the Catholic Church in ways that no one could imagine in Stalinist Poland.

Sapieha—by this time a man of immense moral authority—was convinced that one key battle in the Church’s war with communism for the future of Poland would be fought in the hearts and minds of young Poles. With Father Jan Pietraszko leading a highly successful student ministry at the collegiate church of St. Anne near the Jagiellonian University, Sapieha sent Wojtyła to St. Florian’s to start a second center of student chaplaincy. In addition to fulfilling this assignment successfully, Wojtyła became the center of several networks of students whom he eventually came to call his Środowisko [Milieu]; for the rest of his life, they called him Wujek [Uncle], a Stalin-era nom de guerre invented for a time when priests were not supposed to work with groups of young people.3 In outings and vacations with Środowisko, Wojtyła developed the talents for hiking and skiing with which he had grown up in Wadowice, while adding kayaking to his repertoire as an outdoorsman. In mastering the kayak, Wojtyła formed a close friendship with a layman and an engineer, Jerzy Ciesielski, with whom he wrote essays defending a radical innovation in Polish pastoral ministry: a priest spending weeks in the mountains and on the lakes and rivers of the country with young laypeople, both men and women.

As Father Wojtyła helped form his young friends into mature Christian adults and helped them prepare for the responsibilities of marriage and parenting, they were helping form him into one of the most dynamic young priests of his generation. For in addition to his work at St. Florian’s, Wojtyła was establishing a reputation as an essayist in the independent Catholic newspaper, Tygodnik Powszechny [Universal Weekly], the only serious organ of journalism in Poland, even as he continued to write poetry (published pseudonymously) and plays (whose publication would have to await his election as pope). Cardinal Sapieha’s successor, Archbishop Eugeniusz Baziak, decided that Wojtyła should further hone his intellect with a second doctoral dissertation, the habilitation, that would qualify him to teach at the university level. Thus in September 1951, Wojtyła moved from St. Florian’s to an archdiocesan house on Kanonicza Street, near Wawel Castle and Cathedral, in order to write his habilitation thesis on the philosophical ethics of the German phenomenologist Max Scheler, which he completed in 1953. Concurrently, Wojtyła maintained his contacts with Środowisko while embarking on new experiments in pastoral ministry to health care workers.

The Jagiellonian University’s faculty of theology was shut down by the communist regime in 1953—an act of cultural vandalism that Karol Wojtyła never forgot—and thus it was that the newly minted Dr. hab. Wojtyła complemented his pastoral work in Kraków with a commuter professorship at the Catholic University of Lublin [KUL], where he taught philosophical ethics at the undergraduate and graduate levels. In addition to forming another network of young friends and colleagues at KUL, Wojtyła’s conversations with his Lublin students helped refine his thinking on sexual morality, which led to his first book, Love and Responsibility. At Lublin, Wojtyła also engaged in a searching conversation with, and critique of, modern philosophy. That encounter led him to a conviction that would remain with him for the rest of his life: that Enlightenment theories of ethics, which locked moral obligation inside human consciousness, were one source of the cultural, and ultimately political, crises of the late twentieth century. At the same time that he was teaching at KUL, Wojtyła taught courses in social ethics and other subjects to seminarians in Kraków, developing a familiarity with modern Catholic social doctrine.

On July 4, 1958, Pope Pius XII, in one of the last acts of his nineteen-year-long pontificate, appointed Father Karol Wojtyła titular bishop of Ombi and auxiliary bishop of Kraków, to work under Archbishop Baziak. Baziak consecrated Wojtyła a bishop at Wawel Cathedral on September 28, 1958, after which the youngest bishop in Poland embarked on a new set of pastoral commitments while continuing to teach at Lublin. Fourteen months after his episcopal ordination, on December 24, 1959, Bishop Karol Wojtyła began an annual tradition of celebrating Christmas Midnight Mass in an open field in Nowa Huta, the model socialist new town outside Kraków—and the first settlement in Polish history deliberately built without a church. Shortly after that dramatic event, the young bishop received a request by the Vatican commission preparing the agenda for the recently summoned Second Vatican Council. He responded with a letter, in which he outlined the crisis in Western humanism—a crisis in the very idea of the human person—that he believed to be central to the mid-twentieth century’s bloody turmoil. The letter further proposed that the Council called by the new pope, John XXIII, should put the revitalization of Christian humanism, the humanism that finds the truth about the human person in the person of Jesus Christ, at the center of its work.

Archbishop Eugeniusz Baziak died in June 1962, four months before Vatican II opened; his temporary successor as apostolic administrator of Kraków was Bishop Karol Wojtyła, elected to that post by the Metropolitan Chapter, a committee of senior priests. Wojtyła would eventually be named archbishop of Kraków in his own right by Pope Paul VI, in an appointment signed on December 30, 1963, and announced the following month.

If the Second World War was the chief formative experience of Karol Wojtyła’s life—the experience in which “humiliation at the hands of evil,” as he once put it, compelled him to spend out his own life in defense of the dignity of the human person through the priesthood of the Catholic Church—then the Second Vatican Council was the decisive experience of Wojtyła’s ministerial life. For the next forty years, he would consider himself a son of Vatican II—the Council that introduced him to the world church and its unity in diversity; the Council that ratified his own explorations in liturgical reform with his students in Kraków; the Council that gave him an accelerated, postdoctoral course in contemporary Catholic and ecumenical theology; the Council at which he helped define the Catholic Church’s commitment to the first of human rights, religious freedom. Wojtyła was an active participant throughout the four years, or periods, of Vatican II—which met for extended working sessions in the autumn months of 1962, 1963, 1964, and 1965—and in the “intersession” between Vatican II’s third and fourth periods, during which he helped refine the draft of the Council’s Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World. In addition to his work at Vatican II on liturgy, the theology of the laity, religious freedom, and the Church’s encounter with social, cultural, political, and economic modernity, the Council years were the beginning of Wojtyła’s fascination with, and devotion to, the new churches of Africa. He also used the Council as a foil for his literary and intellectual work, writing several poems during Vatican II and thinking through what would become his unfinished philosophical masterwork, Osoba i czyn [Person and Act], which was eventually published in 1969.4

At the conclusion of Vatican II on December 8, 1965, Archbishop Karol Wojtyła returned to Kraków, where he led the archdiocese’s participation in the 1966 celebrations of the Millennium of Polish Christianity, wrote a vade mecum of the Council’s documents that was published under the title Sources of Renewal, launched a synod to plan the implementation of Vatican II in the archdiocese, and fought tenaciously with the communist regime for free space for the Church—including a church in Nowa Huta. Wojtyła’s dynamic leadership in Kraków was built on six pastoral priorities: the defense of religious freedom; the strengthening of the seminary and the local faculty of theology (which had been cast adrift by the Jagiellonian University and was operating independently); youth ministry; marriage preparation and ministry to families; dialogue with leaders of culture and Polish intellectual life; and the works of charity, including outreach to the sick, the psychologically disturbed, and the homebound. Archbishop Wojtyła maintained a rigorous and extensive program of parish visitations, sometimes staying in a parish for as long as a week, and maintained his affiliation with the Catholic University of Lublin—although now his doctoral seminar students and the students whose doctoral dissertations he was directing came and worked with him in Kraków. He continued to write poetry and plays, deepened his already close relations with his Środowisko (including annual summer kayaking vacations), and led a group of Kraków theologians in the preparation of a lengthy memorandum to Pope Paul VI on the moral issues involved in family planning, as the Pope was struggling with the encyclical that would be known as Humanae Vitae at its publication in 1968.

After being created cardinal by Paul VI on June 28, 1967, Karol Wojtyła became a significant figure in Vatican affairs, participating in international Synods of Bishops in 1969, 1971, 1974, and 1977, and serving on several Vatican congregations (the equivalent of U.S. cabinet departments). Cardinal Wojtyła traveled to the United States and Canada in 1969, represented the Polish Church at the International Eucharistic Congress in Melbourne, Australia, in 1973, and returned to the United States for the International Eucharistic Congress of 1976, at which he gave a major address. In 1974, Wojtyła made a deep impression on an international conference of Catholic philosophers, gathered in Fossanuova to mark the seventh centenary of the death of St. Thomas Aquinas; the German Thomist, Josef Pieper, was so taken with Wojtyła’s paper on “The Personal Structure of Self-Determination,” and with the Polish cardinal’s homiletic skills and personal charm, that he urged his friend, Professor Joseph Ratzinger, to begin a correspondence and an exchange of books with Wojtyła. Both in Kraków and abroad, Wojtyła was given indispensable support by his priest-secretary, Father Stanisław Dziwisz.

Pope Paul VI died on August 6, 1978, after a pontificate riven with strife—one that raised the question of whether any man could fill the shoes of the fisherman in the late twentieth century. Some evidently thought Karol Wojtyła could, for he seems to have received a scattering of votes at the conclave that elected Albino Luciani, patriarch of Venice, as Pope John Paul I on August 26. Still, a Polish pope was beyond the imagination of most of the cardinal-electors—until the profound shock of John Paul I’s death after a thirty-three-day pontificate reshaped the psychological dynamics of the second conclave of 1978, creating the human conditions for the possibility of doing the previously unimaginable. Thus on October 16, 1978, the archbishop of Kraków, Cardinal Karol Józef Wojtyła, was elected the successor of St. Peter, taking the name John Paul II: the first non-Italian pontiff in four and a half centuries and the first Slavic pope ever.

THE EVANGELICAL PAPACY AND THE UNIVERSAL CALL TO HOLINESS

If the Holy Spirit had seen fit to call the archbishop of Kraków to be Bishop of Rome, John Paul II once said, then that must mean that there was something in the experience of Kraków that was of value for the universal Church.5 Thus the new pope did not await instruction from the traditional managers of popes on how to conduct his office, but seized the papacy in his capable hands and bent its functioning to his understanding of what it meant to be a bishop in the post–Vatican II Church. He quickly broke out of the gilded cage of the Vatican, visiting Italian shrines and introducing himself to his new flock. He immediately took up the cause of the “Church of Silence” behind the communist Iron Curtain. He insisted on maintaining direct, personal contact with friends and colleagues all over the world by telephone and letter, and turned the sala da pranzo of the papal apartment into a seminar room, where he hosted guests for meals twice or more each day, probing them for information and analysis of the world situation and their local churches. He even left the Vatican surreptitiously to go skiing, knowing that he needed a certain amount of exercise to keep himself psychologically and spiritually, as well as physically, fit.

His inaugural encyclical, Redemptor Hominis [The Redeemer of Man], issued on March 4, 1979, was the first extensive papal exposition of Christian anthropology and provided the program notes for the next two decades of the pontificate. Redemptor Hominis was later complemented by two other encyclicals in a Trinitarian triptych: Dives in Misericordia [Rich in Mercy], a 1980 meditation on God the Father as the Father of mercies; and Dominum et Vivificantem [Lord and Giver of Life], a 1986 letter to the world Church on the Holy Spirit. Over the next twenty years, John Paul II also wrote a triptych of encyclicals on Catholic social doctrine: Laborem Exercens [On Human Work], a 1981 exposition of work as man’s participation in God’s ongoing creativity of the world; Sollicitudo Rei Socialis [The Church’s Social Concern], a 1987 letter that defined a human “right of economic initiative” and warned against the dangers of a consumerism that confused having more with being more; and Centesimus Annus [The Hundredth Year], which recast the Church’s social doctrine for the twenty-first century while commemorating the social doctrine’s magna carta, Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum. John Paul also wrote encyclicals on the evangelization of the Slavic lands (Slavorum Apostoli [The Apostles of the Slavs], issued in 1985); on the Blessed Virgin Mary (the 1987 letter, Redemptoris Mater [The Mother of the Redeemer]); on Christian mission (the 1990 letter, Redemptoris Missio [The Mission of the Redeemer]); on the renewal of Catholic moral theology (the 1993 letter, Veritatis Splendor [The Splendor of Truth]); on the Church’s commitment to Christian unity (the 1995 letter, Ut Unum Sint [That They May Be One]); on the defense of life from conception until natural death (the 1995 letter, Evangelium Vitae [The Gospel of Life]); and on the complementarity of faith and reason (the 1998 letter, Fides et Ratio).

In addition to his encyclicals, John Paul II wrote apostolic letters on a wide range of issues and questions: the nature and meaning of suffering; modern feminism; priestly celibacy; and the importance of Sunday in both human and Christian terms. The apostolic exhortations by which he completed the work of various international Synods of Bishops proposed a vision of authentic Catholic higher education, defended the family as the first unit of society, called the Church back to the practice of sacramental confession, lifted up the lay mission in the world, and called for sweeping reforms in both priestly formation and consecrated religious life. Over the first two decades of his pontificate, John Paul II also became one of history’s premier papal legislators, issuing a new code of canon law for the Latin-rite Church in 1983 with the apostolic constitution Sacrae Disciplinae Leges [The Laws of Its Sacred Discipline], and promulgating history’s first code of canons for the Eastern Catholic Churches in 1990 with the apostolic constitution Sacri Canones [The Sacred Canons]. In three other apostolic constitutions, John Paul revamped the process by which the Church recognizes someone as a saint, restructured the Roman Curia, and refined the rules for papal elections.

In addition to all this, the Pope turned his weekly general audiences from 1979 through 1984 into catechetical moments that were eventually collected into what became known as the Theology of the Body—perhaps John Paul’s boldest proposal in the field of Christian thought. Subsequent weekly audience catecheses in the 1980s and 1990s yielded a four-volume papal reflection on the Creed, in which the Pope explored the theology of the Trinitarian persons and the nature of the Church, and a fifth volume on the Virgin Mary’s roles as Theotokos [God-Bearer] and model of Christian discipleship. And in 1994, John Paul did something that no pope had ever done before, publishing an international bestseller, Crossing the Threshold of Hope, that eventually appeared in more than five dozen languages.

Thus, throughout the first twenty years of his papacy, John Paul II was creating a body of papal teaching with which the Catholic Church—and indeed the entire world of human culture—would be grappling for centuries. He understood his teaching to flow from the teaching of the Second Vatican Council, which he took to be a development of the Church’s tradition, not a rupture with that tradition. Toward the end of securing that understanding of Vatican II, he summoned an Extraordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, which met in Rome in November and December 1985 to consider both the Council’s accomplishments and the Church’s failures to implement it properly—an exercise that accelerated the process of interpreting the Council as an extension of 2,000 years of Catholic doctrine and that led to the 1992 promulgation of the Catechism of the Catholic Church.

John Paul II’s determination to implement the Second Vatican Council faithfully and fully, which he had said at his election would be one of the principal tasks of his pontificate, was not merely, or even primarily, a matter of winning an argument over what had transpired in Rome between October 1962 and December 1965, however; it was a matter of reigniting in the Church the experience of Vatican II as a “new Pentecost,” a preparation for a third millennium of ever more energetic evangelization. And the most effective form of evangelization, the Pope believed, was not argument, but sanctity: the witness of lives lived as a gift to others, as our lives are a gift to each of us. The Holy Spirit, John Paul II believed, had not exhausted his charismatic and sanctifying gifts to the Church at the first Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2. The Holy Spirit had been active throughout history and was still active in the modern world, calling forth new witnesses to the love of God, manifest in new experiences of the love of Christ. Those convictions about the energetic presence of the Holy Spirit in the Church were the source of two more distinctive attributes of the pontificate in its first two decades: unprecedented numbers of beatifications and canonizations, and John Paul’s forthright support of new renewal movements and new Christian communities.

His beati and his new saints were a remarkable panorama of human personalities, including such extraordinary figures as Maximilian Kolbe and Edith Stein, both martyred at Auschwitz; Mary Faustyna Kowalska, the apostle of divine mercy; 103 Korean martyrs of the nineteenth century; 110 Vietnamese martyrs of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; Albert Chmielowski, the Polish avant-garde painter turned advocate for the destitute; Kateri Tekakwitha, the seventeenth-century “Lily of the Mohawks”; Brother André Bessette, the twentieth-century Thaumaturge at Montréal’s Oratory of St. Joseph; Fra Angelico, the master of the early Renaissance fresco; Miguel Pro, shot during the Cristero uprising in Mexico in 1927 (and quite possibly the first person whose martyrdom was photographed); Pier Giorgio Frassati, “the man of the Beatitudes” who was also a Milanese bon vivant in the Roaring Twenties; Mary MacKillop, an Australian nun once excommunicated by an irate bishop; and Father Damien of Molokai, who gave his life for lepers.

The renewal movements and new Christian communities that had been founded, or had flourished, after the Second Vatican Council were a “charismatic” fruit of the Council, the Pope was convinced. Moreover, John Paul knew that virtually all true reform in the Church had been initiated outside the bureaucratic structures of Catholic life, even if such “charismatic” reforms eventually had to be incorporated into the regular rhythms and structures of the Church’s life in order to be completely fruitful spiritually. Nonetheless, the Pope was also determined to protect what was new, and often seemed strange, to more cautious churchmen, and thus demonstrated on numerous occasions an intense, personal interest in such movements and communities as the worldwide charismatic renewal, Communion and Liberation, the Emmanuel Community, Focolare, the L’ Arche community, the Neocatechumenal Way, Regnum Christi, and the Sant’Egidio Community, while granting the status of a personal prelature (a kind of global diocese) to Opus Dei.

All of this, John Paul II believed, was a matter of the Bishop of Rome supporting what Vatican II, in its Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium [Light of the Nations] had described as the “universal call to holiness.” He had learned all about that in Kraków, from his Środowisko and others, long before anyone had dreamed of a new ecumenical council. And in the first two decades of his pontificate, in fidelity to that experience and in obedience to the teaching of Vatican II, he challenged the Church throughout the world to recognize that sanctity is every baptized person’s human and Christian destiny.

APOSTLE ON THE MOVE

John Paul II’s living redefinition of the papal office as one of evangelical witness in and for the world seized the public imagination from October 1978 on. That redefinition was embodied in the Pope’s extensive travels, which he insisted were “pilgrimages”—the successor of St. Peter fulfilling the mission given to Peter by the Risen Christ, to “strengthen your brethren” (Luke 22.32). From the beginning of his pontificate, the Pope set about to re-evangelize Italy, making more than ninety pastoral visits to Italian cities, towns, dioceses, and regions between 1978 and 1999, while personally visiting hundreds of Roman parishes; there, the Polish-born Bishop of Rome celebrated Sunday Mass and preached in his sonorous Italian. John Paul II thus lived his title of “Primate of Italy” far more intensely than had any Italian pope in centuries, and perhaps ever.

Then there was the world beyond the Alps. Among more than ninety papal pilgrimages outside Italy between 1979 and 1999, several were of decisive importance for the Church and the world.

In Mexico in January 1979, John Paul II challenged the Church in Latin America to be an effective force for social, economic, and political reform while rejecting Marxist distortions in the theologies of liberation. His very presence in Mexico, and the reception he received, altered the anticlerical attitudes in parts of the Mexican establishment, allowing the Catholic Church in Mexico to be itself openly for the first time in decades.

John Paul’s first pilgrimage to Poland, the “Nine Days” of June 1979, created a hinge point in the history of the twentieth century and will be discussed in detail in Chapter Three, and Poland II (in 1983) and Poland III (in 1987) in Chapter Four.

In the United States in October 1979, John Paul II demonstrated his ability to communicate his message of evangelical adventure through (and occasionally around) a skeptical media, and forcefully defended religious freedom as the first of human rights in his first address to the General Assembly of the United Nations.

A month later, in December 1979, the Pope underscored his commitment to ecumenism during a visit to the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, where he told Patriarch Dimitrios I that he hoped the day when they could concelebrate the Eucharist together would come very soon.

In June 1980, John Paul gave what was one of his favorite public addresses, a dense analysis of the centrality of culture in the human experience, which he delivered in Paris before the 109th meeting of UNESCO’s executive council. On that same pilgrimage to France, the Pope forthrightly asked the “eldest daughter of the Church” whether she had forgotten the vows of her baptism.

In May and June 1982, John Paul II refused to let the Falklands War impede a planned pilgrimage to Great Britain, inviting the bishops of Britain and Argentina to concelebrate Mass together in St. Peter’s before he went to Britain and then adding Argentina to the immediate post-U.K. papal travel schedule.

In March 1983, John Paul II stared down Sandinista demonstrators at his Mass in Managua, Nicaragua, pleaded for reconciliation in El Salvador, and began the process by which Marxist revolution was rolled back throughout Central America.

From January 31 through February 11, 1986, the Pope visited India to lift up the work of a great friend, Mother Teresa of Calcutta, whose living embodiment of the Gospel of love he deemed the best method of advancing the Christian proposal in a culture deeply resistant to it.

In April 1987, John Paul went to Chile and Argentina, where his teaching and example accelerated transitions to democracy in two countries long held under the boot of military dictatorship.

June 1–10, 1989, saw history’s first papal pilgrimage to Scandinavia, where the Pope demonstrated the possibilities of personal evangelical witness in thawing the chill of centuries of embittered ecumenical relations.

On January 15, 1995, John Paul II gathered the largest crowd in human history on the world’s least-Christian continent, when he celebrated the closing Mass of World Youth Day in Manila, capital of a country whose People Power revolution he had supported a decade earlier.

Back at the United Nations on October 5, 1995, John Paul II defended the universality of human rights as a moral truth of the human condition that could be known by reason, proposed the natural moral law as a universal public “grammar” by which humanity could turn cacophony into conversation, and challenged the world to turn a “century of tears” into a “springtime of the human spirit.”

In January 1998, John Paul took his message of Christian humanism and freedom to Cuba, where, as in Poland in June 1979, he tried to give back to an oppressed people their authentic history and culture.

And then there was Africa—a continent beset by Cold War tensions before the collapse of European communism and ignored after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Alone among the world statesmen of the late twentieth century, Pope John Paul II refused to consider Africa either a political pawn or a hopeless case, devoting eleven pilgrimages to every part of the continent between 1980 and 1995.
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Pope John Paul II had thus become not only the most visible human being in history but the most consequential pope in five centuries. From the mid-1990s on, as his health began to deteriorate in various ways, his best days were often said to be behind him, at least by those watching from the outside. Those who knew Karol Józef Wojtyła better, however, sensed that the trajectory of his life pointed through the Holy Door of St. Peter’s—which he would open on Christmas Eve 1999 to inaugurate the jubilee year—toward something more. The drama of that “something more” would match the drama of his epic struggle with communism, to which we now turn, before rejoining John Paul II during the Great Jubilee of 2000.


PART ONE

NEMESIS

[image: ]
Karol Wojtyła vs. Communism

1945–1989


CHAPTER ONE

Opening Gambits




	May 18, 1920
	Karol Józef Wojtyła is born in Wadowice and baptized on June 20.



	August 16–17, 1920
	Red Army invasion of Europe is repelled at the “Miracle on the Vistula.”



	August 1938
	Wojtyła moves to Kraków to begin undergraduate studies in Polish philology at the Jagiellonian University.



	September 1, 1939
	Germany invades Poland, launching World War II inEurope.



	September 17, 1939
	The Red Army invades Poland, which is subsequently divided between two totalitarian powers.



	November 1939
	Karol Wojtyła, now a manual laborer, begins underground academic life and resistance activities.



	Fall 1942
	Wojtyła is accepted into Kraków’s clandestine seminary program.



	Fall 1945
	Wojtyła’s name first appears in communist secret police records.



	May 3, 1946
	Wojtyła participates in a student demonstration that is attacked by communist secret police and internal security forces.



	June 30, 1946
	Kraków returns largest anticommunist vote in Poland during falsified “people’s referendum.”



	November 1, 1946
	Karol Wojtyła is ordained a priest and leaves Poland two weeks later for graduate studies in Rome.



	January 17, 1947
	Parliamentary “election” confirms communist control of Poland.



	November 12, 1948
	Stefan Wyszyński is named archbishop of Gniezno and Warsaw and Primate of Poland.



	March 17, 1949
	Father Karol Wojtyła begins academic chaplaincy at St. Florian’s Church in Kraków.



	March 5, 1953
	Stalin dies.



	September 25, 1953
	Cardinal Wyszyński begins three years of house arrest.



	October 12, 1954
	Dr. hab. Karol Wojtyła begins teaching in the philosophy department of the Catholic University of Lublin.



	February 25, 1956
	Nikita Khrushchev denounces Stalin’s cult of personality at twentieth Soviet Communist Party Congress.



	June 28, 1956
	General strike in Poznań leads to armed repression and deaths of Polish workers.



	October 23, 1956
	Hungarian Revolution breaks out.



	October 28, 1956
	Cardinal Wyszyński is released from house arrest and returns to Warsaw.
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The truth of Witold Pilecki’s life would beggar the imaginations of the great tragedians.

He was born in Russia, in 1901, of a Polish family forcibly resettled after the failed anti-czarist insurrection of 1863–64. After fighting with Polish partisans in the last days of World War I, he served with Polish forces in the Polish-Soviet War of 1919–20: a largely unknown affair that saved newly resurrected Poland from Bolshevik conquest and prevented the Red Army from blazing its way across war-exhausted Europe. Decorated twice for heroism in the struggle to defend Poland’s new independence, Pilecki was mustered out and spent the interwar years as a farmer; he married and fathered two children.

Less than a week before the outbreak of World War II, Pilecki took command of a cavalry platoon in the 19th Polish Infantry Division. After two weeks of fighting against the German invaders, the division was demobilized in the wake of the Soviet invasion of Poland; Pilecki and his commander, Jan Włodarkiewicz, went to Warsaw and launched the Tajna Armia Polska [Secret Polish Army] as an underground resistance movement. In 1940, its 8,000 members were incorporated into the Armia Krajowa [Home Army, or AK]: successor to the Polish military in occupied and partitioned Poland, and the fighting arm of the London-based Polish government-in-exile.

Later that year, Pilecki brought his AK superiors a daring plan: he would get himself arrested and sent to Konzentrationslager Auschwitz, located in that portion of Poland that had been incorporated into the Third Reich. There, he proposed to organize prisoner resistance, collect intelligence, and get it out to the AK, which had ways of transmitting such information to London. The superiors agreed. So, under the nom de guerre “Tomasz Serafiński,” Pilecki deliberately got himself caught in a Gestapo sweep of civilians; he was arrested, tortured, and then dispatched to the labor camp at Auschwitz, where he became prisoner 4859. At Auschwitz, Pilecki got busy organizing the Związek Organizacji Wojskowej, or Union of Military Organizations [ZOW], which worked to improve prisoner morale, distribute smuggled clothing, food, and medical supplies, and train a resistance movement capable of taking over the camp in the event of an Allied attack. Contacts were maintained with local Polish patriots, and intelligence on camp operations was gathered. By 1941, ZOW had managed to build a radio, and Pilecki’s intelligence reports on life, death, and torture at Auschwitz I got out to Polish resistance and thence to London. The prisoners’ hope was that these reports would lead to a joint attack on the camp by the Home Army and the Western Allies, perhaps using the Polish Parachute Brigade that had been formed in exile.

After two years, however, Pilecki decided to escape and make his way to AK headquarters; he wanted to make the case in person for a relief attack on the Auschwitz complex, which had now been expanded to include the gas chambers and crematoria at Birkenau (sometimes known as Auschwitz II). With the help of local patriots, he made good his escape in April 1943 and eventually worked his way to Warsaw. His reports on Auschwitz were considered exaggerated by the British, who seemed incapable of imagining mass murder on an industrial scale; and without Allied air support, the Home Army leadership concluded, an attack on the concentration and extermination camps was impossible.

Pilecki then joined a unit within the AK that, in addition to its anti-Nazi activities, was dedicated to resisting a postwar Soviet takeover of Poland—a possibility not unlikely in light of evolving Allied strategy. After the Warsaw Uprising broke out on August 1, 1944, Pilecki initially fought anonymously as a private. Later, on revealing his true rank, he took command of an important sector that held out for two weeks against fierce German assault. When the AK authorities surrendered after sixty-three days of epic struggle, Pilecki was captured and spent the rest of the war in two German POW compounds. After these camps were liberated, he joined the famous Polish II Corps, victors at Monte Cassino and in Normandy’s Falaise Pocket. The commander of the Polish II Corps, General Wladysław Anders, had another mission for the intrepid officer who had demonstrated such remarkable courage and ingenuity for five years. Pilecki was asked to return to a Poland being strangled by the Red Army and the NKVD (predecessor to the KGB); there, he was to reestablish his intelligence network and report to the government-in-exile in London, which still claimed legal authority over Polish affairs. It seemed another futile mission, but Pilecki agreed to go, and in addition to performing his assigned intelligence duties wrote a study of Auschwitz. When the government-in-exile decided that its situation was hopeless and ordered the remaining resistance fighters to return to civilian life or try to escape to the West, Witold Pilecki dismantled his intelligence networks but remained in Poland. In 1947, he began collecting information about NKVD and Red Army atrocities against Polish patriots, often former members of the AK or Polish II Corps.

Arrested by the Polish communist secret police in May 1947, Pilecki was brutally tortured prior to his trial, but revealed nothing that would compromise others. The suborned “evidence” used against him at his March 1948 show trial came from, among others, a fellow Auschwitz survivor, Józef Cyrankiewicz, who would later become one of communist Poland’s prime ministers. Pilecki freely admitted that he had passed information to Polish II Corps headquarters, which he believed to be his duty as an officer. Falsely charged with plotting assassinations, which he denied, Witold Pilecki was given a capital sentence and shot on May 25, 1948, at the Mokotów prison in Warsaw. His grave was never found; it is thought that the body may have been disposed of at a garbage dump near a local cemetery.

This was the Poland in which Karol Wojtyła, whom the world would come to know as Pope John Paul II, was ordained a Catholic priest in 1946: a country in which men of unblemished honor and extraordinary heroism could be convicted as traitors and murdered by communist thugs, their bodies tossed onto garbage heaps. The forces that created, and brutally maintained, this particular heart of darkness were the nemesis—the seemingly invincible opponent—against which Karol Wojtyła contended for more than three decades.1
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THE TIME AND THE PLACE

By most historical accounts, Poland was something of a bit player on the twentieth-century global stage: rarely a protagonist, often a victim, a country whose heroic virtues seemed to go hand in glove with a striking incapacity for governance and diplomacy. Yet if we define the “twentieth century” not by conventional chronology but by its central drama, the truth of the matter is that Poland played a pivotal role at several crucial moments between 1914 and 1991: those seventy-seven years of Western civilizational crisis that began when the guns of August launched World War I and ended when one of the greatest effects of the Great War, the Soviet Union, disappeared.

By Lenin’s own admission, the “Miracle on the Vistula” in 1920—in which the Polish forces of Marshal Józef Piłsudski repulsed the Red Army cavalry and thrust Trotsky’s forces back into Russia proper—was a “gigantic, unheard-of defeat” for communist world revolution.2 Nineteen years later, Poland was the first European state to offer armed resistance to Adolf Hitler, demonstrating the imperative of defending freedom against totalitarianism rather than attempting to appease its appetites. Fifty years after that, in 1989, Poland once again asserted its right to freedom against seemingly insuperable odds, and became the fulcrum of a nonviolent revolution that swept European communism into the dustbin of history while giving birth to a new, democratic European order.3

The Poland in which Father Karol Wojtyła would spend the first years of his priesthood was a Poland that had been dramatically—some would say, “completely”—changed by the Second World War, and by the postwar arrangements agreed to by the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and the United States.4 It had been picked up and moved several hundred kilometers to the west, losing territories that had been Polish for centuries and gaining lands that would be a bone of contention with postwar Germany (and an excuse for Soviet hegemony) for decades. Politically, the Poland that emerged from World War II was a wholly owned subsidiary of the USSR, a central piece in the postwar Soviet imperial puzzle and the land bridge to communist East Germany. Postwar Poland was ethnically more Polish than Poland had ever been, its Jews having been destroyed in the Holocaust and its Ukrainians incorporated into the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. Culturally, postwar Poland was arguably the most intensely Catholic country on the planet, not only because of genocides and population transfers, but because the Catholic Church, which suffered terribly during World War II, had emerged with its honor intact and its historic role as the repository of Polish national identity and memory confirmed. Economically, the country was a ruin, having been one of the battlegrounds on which two totalitarian powers had fought an armed struggle to the death. Psychologically, Poland was dazed and depressed; fear stalked the land even after the country’s putative liberation. One-fifth of Poland’s prewar population had died between 1939 and 1945. The survivors sensed that the flower of the nation had been sacrificed in the war Poland lost twice, even as the new postwar communist order was imposed with a ruthlessness matching that of the previous, Nazi occupying power.

Yet Poland had somehow survived World War II—as Poland had, somehow, been reborn in the waning days of World War I, after 123 years of exile from the political map of Europe. It was a close-run thing. Crushed in September 1939 between the totalitarian pincers of the Wehrmacht and the Red Army, the Second Polish Republic was in mortal peril. As one historian puts it, by October 1939 “the Polish state … faced the threat of not only total military defeat, but also the loss of legal and constitutional continuity. Almost its entire territory was controlled by an enemy alliance, and its constitutional authorities had been incapacitated by an erstwhile ally.”5 That ally, Great Britain, would continue to regard Poland as a diplomatic headache throughout the war, despite the heroic contributions of Polish squadrons to British victory in the Battle of Britain, and of Polish infantry and armor to Allied victories in Italy and Normandy.

Poland’s postwar fate was sealed by one event and one decision. The event was the Battle of Kursk, the greatest armored battle in history, which, in August 1943, effectively ended the German invasion of the Soviet Union and set in motion the long, bloody process by which the Red Army fought its way to Berlin. The decision was the strategic choice made by Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt at QUADRANT, their Québec City conference that same month. By agreeing to the American plan to invade Hitler’s Festung Europa from the west, across the English Channel (rather than from the south, through the Balkans), the Western Allies ensured that Poland would be overrun by the Soviet army rather than liberated by Anglo-American forces. During the latter part of the war, the incapacities and internal quarrels of the Polish government-in-exile were not inconsiderable. Yet those Polish failures were, in a sense, as irrelevant to the great power Realpolitik game being played at the “Big Three” conferences in Tehran and Yalta as were the heroics of Polish RAF pilots during the Battle of Britain and of Polish soldiers at Monte Cassino: cursed by the geographical reality of being a broad, flat plain between Germany and Russia, Poland was now a pawn in the emerging, bipolar, and deadly chess match between the Soviet Union and the West.

In 1945, few could have imagined that Poland would eventually provide the key to the ultimate victory of the forces of freedom in that contest. Yet some of the elements of such an outcome could be discerned in the Polish experience of the Second World War, if one looked keenly enough and below the surface of events. The Warsaw Uprising of August and September 1944, for example, is not infrequently regarded as a suicidal exercise with virtually no political effect.6 Yet, in the retrospect of late-twentieth-century history, one can perhaps see that Poland’s refusal to concede its sovereignty to the German occupation sowed seeds of resistance that would flower, albeit in a very different form, in the 1980s.7 The brutalities of Poland’s Soviet masters—including the 1940 Katyń Forest massacres of at least 22,000 Polish officers by the NKVD—could not be discussed publicly in Poland in the decades after the war. But families knew that husbands, fathers, uncles, and brothers had disappeared, and those bitter memories were a living, inextinguishable reminder that the communist regime, which claimed a unique legitimacy as Poland’s liberator, was in fact built on a foundation of homicidal falsehoods. The self-sacrifice of a man like Father Maximilian Kolbe, who gave his life in the Auschwitz starvation bunker to save the life of a prisoner who was the father of a family, belied the communist claim that the Catholic Church was the historic oppressor of the working class—as did the sacrifices of thousands of other Polish priests, nuns, and laity who went to their deaths under the crooked Nazi cross, for the sake of the cross of Christ.

True, Poland looked like, felt like, and in many respects was a different country in 1945 and 1946 than it had been in its brief twenty-one years of modern independence. There were different people, a different economy, and a different government denouncing different enemies. Yet there was a cultural and spiritual continuity to Polish life that would eventually falsify the communist claim to be building a new Poland. The presence of Red Army troops, the links between the Polish internal security services and the NKVD/KGB, and the Western policy of “containment” might mean that, by conventional reckoning, Polish sovereignty was a pious fiction. Yet, as Poland would demonstrate between 1939 and 1989, there are powerful forms of cultural and spiritual sovereignty that can resist, and eventually defeat, the harshest political regimes.

FITTING THE COW WITH A SADDLE

Ioseb Besarionis dze Jughashvili, more widely known by his Bolshevik nom de guerre of “Stalin,” was an ethnic Georgian who adopted certain classic Russian attitudes toward Poles and Poland: which is to say, he hated both. His August 1939 pact with Hitler, intended to buy time to prepare his defense against the Nazi assault he knew was coming, involved gobbling up large chunks of traditionally Polish territory and deporting thousands of Polish families to the steppes of central Asia. When the Western Allies summoned up the spine to insist that some form of “Poland” be reconstituted after Hitler’s defeat, Stalin made sure that the new Poland would be a Soviet vassal state. As the Red Army moved across Poland in 1944, its divisions were followed by the agents, assassins, and executioners of the Soviet secret police, who made it their business to ensure that no political resistance could be mounted against the Soviet-sponsored Lublin Committee (which claimed to be the true government of liberated Poland), rather than the Polish government-in-exile in London.

A vast secret police apparatus of repression was thus born along with what eventually became the Third Polish Republic. At the time of V-E Day, the so-called ministry of “public security” had 11,000 employees, a number that would more than double in a few months’ time, while the numbers of agents, informers, and provocateurs also grew. The Polish army, now controlled by communists or their pawns, conducted propaganda campaigns with the civilian population even as it indoctrinated its own forces and conducted expulsions of German ethnics in the “recovered territories” in the west.8 Stalin would later say, memorably, that trying to make Poland a communist country was like fitting a saddle to a cow. In the early days of communist Poland, the man Churchill and Roosevelt referred to as “Uncle Joe” was taking no chances with the cow.

The brutality by which the NKVD and its postwar allies in the Polish internal security services liquidated thousands of Poles whose only “crime” had been their patriotic defense of Polish independence through the AK or other resistance movements reflected the paranoid style that was a long-standing feature of Soviet communism. It was neither a Western cold warrior nor a Polish critic of Russia, but the great Russian novelist and poet Boris Pasternak who once described Lenin as “vengeance incarnate” and Stalin as a “pockmarked Caligula.”9 Soviet communist paranoia expressed itself in many forms, ideological, political, cultural, and economic; its most lethal expression was that series of secret police agencies that eventually came to be known as the KGB. Ironically, its founder, in the days when it was known as the Cheka, was a Polish communist, Feliks Dzerzhínskii. Its subsequent leadership, according to British intelligence historian Christopher Andrew, included men “more suited to a chamber of horrors than to a hall of fame,” a truth perhaps unconsciously recognized by the fact that the officers’ club at the Lubyanka, the KGB’s Moscow headquarters, did not display photographs of former KGB chairmen (three of whom had been shot in various purges, one of whom had killed himself, and several of whom were clinical psychopaths).

Among the enemies of Soviet communism, real and imagined, none was more feared by the KGB and its predecessors than the Catholic Church, which was regarded as a prime ideological enemy even before the Bolsheviks seized power in a crumbling Russia in 1917. That fear was subsequently transmitted to allied internal security and intelligence services in the Soviet bloc (many of which, to be sure, did not require excessive instruction on this point). Vatican diplomats and others who imagined that Soviet intelligence and the intelligence services of its Warsaw Pact allies acted more or less like their Western counterparts were sorely mistaken. There was a ruthlessness about the communist persecution of Catholicism that was fed by a deeply ingrained paranoia—which in turn may have reflected the fact that Marxism-Leninism was itself a quasi-religious system (if of an ultramundane sort), complete with a doctrine, a theory of morality, an idea of salvation, a concept of the “last things,” and a martyrology.10 Communism and Catholicism could not peacefully coexist. In a confrontation extending over the medium and long haul of history, someone was going to win and someone was going to lose. That, in any event, was how real communists saw the matter.

Thus from the communist point of view, the difficult business of fitting the Polish cow with the saddle of Marxism-Leninism was made far more difficult by Poland’s intense Catholic faith and Catholicism’s links to Polish national identity and Polish patriotism. But there were further complications, involving recent history. The Soviet suzerains had made a deal with Hitler to divide Poland; their Polish communist vassals had not been deeply involved in anti-Nazi resistance in World War II Poland. The Catholic Church had been, however, and had acquired a substantial moral credit by its sacrifices. That heroism, which the communists could not match (despite relentless propaganda to the contrary), posed one set of challenges to the communization of Poland. So did ideology. And so did postwar geopolitics. For, given their assumptions and their fears, Soviet and Polish communist leaders in the immediate postwar period took the intensity of Poland’s Catholic faith to be, not so much the natural cultural and historical phenomenon that it was, but the local expression of the pro-Western, anticommunist polemics and policies of Pope
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