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Foreword
Farewell to a Beloved Face
It was the last time I would see him.
Oh, of course I was going to see him again a thousand other times after that—every hour of every day, in fact. I was going to see him again with the eyes of faith. And, of course, with the eyes of my heart and my memory. I was going to keep feeling his presence, too, though it would take a different form from the one I had been used to.
But this was the last time I would see his face—how shall I put it?—physically. Humanly. It was the last time I would see the man who had been a father and a teacher to me. The last time I would see his body, his hands, and, most important, his face. And his face reminded me of how he would look at you. In fact, that was always the first thing that struck you about him: his gaze.
And so I didn’t want this moment to end. I did everything slowly, trying to stretch it into an eternity.
Until, all of a sudden, I felt a pair of eyes staring at me. And then I realized what I had to do.
I took the white veil and laid it gently over his face. I was almost afraid of hurting him, as if that piece of silk could actually bother or annoy him.
I found strength in the prayer of the veiling ceremony: “Lord and Father, may he now behold You face-to-face; having departed this life, may his face contemplate Your beauty.”
He was at home with the Father now and could finally see Him face-to-face. His earthly adventure was over, and he had put in at port.
So I started attending to the words of the prayer myself. And as I was praying, I began to remember. I began to relive the forty years that I—an insignificant man almost accidentally touched by the “mystery”—had spent at Karol Wojtyla’s side.

Narrator’s Preface
The “Mystery” of John Paul II
Of all images of Karol Wojtyla, the one that has stuck most vividly in my mind’s eye and in my heart comes from his first papal visit to Poland, in June 1979, and, in particular, from his now-famous meeting with the university students.
It was morning. The Vistula was in the background and the sun was just barely up. Warsaw was bathed in an extraordinary atmosphere of calm. As soon as the Pope started speaking, the whole crowd was seized with excitement. And at the end of Wojtyla’s speech, his thousands of young listeners, as if on cue, simultaneously raised their little wooden crosses toward him.
At the time, I grasped only the political implications of what was happening. I realized that things had changed, that the rising generations of Poles were by now inoculated against communism, and that before long Poland would be rocked by an earthquake.
But that sea of wooden crosses contained the seeds of something much greater than a popular revolution. They held a “mystery,” which I wasn’t completely aware of at the time. I saw this mystery again twenty-six years later in the endless throngs that came to say their last farewell to John Paul II. This second time, I knew what I was seeing.
These crowds revealed, I think, the profound meaning of Karol Wojtyla’s legacy. He showed the face of God, God’s human visage, if you will. He displayed the features of God incarnate. He thus became an interpreter and instrument of God’s Fatherhood, a man who narrowed the gap between heaven and earth, transcendence and immanence. And in so doing, he laid the groundwork for a new spirituality and a new way of living the faith in modern society.
So in the midst of that crowd in Warsaw, there was a mystery—a mystery at whose side Father Stanislaw Dziwisz spent forty years of his life. In what follows, we—he as witness and I as narrator—will attempt, if not to unveil the mystery, then at least to tell its story.
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1.
The First Meeting
It all began on an October day in 1966, which was the start of something like a new life for Stanislaw Dziwisz. Because it was on that day that he was asked by the archbishop of Kraków to become his personal secretary. Wojtyla had decided that the young priest would make an outstanding assistant, one whom he could entrust not only with the management of his appointment calendar but also with his confidences, his thoughts, and even—why not?—with a bit of his heart.
 
He looked right at me and said, “I’d like you to come live here…and give me a hand.”
 
Stanislaw was born in 1939 in Raba Wýzna, a village in the foothills of the Tatras, Poland’s principal mountain chain. So it was logical that he would learn to ski as a child and would become a connoisseur of snow and ski slopes. He was the fifth of seven children, five boys and two girls.
His father, Stanislaw Dziwisz, Sr., worked for the railroad. His mother, Zofia, took care of the household and the upbringing of the kids. It was she who taught them what it means to live out Gospel charity. The doors of the Dziwisz home were always open to the poor and the needy. If you visited them in the evening, you could always be sure of a hot meal and a place to spend the night.
But World War II was raging. The Germans had invaded Poland from the west and the Soviets had marched in from the east.
 
Those were terrible years for everybody, and we were no exception. There were so many mouths to feed, but it wasn’t easy to find food. And on top of that, my family was hiding a Jewish man. That was dangerous, given the risk of detection. Who knows where we might all have ended up if the Nazis had found out.
Not too far away from us, in Rokiciny Podhalánskie, the Gestapo had arrested the superior of the Ursulines, Sister Maria Clemensa Staszewska, because she had given sanctuary to some Jewish women in the convent. Sadly, she ended up in Auschwitz.
The only thing we knew about the man hiding in our house was his name, Wilhelm. Actually, we kids called him “Wilus.” He was from Wadowice. He had escaped from the Nazis, though how he ended up at our house was something of a mystery. He was a likable man. He stayed with us until the end of the war, and would do little odd jobs around the house to help out. He bid us all a tearful good-bye before he left. But we completely lost track of him after that.
 
After the end of the war, Poland began to breathe a little more easily, although storm clouds were glowering threateningly on the horizon. The “liberators” from the east did not seem particularly interested in leaving. And at the Dziwisz home, there was a terrible tragedy.
 
It happened on a typical morning while my father was on his way to work. He was struck by a train as he was crossing the tracks. He was only thirty-nine. When they came to break the news to us, I immediately went totally cold, realizing I would never feel his hand on my shoulder again. My mother was a woman of great faith and courage. Despite the huge grief she was carrying in her heart, she showered us with love. And she managed to raise the seven of us, magically multiplying her modest pension.
 
Stanislaw was going on nine when his father died. He had to grow up in a hurry, but he did his part. After finishing elementary school, he started attending high school in Nowy Targ. Meanwhile, though, another vocation was budding inside him: He wanted to become a priest, a minister of God. So after graduation, he entered the seminary. It was 1957. And it was then that he first met Father Karol Wojtyla, who at that time was a professor of moral theology at the seminary.
 
He immediately made a big impression on me. First of all because he was so devout and learned, plus being an outstanding lecturer. But also because he had an easy way of relating to people. On one hand, my classmates and I felt that he moved in a higher sphere than we did because of his deep interior life and his amazing intellectual qualifications. On the other hand, it was obvious to us that he took a close interest in our lives, and we saw how easily he opened up to other people and entered into human relationships.
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The year 1956 inaugurated a time of major change in Eastern Europe. In February, Khrushchev used the XXth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union as a platform to denounce Stalin and condemn his grisly crimes. In June, there was a workers’ revolt in Poznán, instigated by revisionist backers of Gomulka, the chief spokesman of a national way to communism. Cardinal Wyszynski was released after thirty-seven months of confinement, and other bishops were let out of prison, as well.
Admittedly, there were completely opposite signals, too, such as the Soviet tanks that bloodily suppressed the October uprising in Hungary. And yet, at least in Poland, there was more breathing room, even for the Church. In December 1956, Father Wojtyla was finally appointed to the chair of ethics at the Catholic University of Lublin, where he was already teaching. Despite his new position, he also continued teaching at the Kraków seminary.
 
I remember that in the third year he taught us the principia—that is, the fundamental philosophical principles of moral theology. Although those lectures were pretty hard for us, he prepared them extremely carefully. In fact, I’d have to say perfectly. It was in those lectures that we got the philosophical background we needed to go on with further studies in moral theology. But Father Wojtyla had a lot of responsibilities, and he was increasingly absorbed by them. He was only thirty-eight when he was named auxiliary bishop of Kraków. And being a bishop was something he took really seriously. By the time we entered the sixth year, he stopped teaching completely, because he no longer had the time to lecture at the seminary. The archbishop, Eugeniusz Baziak, had died, and Wojtyla became the capitulary vicar, which meant that he had to take over responsibility for the whole diocese.
 
The great day arrived. On June 23, 1963, Stanislaw received Holy Orders from his former moral theology professor. He had become a priest. Shortly afterward, he was sent as associate pastor to the parish of Maków Podhalánski. It was one of the best parishes in the diocese: It was modern, well-managed, and had a lot of ministries—for example, for the sick, for children, and for families.
 
I’m really glad to talk about that, because it was an unforgettable experience. The pastor was an excellent priest by the name of Franciszek Dzwigonski. He had divided the parish community into several sectors and appointed someone in each sector to keep him informed about what was going on—for example, who was sick, who was having problems or was out of work, or if there were neglected children. Could there be a better apprenticeship for a young priest?
 
Two years went by, and then Father Dziwisz left the parish because his superiors wanted him to pursue further studies. He consulted the rector of the seminary about which field he should choose—patristics or Scripture. Finally, it turned out that there was need for a liturgist. He thus began to do the necessary research, first for the licentiate, then for the doctorate. The topic of his doctoral dissertation was the cult of Saint Stanislas in the diocese of Kraków up to the time of the Council of Trent. But, just twelve months into the project, Archbishop Wojtyla summoned him unexpectedly to the episcopal residence.
It was October 8, 1966, the day that would change Stanislaw Dziwisz’s life forever. He was twenty-seven years old.
 
As soon as I came in to see him, he looked straight at me and said, “I’d like you to come live here. You can continue your studies and give me a hand.” “When?” I asked. He replied, “Today will work.” He turned toward the window and noticed that it was getting late. “Go to the chancellor and he’ll show you the room.” “I’ll come tomorrow,” I said. He watched me leave with a certain curiosity, but I noticed that he was smiling.

2.
New Men
So far, Stansilaw had only known Wojtyla a bit distantly and superficially as a professor and as a bishop. He had some sense of Wojtyla’s personal history and his religious journey, but that was all. However, now that he was Wojtyla’s secretary and was living with him in the spacious episcopal residence on Franciszkánska Street, Stanislaw got to know him well. He became familiar with the archbishop’s pastoral ideas, his plans for the Church, and, above all, his profound spirituality, starting with how he celebrated Mass.
 
He never started Mass without a period of silentium beforehand. If we were driving to some parish for a pastoral visit or some church to say Mass, he would never talk or waste time chatting in the car, but would always be immersed in meditation and prayer. Since it was his job to celebrate Mass and the like, he tried to prepare himself as best he could. And when the celebration was over, he would always spend fifteen minutes on his knees, absorbed in thanksgiving.
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Another striking thing was the attention with which he would say the words of the Mass and the seriousness with which he would perform the eucharistic gestures. He was obviously trying to help people grasp clearly the message the words conveyed and the symbolic meaning the actions were supposed to express. He wanted the faithful attending the Eucharist to feel that they were experiencing a truly sacred moment.
 
He always made a point of not celebrating alone. Whether he was saying Mass in his private chapel or somewhere else, such as in a parish or in the cathedral, he always invited other people to celebrate with him, so that the Mass would always be a community event. In other words, he was trying to be faithful to the principle that the priest doesn’t celebrate the Eucharist alone, but with the people of God, who also take part in it—through Christ and with Christ.
 
Wojtyla’s style of celebrating was already enough to make it clear why he followed the inspiration of the Curé of Ars, Jean-Marie Vianney, in shedding the attitude of the old-fashioned clericalist priest. It explained, in other words, why he didn’t consider priesthood as membership in some class or caste, but as a way of being present among the people of God, in direct contact with his fellow Christians. The point, then, was that for him the priest was first and foremost a steward of the mysteries of God. And so the Mass came to be the center of his life and of his day.
 
His private chapel was his special meeting place with God. He tried to spend as much time in the chapel as possible. If he was at home, he would stay there until eleven in the morning. The chapel was where he would carry on a dialogue with God and listen to what the Lord had to say to him. Sometimes the sisters who looked after the residence would peek into the chapel out of curiosity, and they always found him in the same position: prostrate on the floor, immersed in prayer. He also used to work in the chapel when he had to draft documents, such as the texts of the Kraków Synod or his pastoral letters. He had an interesting way of marking the pages. Instead of using page numbers, he would write prayer verses. So you see, work was also a form of intense prayer for him.
Along with prayer, he placed a lot of emphasis on Confession. The most important thing about the sacrament for him wasn’t the revelation of your sins, but God’s forgiveness and remission of them. The main thing for him, in other words, was the grace Confession gives you, the strength it offers you to lead an upright and virtuous life. He himself would go to Confession once a week. He would also confess before major feast days and special liturgical seasons. Even after becoming a bishop, he would go to the Franciscan church for Confession and get in line with the other penitents.
 
Besides, when he was an assistant pastor at Saint Florian’s years earlier, Father Karol had relied on prayer and Confession as the foundation of his—at that time—truly pioneering pastoral work with college students. Of course, he also cultivated close relations with the professors, being convinced that the future of Poland—this was the mid-1950s and Communist domination was now in full swing—would depend on the education and formation of academics. And that meant that a lot depended on faculty members doing their part.
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That’s right. When he was at Saint Florian’s, Father Karol gathered together a group of college students and became their leader and spiritual guide. The first thing he taught the kids was the right way to pray. He urged them to participate in the sacraments, especially Mass. He gave them lessons in theological and philosophical anthropology, but also in how to live in community and how to respect others. He would take them on trips. They would go hiking in the mountains or camping. This came to be known as the “hiker’s apostolate,” and in order to avoid the watchful eye of the police, Wojtyla would dress in civil garb and the kids would call him “wujek” (uncle). So he managed to form a group of people united, of course, around the Word of God, but also around ideas, around a shared concern for their country, and around a desire to help one another grow up.
 
Wojtyla remained faithful to his commitment to young people even after becoming a bishop and a cardinal. During the year, he would meet with them for days of retreat, reflection, and prayer. He would join them on pilgrimages to the major shrines, such as Kalwaria Zebrzydowska and Czestochowa, where, as he put it, he would go to hear the Mother’s “heartbeat.” In fact, he accompanied them throughout the many stages of their lives: blessing their marriages, baptizing their children, spending time with their families, while always caring for them as a real pastor. He was a friend, of course, but he was first a father, a spiritual guide and pastor.
 
Well, this “milieu,” or community of laypeople (the Polish name for it is Srodowisko, which doesn’t mean quite the same thing), was made up of people who remained faithful to the path Wojtyla had shown them and the direction they’d received from him. And these people then went on to exercise important functions in society and culture, as university professors, doctors, engineers, et cetera. And today we’re seeing a third generation of mature, committed Catholic citizens, living out the same spirit of love of God and neighbor as their grandparents who were part of the Srodowisko group.
The Srodowisko group also included holy people like Jerzy Ciesielski. Jerzy was an engineer. He had been teaching at Kraków Polytech, but he accepted a job in Africa, at the University of Khartoum. While he was sailing down the Nile, there was a terrible accident, and almost everyone on board his ship was killed, including Jerzy and two of his children. Only one of his daughters and a friend of hers escaped. It was a great loss. He was a young man, and he was upright, hardworking, and deeply religious. His life was, and still is, an example to others. In fact, the cause for his beatification has already made it to the Congregation for the Causes of Saints.
Jerzy was one of Wojtyla’s favorite friends. When Jerzy died, the archbishop wrote that faith had been “the normal measure of his duties.”
 
It was laypeople like Ciesielski whom, as archbishop, Wojtyla would involve in the major undertakings of the diocese. He was a big delegator and he gave the people he appointed for a certain mission or charge a lot of room to exercise responsibility. Of course, he would be the one to coordinate everything personally, to provide the guidelines, and to put new energy into the work of evangelization. This personal involvement enabled him to stay in immediate contact with people. His pastoral visits to the parishes—especially those, in fact—did so, as well. For him, these visits weren’t just canonical visitations or official inspections prescribed by the administrative handbook; they were his way of entering into the life of a given parish community as its bishop and pastor.
 
That’s why he always tried to stay as long as possible. So much so, in fact, that his visits would sometimes last for weeks. He would participate in the liturgical celebrations and in all of the parish priests’ tasks. He visited the sick in their homes—in fact, he was the one who took the initiative to set up a ministry for sick people in the diocese. He would visit the families, of which there were many, including the priests’ families. When he said Mass, he would invite couples to renew their marriage vows. Actually, he wanted to stay separately with each family in order to see them up close and to pray with them. And then there were the young people. He couldn’t visit them at school because the authorities wouldn’t allow it. And so it was in the church that he would see the children receiving religious instruction and would talk with their teachers—or at least the ones who were brave enough to show up. Not everyone was. Not everyone could risk losing the job they held.
 
At the time, Poland was still a land in chains. And God was a name that couldn’t be spoken in public—a forbidden name.

3.
Turning Point: Vatican II
When the council began on October 11, 1962, Karol Wojtyla had one of the last seats in the assembly. Just a few months before the opening of the council, he had been chosen as the capitulary vicar and temporary administrator of the Kraków diocese. But he was still only an auxiliary bishop. Which is precisely why he was consigned to the back, near the entrance to Saint Peter’s Basilica. But even from the back, he could see and hear what was going on. And during the first session, he preferred to listen. And to learn.
 
As soon as he heard the news that there was going to be a council, young Bishop Wojtyla was very open about his enthusiasm for John XXIII’s plans. He wasn’t afraid of new things.
 
Wojtyla had become convinced that the Church needed a different approach, especially for dealing with issues like ecumenism, liturgical renewal, and more active lay involvement in the life of the Church. This last topic was one which a person like him—who partly owed his own growth in religious faith to two laypeople, his father and a catechist friend—naturally considered especially important. In fact, he believed that the priest’s role was to serve the laity and that both the laity and the clergy were essential components of Christ’s Church.
 
From the day it started on October 11, 1962, attending the council was like going to a big school for in-depth study of doctrine and pastoral aggiornamento. And Bishop Wojtyla decided that the whole diocese would get involved spiritually in the council’s work. He kept in touch with priests and seminarians. He tried to generate interest among intellectuals. He made sure that everyone was informed about the topics debated on the assembly floor and about what was in the conciliar documents. So those of us in Kraków were very much involved in what was happening in Rome.
Meanwhile, for Wojtyla himself, the council was an opportunity for constant sharing of insights about pastoral or social issues, for getting acquainted with new trends in theology, and for meeting great scholars and experts, such as the famous Jesuit Henri de Lubac (who had extemely positive things to say about the cultivation and intelligence of the auxiliary bishop of Kraków). Wojtyla also met well-known German-speaking theologians such as Fathers Joseph Ratzinger and Hans Küng, as well as their French-speaking counterparts, such as Yves Congar, Jean Daniélou, Marie-Dominique Chenu, and Antoine Wenger. And then there were contacts with outstanding bishops like John Krol from the United States, Gabriel-Marie Garonne from France, and Joachim Meisner, Joseph Höffner, and Alfred Bengsch from Germany.
Above all, though, I should recall Wojtyla’s friendship with Cardinal Franz König, the archbishop of Vienna, who deserves a lot of praise for what he did to open up Poland’s borders. He was one of the first cardinals to defy the Communist regime and go to Poland in order to make contact with people inside the country. And that was very important, because during the Stalinist era, every contact with the Apostolic See was considered to be an act of espionage. And the people in contact with Rome were condemned as spies, as if they were enemies of the Polish state and the Communist system.
 
The Berlin Wall began to go up on the night of August 13, 1961. Its purpose was to prevent the continual exodus of those living in East Germany. This marked the beginning of a new phase of the Cold War. Moscow reined in its satellites, and the campaign for atheism flared up again even in Catholic Poland. Consequently, many bishops could not get a passport to go to Rome and participate in the council. The only ones who were allowed to go were the primate, Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski, and the young auxiliary bishop of Kraków, who, along with a few others, would take part in all four sessions.
 
Even so, the Polish episcopate still managed to play a big role in raising awareness about the situation of the Church under communism. The Polish bishops helped people realize that, in spite of the persecution, in spite of the aggressive atheism, the Church under communism was still alive and dynamic, with full seminaries, new forms of pastoral ministry, and an increasingly huge involvement of the laity in Church life. In Poland, the Church was a support for oppressed people deprived of the chance to speak. And, when you consider how the rights of the person were curtailed, the Church was the only zone of freedom. It was only within the Church community that people could feel genuinely free. The Church was the only forum where an independent culture, a Christian culture, had a chance to develop.
 
By the time the third session of Vatican II opened, Wojtyla, who in the meantime had been named archbishop, had also received a noticeable elevation in status: He was now seated much closer to the altar. And this gain in personal visibility coincided with another change: He emerged from his initial phase of listening and entered into a new phase of creativity and active participation. He thus began to speak more frequently on the council floor, talking, for example, about the Pastoral Constitution, Gaudium et Spes, one of the council’s major innovations. Never before had the Church shown such a clear and intense interest in the problems of contemporary man, or in the issues facing humanity in its historical development. After Gaudium et Spes, the Church would no longer go out to meet the world with the expectation of finding only an enemy to be combated.
 
In this respect especially, Archbishop Wojtyla was the prophet of a new era for the Church, both in Poland and in the world at large. In fact, he was the kind of bishop who not only wasn’t afraid of the world but went out to meet it in the strength of the Gospel message, without prematurely ruling out anything. And he could do that precisely because he was able to recognize the great values of the contemporary world. And so he thought that if those values were given the right direction, if they were sanctified, they could be received and welcomed by the Church. Actually, he thought that they needed to become a resource for the Church.
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Then there was the huge question of religious freedom. Thanks to his background, which obliged him to deal day in and day out with an authoritarian and oppressive regime, Wojtyla was able to make a decisively important contribution to the discussion. On one hand, he helped the council get beyond a concept of negative freedom conceived as nothing but mere tolerance. On the other hand, he argued that if religious freedom is the highest expression of the dignity of the person, it is a right that cannot be ignored, much less denied, by public authorities or states.
 
Archbishop Wojtyla brought a twofold innovation onto the council floor. In essence, it was this: reassertion of the centrality of the person within a robust Christocentric framework; and engaging the world with the Gospel message, coupled with a defense of the rights of man, especially the right to freedom of conscience and religion.
Years down the road, his pontificate would synthesize those two things: what he experienced in Poland and the fruit of his experience at Vatican II. This is yet another proof that having to live under communism didn’t weaken his approach to the Church, to ecumenism, and to social issues, but, rather, strengthened it. It thus prepared him for his universal mission, prepared him to be an authoritative dialogue partner both for other churches and for today’s world.
On one hand, then, Wojtyla was able to create an awareness of, and confidence in, the churches of Eastern Europe, which had defied their circumstances and remained spiritually free and faithful to the Gospel. On the other hand, he showed how the Polish Church especially was equipped to deal not only with the problems created by Communist oppression but also with the problems, especially the moral problems, that would later arrive from the so-called liberal world of the West.
 
For Karol Wojtyla, then, Vatican II was a real turning point. He used to say that he was “indebted to the council.” And it is true that he returned from Rome with an enormous number of new experiences and ideas. He even wrote a book about them: Sources of Renewal. And he used these experiences and ideas as a basis for rethinking his own ministry as a bishop and then for reshaping the life of the Church in Kraków by means of a diocesan synod.
 
The fact that he did that shows that Archbishop Wojtyla wasn’t afraid of the council. Just the opposite, in fact. He eagerly looked forward to the developments it might foster in the Catholic community. That eagerness is also what prompted him to translate the fruits of Vatican II into a pastoral plan adapted to the Polish situation. He proceeded in this undertaking with great prudence, of course, but also without prejudices. Above all, he proceeded with great hopes and great joy. The period of implementing the decisions of the council was a happy time not only for the archbishop of Kraków but for the whole archdiocese and the Church in Poland.

4.
The Millennium Crisis
In Gaudium et Spes, the Church openly acknowledged for the first time the sins committed by Christians down through the centuries against the truth of God and the truth about man. This acknowledgment kicked off the process of rethinking and repentance that would later come to be called the “purification of memory.” It also gave the Polish bishops an idea.
And so a proposal was born in the Polish episcopate. It was first put on the table by Archbishop Boleslaw Kominek, but it immediately won the approval of the primate and the backing of other bishops, especially Wojtyla. In fact, he would be one of those responsible for implementing it.
We are talking, of course, about the proposal to send a letter to the German bishops to promote reconciliation between the two nations and their citizens. “We extend our hands to you, forgiving you and asking you to forgive us,” the letter read. Nor did the bishops gloss over any of the past, whether it was Hitler’s concentration camps and the Nazi crematoria, or the controversy about Poland’s western border and the sufferings of thousands of German refugees turned out of their homes immediately following the war.
 
That act of asking for and extending forgiveness was an extremely profound human and Christian gesture. And it was also a farsighted one, at least in terms of the German episcopate’s response, because just a few years later, Poland and West Germany would come to an agreement about the Oder-Neisse border. So things came together in an extremely important way and the result was a kind of Magna Carta in the history of the two countries, not just from the point of view of the Church but, first of all, from the point of view of national politics.
 
It was in those very same months, though, that a reactionary chill began to descend on the Soviet Empire. Khrushchev was tossed out of office and the new bosses in the Kremlin, especially Brezhnev, enforced an incredibly hard line. At the same time the Soviets were making multiple gestures of détente in order to convince the outside world of their wish for “peaceful coexistence,” they were repressing every form of opposition at home in an attempt to stifle the winds of change. Obviously, Moscow couldn’t allow any discussion of an issue like that concerning the German-Polish border, which it claimed sole authority to decide.
So when the orders came down, the Polish regime dutifully launched an assault on the episcopate, accusing it of “interference in foreign affairs” and of having “absolved” the Nazis of their crimes. The press, too, joined in with a relentless campaign of its own, which initially succeeded in convincing a lot of Catholics and even a lot of anti-Communists.
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The charge that carried the most weight with people was that the bishops were unpatriotic. The accusation was completely false, but the authorities had an easy time milking the anti-German sentiment that was still deeply rooted among Poles of many different classes. This is why Archbishop Wojtyla felt he had to speak up. So in his homily for that year’s Corpus Christi celebrations in Kraków, he issued his now-famous defense of the Polish episcopate: “If anyone is going to call our consciences to account, it’s not them; if anyone is going to teach us patriotism, it’s not them.”
 
The attacks weren’t over, though. There was an explosion of anti-clericalism in the diet. There were fascistlike action squads and demonstrations with huge signs denouncing the bishops as enemies of the state. Sometimes the protesters stood right under the windows of Cardinal Wyszynski and Archbishop Wojtyla.
The workers of the Solvay chemical plant, where Karol Wojtyla had worked as a young man during the Nazi occupation, viciously attacked the archbishop of Kraków, obviously at the behest of someone in the regime. The newspapers published a slanderous letter, signed “the workers of the chemical industry,” which the archbishop himself had never received. Wojtyla answered with firm resolution. He responded to his accusers by insisting that he was a “man who has been wronged, wronged by exposure to public accusation and slander put forward by men who have not bothered to examine honestly either the facts or my real motives.”
But all of the major newspapers refused to publish his response. A small local daily was the only periodical that picked it up.
[image: image]
That was a very difficult time. But the primate managed to make a very astute statement just when it was needed most. He organized a ceremony at the Jasna Góra monastery, and the memory of that event became an unforgettable one for all Poles. Standing before a huge crowd, Cardinal Wyszynski had someone read out the most controversial passage from the letter to the German bishops. Then, after the recitation of the Our Father, he said in a loud voice, “We, the bishops of Poland, together with the people of God, say, We forgive!” The whole crowd answered with a single huge shout that felt like the rumbling of thunder: “We forgive!”
 
Meanwhile, a new year had started. It was 1966. And it just so happened that 1966 was also the one thousandth anniversary of the Baptism of Poland and the foundation of the Polish state. The millennium festivities scheduled for 1966 would cap off a nine-year-long novena that Cardinal Wyszynski had initiated in 1957 to prepare for the event. But what had been planned as an occasion for a huge religious and patriotic celebration led instead to a dramatic rupture between the Church and the Communist regime. Already furious on account of the letter to the German bishops, the Warsaw government decided to boycott the religious celebrations of the millennium and to promote exclusively secular ones instead.
The showdown began when Cardinal Wyszynski’s passport was withdrawn. Then Pope Paul VI was refused permission to visit the country and the borders were closed right at the high point of the ceremonies
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