








Iconic

Joaquin and I took the 15 mile drive to Castelgandolfo,
where the baroque Papal Palace sits in relative coolness
more than a thousand feet above sea level. It was like going
back to the Middle Ages to walk through the great arched
gateway into the flag-stoned courtyard, past Swiss Guards
whose centuries-old blue and gold uniforms seemed
specially designed for picture postcards, up an elevator
which in recent years had been crammed in behind the
graceful curving staircase, to the second floor where we
stepped into marble halls and a massive salon opening to a
vast terrace overlooking Lake Albano.

The Papal Secretary, Monsignor Stanislaw Dziwisz, led us
to the dining room where an oblong table, big enough to
accommodate eight persons, took up most of the space.
The table was laid for four—the pope, Monsignor Dziwisz,
Joaquin and me. Our wine glasses already contained white
Frascati, though the papal glass was only half full—and the
Holy Father scarcely touched the wine all evening. Served
by the pope’s Italian valet, the three of us were offered
an Italian menu beginning with paper-thin cured ham and
melon, a main course of roast chicken, carrots and peas
and a green salad, with fresh fruit for dessert. The Holy
Father had a Polish meal, some kind of white soup, a crepe

for the main course, and a dessert of stewed fruit. He only
ate the soup.

During that supper I observed at close range John Paul’s
simplicity and warmth, his toughness on traditional Church
teachings, his dedication to human rights, his intensity and
his frankness. He was wearing a simple full-length cotton
cassock, with no sash, no headgear. As he walked in, he
chuckled and apologized to me “for not being dressed
officially.” I bent over to kiss his hand, but he pulled it back
as if to discourage that gesture.

This pope in theory had inherited the ceremonial of
the Roman Emperors, yet there was absolutely nothing
ceremonial about our supper together. It was as if 1 were
dining with old friends. At that moment, I couldn’t help
comparing this simplicity with the rigid protocol of my
lunch with the British Governor-General of the Sudan or
the awesome court ritual imposed on me when I met Haile
Selassie in Addis Ababa. At table the pope made me feel
totally at ease. He recalled with warmth the many trips 1
had made with him and the fatigue we both had suffered.
He inquired about the book I was writing and showed an
interest in details of my major surgery three years before.

Our wine glasses already
contained whate Frascati, though

the papal glass was only half full.

Behind the gentle manner, I soon noted, was something
that told me this was no occasion to waste in small talk. I
sensed that to this man time was intensely important, as if
he were aware of every minute slipping through his hands
and was determined to use it before it was lost forever. He
and I sat opposite each other at table, and I quickly began
asking questions. He never backed away from a question,
very quickly forgetting all about food and leaning halfway
across the table, covering his eyes with his right hand in a
characteristic gesture as he groped for the phrasing of his
answers, toying with his cutlery and then tossing it aside,
pushing his plate away absent-mindedly. Food couldn’t
compete with ideas at this papal table.

“How does it feel to be elected pope?”

A moment’s reflection, and then the answer:
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“The way you felt when you were
married—a lifetime commitment.”

During that supper 1

On abortion: I noted that even St.
Thomas Aquinas taught “ensoulment”
of the human fetus only takes place
after the fortieth day of pregnancy.
Wouldn’t this mean, I asked, that an
abortion before that moment would not
be wrong?

That was the theory of some theologians
of the time, including Thomas,
but it never was accepted by the
Magisterium...it was a theory based on
ideas of Aristotle. But modern biology
makes it absolutely clear that at the
moment of conception a human person exists. Abortion
therefore violates the most fundamental of human rights,
the right to life.”

Only three days before, the Vatican had told American
theologian Father Charles Curran that he no longer could
teach moral theology at Catholic University in Washington.
Didn’t this, I asked the pope, violate the principle of
academic freedom?

He responded: “We could not permit a Catholic theologian
teaching in a Catholic university to teach that which is
contrary to what the Church teachers. There already was
too much confusion, and that kind of teaching only added
to the confusion. We have to present our teaching clearly.

“It is a mistake to apply American democratic procedure
to the faith and to the truth. You cannot take a vote on the
truth. You must not confuse the ‘sensus fide’ with ‘consensus’.
Truth is not determined by voting. It is something that must
be accepted,” the Holy Father added.

Modern scientific discoveries are coming along so quickly,
I pointed out, that it must be hard for the Church to decide
what is right and what is wrong in many of them. After all,
St. Paul and St. Augustine and other Church Fathers had
never heard of artificial insemination or test tube babies.
How can the pope make moral judgments on things that
are so new?

The Holy Father answered: “We emphasize the
transcendental worth of the human person. Some modern
scientific and medical developments are apt to make of

observed at close range
John Paul’s ssmplicity
and warmth, his
toughness on traditional
Church teachings, his
dedication to human
rights, his intensity

and his frankness.

human persons a product, an
object, a ‘thing’ We insist that
the human person must never
be treated as an object, he must
always be considered the subject.
That is the basis of our teaching ,
the absolute standard.”

That comment summed up the
“moral rudder” Pope John Paul
offered the world in a period of
moral and ethical chaos. And it
explains why he sometimes sounds
conservative and sometimes liberal
to modern ears. Insisting that no
human being must be used as a
“thing” or an “object” is the basis
for his opposition to abortion, his ban on casual sex, his
declaring it a human right for a worker to have a job with
adequate pay, to have universal health care, to have proper
housing, for women to have paid maternity leave and to be
able to be mothers and career women at the same time if
they so choose, for all human beings to be able to live and
work in a clean environment, for the human race to be
free of the threat of nuclear war. To me, it is the greatest
theological legacy John Paul II left to the world.

Toward the end of our dinner, I mentioned that many
Americans complain that the pope is too strict, I told
him, too narrow-minded. He leaned back in his chair and
tapped himself on the chest.

“T'his is not my teaching we are talking about. This is the
teaching of the Church, and it is my responsibility to insist
that it be obeyed. I cannot change that teaching. I have no
right to change it!”

Even in such an informal atmosphere, it was the pope’s
prerogative to terminate the dinner, and after we had
finished dessert Monsignor Dzwisz began to get worried. He
whispered to Joaquin that “we have other things scheduled
this evening, and I can see that he is ready to go on all
night with this conversation.” Joaquin cleverly brought it
to an end by asking if “Mr. Wynn may put just one more
question.” I asked my question, and got an answer. And
then the pope, flashing a broad smile, gently slapped the
table as the signal that it was time to say good night.

bl

I have cited these examples of personal contact with the
pope not to make myself look important, but to show how
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Toward the end of our dinner, I mentioned that many Americans complain

that the pope s too strict, I told him, too narrow-minded. He leaned back in

his chair and tapped himself on the chest.

kind, thoughtful, and considerate he could be even to an
unimportant person like me. With all the demands on his
time, with the myriad problems he had to face, he could still
find time for an evening with an old boy from Lousiana.

Pope John Paul used each of his international trips to
deliver a message. The voyage to Mexico was intended
to tell the people of Latin America what he thought of
“liberation theology,” that movement of leftist Catholics
who were so close to Marxism as to support revolution and
class struggle. On the flight, two of us newsmen asked him
what he thought of the movement. As usual, he paused,
looked down at the floor, gathered his thoughts and
answered cryptically but clearly:

“Liberation theology, yes. But what kind of liberation
theology? A liberation theology based on an unChristian
doctrine is not acceptable.”

That said it all. This answer did not mean (as some
tried to interpret it) that the pope rejected social action
and supported the old rightwing establishment in Latin
America. He was in fact all for true “liberation” and in
subsequent trips to South America I heard him again
and again call for the rights of the poor—the right to
employment with a living wage, to decent housing, to
health care, to education, to pensions. But the pope
based his social doctrine on the Christian principle of the
infinite value of every individual, and that clearly excluded
Marxism, which (as John Paul well knew from his years
under a Communist regime in Poland) subordinated the
individual to the State. He was enunciating a uniquely
Christian social ethic which put the human person, created
in the Image of God, at its center.

In March of 1983 we were in Haiti, and his message there
was a denunciation of the brutal dictatorship of Jean-
Claude (“Baby Doc”) Duvalier. He delivered the message
in a homily during a mass with the dictator himself sitting
there. Not so long after that, “Baby Doc” was overthrown
and sent into exile.

When we flew to Istanbul in the autumn of 1979, the

papal message was a call for unity between Catholics and
Orthodox Christians. The message was dramatized in his
meeting with the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople,
and it was followed up with an intense dialogue between the
two great churches that eliminated almost all the theological
differences between them (they remain separated now for
political rather than doctrinal reasons).

Those rapid-fire trips to England and Argentina in 1982 were
aimed at preventing war over the Falkland Islands (but, alas,
too late). When he flew to Castro’s Cuba, the message was
that America should lift the sanctions on that little country
and that Castro should give freedom to his people. He flew to
Lebanon tourge Maronite Catholics there to seck dialogue and
harmony instead of conflict with their Muslim compatriots as
a way of ridding the country of foreign troops.

These were fascinating voyages, but to me the greatest of
them all was his first trip to Poland as Pope in June 1979,
when his message was a spectacularly successful challenge
to the Communist Empire. It was on that trip that he set off
the chain reaction which brought down the “Evil Empire.”
Poles turned out by the millions to cheer the Polish pope,
and the visit dramatically inspired a reawakening of Polish
nationalism that had been crushed by 34 years of Soviet-
imposed Communist rule. Never since the Communists
had taken control of Central and Eastern Europe had there
been such an outpouring of religious and national fervor,
and the head of that outpouring was John Paul II.

The delicate and subtle diplomatic style of Paul VI
and Casaroli was cast aside as the Polish pope bluntly
demanded freedom for his people, not as a privilege, but as
a fundamental human right. And he offered in exchange
no concessions, no trade-offs, no deals. Though he never
mentioned the Soviet Union, or even Communism, by
name, the call for freedom was crystal-clear whether in his
speeches or in talks with Poland’s Marxist rulers.

More than what the pope said, the simple fact of his
presence unleashed long-dormant forces in the country
that once aroused could not be stopped. The people knew
that the Communist leaders hated having John Paul there,
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and so his coming was in itself an act of blatant opposition
to the regime. They knew that those men in the Kremlin
in Moscow had almost threatened military intervention
in pressing the Polish regime not to permit a papal visit.
They also knew that the hard-line Communist government
in neighboring Czechoslovakia had put heavy pressure
on their comrades in Warsaw to rule out the pope’s trip,
obviously frightened by the possibility of a fall-out across
the border from the impact of John Paul’s presence (and
their fears proved to be well-founded.)

The Polish public also knew that the Warsaw regime itself
for so many years had stubbornly refused to allow a pope
on Polish soil. Cardinal Casaroli told me
that in November of 1966 he had made
a secret trip to Poland (“once again
wearing a necktie instead of a clerical
collar”) to try to arrange a visit there by
Pope Paul VI. According to Casaroli, the
government put such strict conditions
and heavy limitations on the proposed
visit as to amount to a refusal, and so
the trip could not be made. Although
Casaroli’s trip was secret, Pope Paul later publicly
complained that the Warsaw regime had refused to allow
him to visit Poland, a fact that Poland’s huge Catholic
community did not fail to remember. But by 1979, that
regime simply could not refuse to permit a papal son of
Poland to return to his native land, and so they had to
allow the visit. To the Polish people, it was a clear sign of
growing weakness in that Communist regime. In effect,
the pack row smelled blood and wouldn’t be stopped
until the final kill.

Just as they knew the pope’s presence was an open challenge
to the regime, so the people also knew that their massive
turnout for him was a courageous act of opposition. The
pope seemed to be all over the Polish map, making no less
than three dozen public appearances, and everywhere they
turned out in the hundreds of thousands and even millions
erupting in unrestrained enthusiasm. When Communist
bureaucrats sometimes prevented buses showing up to
carry pilgrims, the people would walk for many miles to
attend his meetings, some of them eventually dropping
with exhaustion. And through it all John Paul worked the
crowd as only he can work a crowd, walking among them
to pat heads and kiss babies and once to embrace a young
priest whom he knew well and bit his scalp in affection. At
more than one meeting, I saw him throw aside his prepared
text and deliver a lively speech spontaneously.

In all my journalistic experience, I have never seen such
total harmony between a speaker and his audience as
between John Paul and his Polish people on that trip. A
single gesture from the pope, and hundreds of thousands
knelt simultaneously. A chuckle from the pope, and they all
laughed. It was steaming hot when he landed by helicopter
in Gniezno, and the crowd guffawed when he explained
that “it was terribly hot down in Rome, and so I came to
Poland to cool off.” And they loved it when he joked about
his Italian aides from the Vatican who became so uptight
when “this Slavic pope” cast aside a text and threw his
schedule off by spending too much time joking with the
crowd. One evening a swarm of young people collected

The delicate and subtle diplomatic style of
Paul VI and Casaroli was cast aside as the
Polish pope bluntly demanded freedom
for his people.

outside the residence where the pope was staying and over
and over sang that Polish favorite “Sto Lat” (“may you live
a hundred years”). At last the pope threw on a dressing
gown, walked out onto the balcony, and asked the kids:

“Do you really want your pope to live a hundred years?”

When they screamed a loud, “Yes! Yes!” he told them,
“Then go home and let him get some sleep!”

They laughed with him, but also wept with him. It was
deeply moving even for me when the youngsters sang to
him at one of their meetings, “Don’t you miss your country,
your fields and pastures, your valleys and streams?”

It was the song of a mountaineer who had passed away and
never again would see his beloved mountains, a bittersweet
reference to John Paul’s being taken away from the land he
loved so much when elected pope.

In one of the most moving meetings which I watched, a
papal speech was interrupted by the singing of someone
almost at the far end of a crowd of perhaps a million. The
song was picked up by others and the singing swept over
the crowd like an incoming tide until the pope himself was
singing along with them. The name of their hymn was
“Christus Vineit.”
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Casaroli article’s subtext as
interesting as the text

Editor: The memoirs of Wilton Wynn [Summer
Traditionalist] on Casaroli and the Vatican’s post-
Vatican II diplomacy with the communist world is an
eye-opener in so many ways.

We see in it the formation of the close interaction
of Vatican players with the western news media.
The objectives of the Vatican’s foreign policy seem
limited to replacing the personnel and maintaining
cult functions of the institutional Church. Indeed,
both Wynn and Casaroli are remarkably indifferent
to public, heroic Christian witness. The author and
his hero further assume, without any explanation
necessary, that Vatican functionaries may at their
discretion intervene in the affairs of local churches
and override national hierarchies in negotiations with
their own governments.

It all stands in strange contrast with the endless
liberal lamentations, then and now, that the
German hierarchy did not choose the path of open
confrontation and martyrdom towards the National
Socialist regime. Or with the praise from the same
circles for the autonomy of national hierarchies and
“collegiality.” But we have all learned that when the
liberal wing of the Church feels it is sailing with the
progressive Zeitgeist it can allow itself all kinds of
deviations from its otherwise absolute principles.

There are glaring omissions that demand further
explanation. Wynn does not provide any follow-up
on the results of the agreements Casaroli negotiated.
I do not know about Yugoslavia. But in the case
of Hungary, the price paid by the Church was a
succession of feeble and inadequate spiritual leaders
lasting right to the present.

And in the case of Czechoslovakia, I have not read
of any improvements in the life of the Church or
the faithful brought about by Casaroli’s negotiations.
Wynn does not even mention Poland, the most
significant Catholic nation of all, whose leaders
followed a fundamentally different course from that
of the Cardinal. Nor is there any reference to the
martyred Churches of Lithuania and Ukraine within

the Soviet Union, where persecution continued
unabated throughout this period and long after.

But the most outrageous passages relate to Cardinal
Mindszenty, who is depicted solely as a “troublemaker”
for both secular authorities (communist and American)
and the Vatican. What Wynn and Casaroli before
him do not understand is that “Eastern Europe” is
not some formless mass but consists of a variety of
nations each having a distinct history, culture and
political realities. Unlike Poland, the Church in
Hungary is historically weak. More than one third of
the population is Protestant or Eastern Orthodox. As
in Czechoslovakia, liberal propagandists since the 19th
century had to some extent succeeded in identifying
the Church with alleged Habsburg “oppressors.” In
such a situation, given the concrete historical position
of Hungary, which Mindszenty knew better than
anyone else, the Hungarian primate could never
emulate the Polish Church leadership and pursue a
long term course of negotiations relying on popular
support. Rather, he had to elect “martyrdom” and
live as a prisoner in the American embassy.

Like Cardinal Slipyj, what Mindszenty could give his
Church and nation was the example of his personal
witness.—Stuart Chessman, New York, N.X.

Editor: Casaroli refers to Cardinal Mindszenty as
“bitter”; a quick review of Cardinal Mindszenty’s
Memowrs (page 226) would not cause me to refer to the
Cardinal as “bitter.”

As a diplomat perhaps Casaroli was not as successful
as he claimed to be: Memoirs: “When, two and a half
years later (1961), Msgr. Agostino Casaroli undertook
negotiations with the Kadar regime on the part of the
Vatican, the regime had already succeeded, by bringing
in its peace priests and the Bureau for Church Affairs,
in completely silencing the true voice of the Hungarian
Church. Consequently the Vatican diplomat scarcely
heard the demands of Hungarian Catholicism, and
it was for that reason, in my opinion, that diplomatic
agencies of the Vatican entered into negotiations
without a precise knowledge of the situation—
negotiations that could bring only advantages to the
Communists and grave disadvantages to Hungarian
Catholicism.”...—Treacy Gibbens, Naples, Fla.
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