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Introduction

is" May 1920, a child was born in Wadowice (in what is
known today as) Poland. He was called Karol Jozef Wojtyla. He
was ordained priest November 1946. On September 28, 1958 he
was appointed auxiliary bishop of Krakow. He became archbishop
of Krakow on December 30, 1963. In 1967, Pope Paul VI created
On

him

a

'name

cardinal. He
John Paul

On

was

elected pope

on

October 16, 1978, with the

11.1,

Saturday, 2nd April,

2005

he

died

at

21.37

(central

He ruled the Roman Catholic Church for 26 years,
5 months and 17 days. Within this period, he made 104 foreign

European time).

trips and visited 129 countries. He gave �,416 homilies, published
14 encyclicals, issued �O Apostolic Constitutions, 15 Apostolic
Exhortations, 41 Apostolic letters and 19 Motu proprio. There were
also messages which accompanied either his recitation of the
Angelus or the imparting of the Urbi et Orbi. Besides these were
I

G. H. WILLIAMS, John Paul II,

Pope, in New Catholic Encyclopedia Vol. 18,
Supplement 1978-1988, Washington: Catholic University of America, 1989.221233. p. 221. See also F. LAKE, With Respect. A Doctor's Response to a Healing
Pope, London: Darton, 1982. pp. 1-7; C. BERNSTEIN and M. POLITI, His
Holiness. John Paul II and the Hidden History of our Time, London: Doubleday,
1996; J. KWINTY, Man of the Century. The Life and Times of Pope John Paul
II, New York: Holt, 1997; D. O'BRIEN, The Hidden Pope. The Untold Story of

Changing the Relationship Between Catholics and
Journey of John Paul 11 and Jerzy Kluger, New York:
Daybreak, 1998; M. MARTIN, The Keys of this Blood. The Struggle for World
Dominion Between Pope John Paul II, Mikhail Gorbachev and the Capitalist
West, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990; G. WEIGEL, Witness to Hope. The
Biography of Pope John Paul 1/, New York: Cliff Street Books, 1999; J. O.
FORMICOLA, Pope John Paul II. Prophetic Politician, Washington D.C:
Georgetown University Press, 2002. pp. 13-47.
Lifelong Friendship

Jews. The Personal

that is

Uzochukwu 1. Njoku

50

also other messages gi ven at specific celebrations such as the
annual Lenten messages, messages to priests on Holy Thursdays,

world day for peace, world day for the sick and many others. He
beatified 1,338 and canonised 482. He created 232 Cardinals and

appointed 321, bishops.
What are the impacts

and

of John Paul II's

pontificate
society? This essay
attempts to make a contribution to an obvious question, which
scholars in various fields of research are discussing. Though this is
not an easy venture, I nevertheless try to make some input based on
the resources of my studies and the information at my disposal. By
doing this, I also recognise that the pontificate of John Paul II could
be described as strongly characterised but also complex. The next
pages may help to argue this point.
on

to

The

the Catholic Church and the wider

Beginning of a

Pontificate

The white smoke that
on

legacies

rose

from the

chimney

of the Sistine

16 October 1978 announced to the world the
in the Catholic Church. This

beginning

of

chapel
a new

the second time within

pontificate
a period of two months in 1978 that an anxious public would gather
in St. Peter's Square in Rome to await the announcement of a new
Pontifex Maximus. The death of John Paul I (Albino Luciani) after
33 days as pope necessitated the October 1978 conclave. The
combination of factors in electing the successor of Paul VI ranging
from the search for 'a hopeful holy man who could smile', a
pastoral pope and the blockages which the camps of the Italian
Cardinals Siri and Benelli put on the paths of each other helped
respectively in the emergence of John Paul I (Albino Luciani) and
later

gave

room

for the

role

of Vienna

was

of the then

Austrian

Cardinal

in

(Cardinal Konig)
Archbishop
propping up the
candidacy of the Polish Cardinal Archbishop of Krakow (Karol
Wojtyla) who finally emerged as Pope John Paul II?
2

A. M.

GREELEY, The

Making of the Popes 1978. The Politics of Intrigue

in the

Vatican, Kansas City: Andrews and McMeel, 1979. For more on the issues and
the politics of the two conclaves of 1978 see P. HEBBLETHWAITE, The Year of the
Three Popes, London: Collins, 1978.
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as pope in 1978 was a surprise since he was
unknown before the conclave and also because he was

His election

relatively

the first non-Italian in 455 years to be elected after Pope Adrain VI
(from Utrecht, The Netherlands). He was elected during the period
his home country of Poland

was

still under the Iron curtain of

Communist government. Moscow was alarmed by his election.
Washington was elated. A pope from a communist country, a
young man of 58 years and a non-Italian to sit on the papal throne

after

over

four centuries

helped

to create

a

remarkable interest in

the papacy of John Paul II from the onset.

From Karol

Wojtyla

to

John Paul II: Shifts in the notion of

Church
The transition from Karol
from

being

bishop

a

in

a

Wojtyla

universal Roman Church. It

archbishop's
palace in the
Vatican)

a

John Paul II

to

diocese in Poland to
was

a

house in Krakow to

geographical

being

being

transition

the head of the

transition from

living

the master of the

Vatican. Was this movement

mere

was a

(from

re-Iocation?

in the

papal

Krakow to the

Were

there

some

implications involved in it? Was it merely a change in name? Did it
a major change in theological thinking? In short, how much
of Karol Wojtyla persisted in John Paul II?

effect

A discussion

on

the extent to which the movement from

Krakow to the Vatican modified the
and John Paul II

one person who was Karol
take different directions and could

Wojtyla
also be complicated. Nevertheless, one can make some attempts in
answering the question. My studies indicate to me that one of the
areas that experienced a major shift from Karol Wojtyla to John
Paul II was the notion of Church. This change is noticed when one
studies such writings as Sources of Renewal side-by-side with
Redemptor hominis.3 These two books correspond to the two
can

3

Redemptor hominis was the first encyclical, which John Paul II issued as pope.
inaugural encyclical of a pope is usually very significant because it
introduces the main thrust(s) of the pontificate. One can at this juncture, readily
recall John XIII's inaugural encyclical, Ad Petri cathedram [See JOHN XXIII, Ad
Petri cathedram, in Acta Apostolicae Sedis, 51 (1959) 497
531.] and Paul VI's
Ecclesiam suam [See PAUL VI, Ecclesiam suam, in The Pope Speaks, 10/3 (1965)
The

-
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different

periods being
which

Renewal,

presented

he

the Church

considered here. In the book Sources

wrote
as

the

as

archbishop

of Krakow,

of
he

the communion of free individual persons

other."

with God and each

The Church is

more

than

a

community (communitas)

-

it

possesses the nature of a communion (communio) in which,
by means of mutual services, in different ways and in
various

place

'that sincere

relationships,

in

which

man

fully

can

giving

of himself' takes

discover

his

true

self'

(Gaudium
24). Thus conceived, the communio
constitutes their common and reciprocal membership of the
et spes, no.

Mystical Body of Christ, in which
another. (Gaudium et spes no. 32).5
This treatment
notion of the

persons)

on

all

are

clearly reflects the influence
Gesamtperson (a communion

Karol

members

one

of

of Max Scheler's
of free individual

Wojtyla.6

253-292.] These inaugural encyclicals present perspectives, which pervade other

writings
4

K.

and programmes of their entire

WOJTYLA, Sources

of Renewal.

pontificates.

The

Implementation of the Second

Vatican

Council, London: Collins, 1980. p. 117.
5

6

K.

WOJTYLA, Sources

of Renewal,

p. 120.

While Wojtyla's study at the Angelicum brought him in contact with Reginald
Garrigou-Lagrange, his contact with the faculty of the Jagelonian University in
Cracow brought him in contact with Roman Ingarden. Garrigou-Lagrange
introduced him to the thoughts of St. Thomas Aquinas and that of St. John of the
Cross, Roman Ingarden (and other Cracow phenomenologists), introduced him
to Scheler and the thoughts of such modern philosophers like Kant. To be
qualified to teach in the university in Cracow, Wojtyla had to write a
habilitation. He chose to write on the Possibility of Constructing a Christian
Ethics on the basis of Max Scheler's Formalismus. [See R. BUTTIGLIONE, Karol
Wojtyla. The Thought of the Man who Became Pope John Paul II, P. GUIETTI and
F. MURPHY (trans.), Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1997. p. 44. See
also G. H. WILLIAMS, The Mind of 101m Paul II. Origin of His Thought and
Action, New York: The Seabury Press, 1981. pp. 93-94.] Scheler's Formalism
outlined four types of social unity or relatedness. These include, firstly, the
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which characterised Karol

would

suppression
hominis,

in the Social

fundamentally

John

the

Paul

II's

start

first

of Church

notion

Wojtyla's vision of
a
long process of
encyclical Redemptor
treated

was

less

as

a

communion of free autonomous individual persons and more as an
authoritative institution and the guarantor of truth." The approach
in the Sources

of Renewal (of free

differences, diversities and
actualisation of

a

even

community

individual

persons)

would accept
means the

that "communio in fact

in which the individual not

only

definitively.?"

It
preserves his own nature but realizes himself
would also consent to the right to dissent and oppose. In his earlier
book The Acting Person, he argued that opposition does not

contradict

community life. Rather, the person who
to
opposes makes contribution through his or her act of opposition.
Theologians who initially read John Paul II's notion of Church
from his writings as Karol Wojtyla would sooner than later
discover that his ecclesiological perspective remarkably changed.
Many of these theologians fell into big troubles.
participation

relation of the

mass- or

in

herd-life, secondly, the relation of Lebensgemeinschaft

(life-community), thirdly, the relation of association (Gesellschaft) and fourthly
Gesanuperson (corporate person), or Liebesgemeinschaft
(love-community). Another name he ascribed to this fourth level of social
relatedness is "the moral community of totally personal relationships." [See F.
DUNLOP, Thinkers of our Time. Scheler, London: The Claridge Press, 1991. p.
34]. Wojtyla's treatment of the Church in Sources of Renewal adopted the form
the relation of the

of Scheler's fourth level of social relatedness.
7

See the

questions

of J. M. McDermott

concerning

the shifts in the

John Paul II [J. M. McDERMOTI (ed.) The Thought of
Collection of Essays and Studies, Roma: Editrice

Gregoriana,
8

9

K.

10

nos

K.

Pontificia

Universita

Redemptor hotninis,

in Acta

Apostolicae

Sedis 71

(1979) 257-

12-13.

WOJTYLA, Sources

Reidel

of

1993. p. xxii.]

JOHN PAUL II,

324.

Pope

thought

John Paul II. A

WOJTYLA, The

of Renewal,

p. 120.

Acting Person, A.
Publishing Company, 1979. p. 286.

POTOCK

(trans.), Dordrecht-Holland:
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The

transition

(communio)

from

that

to

of

the

of Church

notion

authoritative

community
a
major

as

institution

was

theological change in John Paul II. It led to one
of the features of John Paul's pontificate namely, a steady
departure from Vatican II's vision of episcopal collegiality to a
and

philosophical

greater centralisation and concentration
It later turned

draconian in the

more

Vatican

on

handling

of

bureaucracy.ll

theologians

who

held different

opinions from him and the Vatican, which led to a
situation where the pontificate of John Paul II, while preaching

about human
one

and

rights

to the wider

which sanctioned and silenced

dissenting

and 21

st

voices

more

may go down in history as
greater number of theologians

society,
a

than any other

pontificate

in the

zo"

centuries.

Human

Rights,

Freedom and

Democracy

ad intra and ad extra

Ecclesia
The

change in the notion of Church
greatest legacies of John Paul II with

His effort to define the Church

orthodoxy

rather than

(united with

one

a

as

community

another and with

came

to colour one

remarkable ambivalence.

a

guarantor of truth and

of autonomous individuals

God) introduced

a

pre-Vatican

fear rather than trust and openness
atmosphere
hallmarks of Church life and theological discussions.
were

While John Paul II would be remembered for

vigorously
over a

for

democracy

system that had

theological opinions
(Cuba),

Sani

no

were

II

the

campaigning

and freedom in the world, he presided
soft spots for people who held different

from him. While he

Abacha

of the

a

(Nigeria)

and

challenged

world

Fidel Castro

leaders

to

handle

opposition with a human heart, his pontificate treated 'radical'
theologians with iron hands. Some of the best minds in Roman
Catholic
theology fell victims of his uncompromising
sledgehammer. They include Hans Kling, Charles Curran,
11

This setting introduced a theological confusion and controversy in the
understanding of local Churches and their relationships with the universal
Church. The public debate between two German Curia Cardinals, Joseph
Ratzinger and Walter Kasper, demonstrates this point.
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Boff, Tisa Balasuriya, Edward Schillebeeckx and

many others.
There are two sides to the

subject

Paul II

of human

On

legacies

of John Paul II

side is his

on

the

for

struggle
rights.
democracy,
rights and peace in the world (particularly in Eastern
Europe). This is the external or political legacy (especially for
Europeans and North Americans). On another side is his legacy of
not ensuring fairness in the conflict management of theologians and
priests who held different theological opinions from him and the
Vatican. Two comments by Hans Kling call for consideration here.
"In cases of conflicts between the Vatican and a theologian, the
same Vatican would act as the accuser, witness
and judge."
Furthermore, "any priest, theologian or lay person who is involved
in a conflict with a high ecclesiastical authority has almost no
chance of receiving justice.,,12 This image sharply contrasts from
the general image of John Paul's commitment to human rights in
the world political order.
It therefore becomes confusing how he struggled for human
rights in the public order but denied it to his own Church members.
It is also difficult to relate his commitment to human rights to his
shutting out liberal and progressive theologians. His social
progressi veness is also contrasted from his closing the doors of his
own Church to the reforms, which his predecessors (Popes John
XXIII and Paul VI) had begun. Hence the question arises: how a
pope who fought for democracy in the world would rule his own
Church as an absolute monarch
not simply rejecting some ideas
(like the ordination of women) but ordering that no one should
one

human

-

them?13

striking that the roles of
the laity and women in the decision-making processes within the
Church, which John Paul ruled are so minimal when compared to
other Christian Churches. These are some paradoxes, which are
even

12

H.

think about

It is

even more

KUNG, Pontifikat der Widerspruche, in Der Spiegel,

2005. 107-110. p. 108. (The original article
I present above is a translation).
13

appeared

See JOHN PAUL II, Ordinatio sacerdotalis 22

no.

in German

May 1994.

13, 26th March,

language.

What
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associated with

discussion

a

rights, democracy
Poland

and

on

John Paul II's

legacies

on

human

and freedom.

Eastern

Europe

as

Issues

Defining

in

the

Pontificate

rights, democracy and freedom
seemed to have been conditioned by communism and his Polish
background. His homilies and speeches emphasised the need for
human (individual) rights, which communism denied its own
people. Freedom seemed to mean (only) liberation from
John Paul II's notions of human

communism.

His

pontificate helped
emancipation. This

visit to Poland within
to

his

the first year of his
fight for freedom and

rally
people
helped to inspire and fortify the Solidarity
in Poland, which engaged in a long struggle
to

visit

Movement of workers

with the communist government of Poland. Lech Walesa (who was
the leader of the Solidarity Movement and later a president of the

country) "attributed essential support to the pontiff that not only
inspired Solidarity but encouraged it during the dark days of its
apparent demise."I4 His special role helped to destroy communism
Europe, thereby bringing the cold war to a
calming the tensions between the East and West
blocs in international politics. Without his efforts, communism may
not have ended the way (and at the time) it did. The Europeans and
North Americans cannot thank him enough for this.
in Eastern and Central

dramatic end and

Between

Communism, Apartheid

and

the

Dictatorships

in

Latin America

Unfortunately,

communism

was

not

the

only socio-political evil,

which denied freedom, democracy and human rights to human
persons in the course of John Paul's pontificate. Other forms of

oppression

like the

in Latin America

14

J. M. McDERMOTT

Essays

apartheid in South Africa and the dictatorships
turning the lives of human persons into hell.

were

(ed.), The Thoughts of Pope John Paul

II. A Collection

and Studies, Roma: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1993. p. xi.

of
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It is

worthy of note that at the time communism was
oppressing the people of East and Central Europe, apartheid was
grinding the li ves of black Africans in South African to a halt.
While he spoke and wrote strongly against communism, scholars
are still searching for the writings of Pope John Paul II denouncing
apartheid in South Africa. It appeared that the reality of apartheid
did not exist for him. When his plane was forced to land in South
Africa due to bad weather conditions during of one of his visits to
some countries in Southern Africa in the 1980s, the apartheid
government received him. Granted that he did not visit apartheid
South Africa officially, it is not recorded that he criticised the
apartheid government during that short hospitality provided by the
forced" landing.
While he may have simply ignored the pains of black South
Africans under apartheid, he was aggressi ve against the freedom
struggles of priests, theologians and lay people against oppressive
regimes and poverty in Latin America. The public rebuke (through
the wagging of a reproving finger in the face) of the Latin
American liberation theologian Ernesto Cardinal (on the tarmac of
the Managua Airport) during his visit to Nicaragua in 1983 is one
IS
demonstration of this fact.
Archbishop Oscar Romero's
experiences during his various trips to the Vatican on account of
the situation in his country (EI Salvador) further illustrate this
issue. The rebuke and the cold treatment, which Ernesto Cardinal
and Oscar Romero respecti vel y recei ved, became foretastes of the

official Vatican

sympathise

policy

to

attack liberation

with the ideas of

a

theologians (and all who
poor) with all

Church of the

weapons. The two instructions from the Sacred
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in 1984 and 1987

available

15

The television

image

of the

priest (Ernesto Cardinal), kneeling

on

the tarmac

welcome the pope to Nicaragua and the public reprimand which he received
from the pope, sent shockwaves to the minds of many people across the world
to

who

saw

pope's

it. This

death.

image

was

replayed

in different television stations after the
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concerning 'some aspects of liberation theology'{" opened up the
way for a long and aggressive war against liberation theology. One
of the

for this may be found in the collaborations between
the Vatican and the Roland Reagan administration during this
reasons

period. Reagan's government was on one side supporting the
liberation struggles in Poland, while on the other hand assisting
both the apartheid regime in South Africa and the dictatorships in
Latin America. This issue would be discussed later.

However

one

should note at this stage that another reason for
against liberation theology was his conviction

John Paul's attacks
that Marxism is

incompatible with Christianity. Liberation theology
using Marxist categories and analyses but Pope
John Paul II himself also used Marxist categories and analyses in
his writings. Hence one could point out that he fell into his own
criticisms. This point could be buttressed especially, if one reads
his 1981 encyclical letter Laborem exercens. Anyone who is
conversant with the writings and vocabularies of Marx would think
that Laborem exercens was a zo" century edited and Christianised
was

accused of

work of Marx. In the first

person

in

this

approach, (from

place, the pope's definition of the human
departed from the traditional Greek
perspective of rationality) which characterise

document

the

Church documents. In this document John Paul defined the human
person as a working being. Though he made reference to the Bible
and God's act of creation, his discussion on how work

distinguishes the person from other creatures bore more
resemblance to Marx's The German Ideology and notion of Wesen
(species being). In article 33 he referred to the labour question as
the 'question of the proletariat.' Articles 34 and 36 continued the
use of the 'proletariat' terminology. Another important Marxist
terminology, which appeared in Laborem exercens, was
'alienation'. Its

16

use

and treatment in sections 6, 7, and 8 followed

SACRED CONGREGATION FOR THE DOCTRINE OF

quibusdam rationibus 'theologiae
Apostolicae Sedis, 76 (1984) 876
-

liberation is '.

909. See also: SACRED CONGREGATION FOR

THE DOCTRINE OF THE FAITH, lnstructio. De

Libertatis conscientia, in Acta

THE FAITH, Instructio. De
Libertatis nuntius, in Acta

Libertate christiana

Apostolicae Sedis,

79

et

(1987) 554-599.

liberatione.
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of work,

alienation from the process of production, and alienation from the
worker's own nature and from other workers). Marx's view of the

capital was used in part three
George is of the view that John

conflict between labour and

encyclical. R. T. De
appropriation of Marx's

of the
Paul's

his attempt to take back
from Communism what Karl Marx and Frederick Feuerbach took

vocabularies

away from the Church in the

was

19th century.

Yes, Listener No
major mark of John

17

The Travels: Teacher

Travelling

was one

Paul II's

pontificate. He
Through these

than any other pope.
the
Christian faith to many countries and
journeys,
propagated
among many peoples. These journeys helped to popularise the

visited

more

countries

he

him up to the
cultural diversities. He remained within his

Catholic Church. However

necessity

of

accepting
despite

intellectual confines
was more

of

the

of

image

a

teacher than

one

of his

they rarely opened

his many travels. In these journeys, he
listener. A contrast picture is seen in

a

predecessors

John Paul II visited

more

Paul II, Paul VI made the
writings [see the opening

-

Pope

Paul VI.

countries than Paul VI. Unlike John

of his visits very primary in his
paragraphs of Populorum progressio and

resources

Octogesima adveniens]. Through these travels he accepted having
18
"seen in a new perspective the grave problems of our time"
and
also the difficulty of uttering "a unified message and to put forward
a solution which ·has universal validity.t'" Hence he encouraged
"Christian communities to analyse with objectivity the situation
17

Decoding the Pope's Social Encyclicals, in o. F.
(eds.), The Making of an Economic Vision. John Paul
l/'s On Social Concern, Lanham: University Press of America, 1991. 24- 43. See
also R. T. DE GEORGE, Decoding the Pope's Social Encyclicals, in c. E. CURRAN
& R. A. MCCORMICK (eds.), John Paul II and Moral Theology. Readings in Moral
Theology No. 10, New York: Paulist Press, 1998.255-275.
See

R. T.

DE

GEORGE,

WILLIAMS & J. W. HOUCK

18

PAUL VI,

no.
19

Octogesima adveniens,

3.

lbid.,

no.

4.

in Acta

Apostolicae Sedis,

63

(1971) 401-441.
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which is proper to their own country, to shed on it the light of the
gospel's unalterable words and to draw principles of reflection,
norms

of judgement and the directives for

The

example

of Paul VI

action.,,2o

(especially

as

seen

in

Octogesima

adveniens)
pope who was not only a teacher but also
21
listener.
John Paul II's journeys were not to listen but to teach
illustrates

particular
uniqueness:

truth,

a

which

which is the

knows
same

no

for

boundaries

and

a
a

cultural

Europeans, Americans, Asians,

the South Pacific and Africans. This truth accepts no diversities. It
is just one (which he alone had) and involved "universal truths,

permanent principles,

dualism".22

The crises

absolute

norms

and

a

material-spiritual

the nature of this

truth,
of, and processes of its communication or
mediation have become a major controversy in contemporary

what

it

surrounding

one

consists

theology (which is attested to in John Paul
encyclical
splendor published in 1993.) For Professor
Mary Elsbemd, John Paul's monolithic conception of truth and his
tendency of not listening, were results of his search for objective
Roman Catholic Moral

II's

Veritatis

moral norms, which he felt convinced that phenomenology was
incapable of providing. Added to these were his Polish experiences,

image of a Church in conflict with
society. Against phenomenology, which emphasised the uniqueness
of individual experiences, John Paul emphasised absolute moral
categories. In reference to his perceived conflict between the
Church and the wider society, he bui It an intellectual wall, which
would unite the Church and form a united force against all
opposing forces. Under this frame of mind therefore, there could
which made him build the

20

21

Ibid.
I

recognise that Paul VI's encyclical on birth control iHumanae vitae) presents
picture of him as not listening to the voices of people.

another
22

See M. ELSBERND, What Ever Happened to Octogesima adveniens? in
Theological Studies, 56 (1995) 39-60. p. 48. See also R. MaDRAS, Karl Rahner
and John Paul II. Anthropological Implications for Economics and the Social
Order, in J. F. GROWER (ed.), Religion and Economic Ethics, Washington:
University Press of America, 1985. 123-150. p. 138.
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for local autonomy or diversity but rather
much insistence on a unity of doctrine as a corpus or an organic
,,23
body of truths of which the Church is the guardian and teacher.

only

a

"little

place

Social Ethics: Eastern

and the Rest of Us

Europe

Within the field of Catholic Social Ethics, there were two moments
in the papacy of John Paul II. "In the first period he spoke out very

strongly on issues of political oppression, challenging governments
quite directly. In the later period his statements on political matters
'seem rather more muted.,,24 A likely interpretation of these two
moments is what scholars have identified as the two approaches in
his

international

dissertation

as

relations

'Eastern

-

what

I

referred

Europe and the

rest

my doctoral
us'. When the

in

of

problems of communism, Poland and Eastern Europe were in focus
he confronted them with an unmitigated passion. His tool in this
case

was

usually justice

and

urging

the

people

to

fight

for their

rights. When Africa, Latin America and Asia were in focus, the
deep passion of the former seemed to disappear. In this case, his
tool turned to

charity, appealing to the benevolence of the powerful
and telling the poor to reject violence and support one another.f
A good analysis of John Paul's two encyclicals (Laborem
exercens and Sollicitudo rei socialis) could help to reflect this dual
approach more clearly. Laborem exercens was published in 1981.
Though this encyclical was meant to commemorate the 90th
anniversary of Rerum novarum, it nevertheless, bore John Paul's
endorsement of the struggles of the Solidarity Movement in his
home country against the communist government. The encyclical
underscored the role 'of trade unions in the quest for justice and the
well being of workers. It recognised strikes as part of a just
struggle. He argued that such actions were "recognised in catholic
social teaching as legitimate under proper conditions and withiri
23

M.

ELSBERND, ibid., p. 48.

24

D. DORR, Option for the Poor. A Hundred Years
New York: Orbis Books, 1992. p. 317.
25

JOHN PAUL II,

Sollicitudo rei socialis,

no.

39.

of Catholic Social Teaching,
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just Iimits.,,26

To

fortify

his argument, John Paul referred to the

situation of workers in the nineteenth century and remarked that the
situation, which confronted workers at that time led to "a justified

antagonism.t''"

social

antagonism

He

maintained

this

that

accounts for the emergence of

Justified social
solidarity in

workers'

the nineteenth century, which could be described as "a spontaneous
social movement" and "a reaction against the degradation of

man.,,28
have

In article 34, he referred to it further

to note

that the

of the words

use

as a

'justified

'resistance'. We

social

antagonism',
referring to the
be seen as an attempt to give an ethical
workers' movement. Making allusion to

'resistance' and 'reaction' rather than 'revolt' in

uprising of workers may
legitimacy to the Polish

the movement of workers at the time of Rerum novarum, and
referring to similar conditions in the present, Laborem exercens

justified

similar movements in contemporary times. In fact, John
justifies such resistance.i" The

Paul II maintained that social ethics

pope's

efforts to

of the word

justify

solidarity''"

workers' movements, and his
in the

encyclical

to

repeated

use

refer to the reaction of

against
unjust system, linked the encyclical with the
situation of Poland at that time. D. Dorr's, position therefore can be

workers

an

"that the

acknowledged namely,

Solidarity

this Polish

Pope,,3)

Politi made
careful

26

27

28

29

30

lbid.,

no.

100.

lbid.,

no.

33.

as

was

similar conclusion that the

approach

to the

problems

pope's principled

but

in Poland between 1980 and 1981

Ibid.

Laborem exercens,
In Laborem

chapter eight
31

a

union of Lech Walesa

very much in the mind of
he wrote the encyclical. C. Bernstein and M.

and his ten million fellow workers

no.

exercens,

and

once

in

34.
the word

'solidarity'

chapter twenty).

D. DORR, Ope cit., p. 303.

appears 11 times

(ten times in

in the Social
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32

14 in his

Paul II

encyclical
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Laborem

exe rcens.

did not accept the reaction of the
poor in Latin America under the auspices of Liberation Theology
as a 'justified social antagonism' or a 'reaction'. Could the pope's
One wonders

acceptance of the

why

the

Pope

movement

of the Polish workers

(on

one

hand)

major part of Liberation Theology (on the other)
rejection
not be interpreted as double standard in the Pope's (Vatican's)
of

and

social

a

teachings?
forthright

prophetic style of Laborem Exercens gave
compromising position in the Sollicitudo rei
socialis. The pope's call in Laborem exercens for movements to
confront injustice is replaced by an appeal to the powerful people
and nations. Here the possibility of social change moved from the
struggles of the oppressed to the benevolence of the (powerful)
oppressors. One reason for this change of tone was the focus of
both documents. While Laborem exercens primarily addressed the
situation in the pope's homeland (Poland), Sollicitudo rei socialis
(though meant to commemorate Paul VI's Populorum progressio)
had Latin America in focus. According to the analysis of Robert
Suro, a link between the encyclical and Latin America could be
identified with one of the reasons that gave rise to the writing of the
encyclical. In this analysis, Suro argued that the best starting point
for the story of Sollicitudo rei socialis was 3 April 1987 during
John Paul II's visit to Chile." The incident was the bloody clash
between revolutionary groups and government forces during the
The

way to

32

and

almost

an

C. BERNSTEIN and M. POLITI, op. cit., p. 349. Benjamin Fiore sees
exercens as being dictated, not just by the workers' movement but also

Laborem

general' situation of Poland at that time, which he divided into three. They
include, the Church's debate with Marxism, the work question (the indirect

the

employer,

the

Solidarity

Union and the intellectual-worker

Polish National Messianism.
McDERMOTT

[See,

relationship),

and

B. FIORE, Laborem exercens, in J. M.

(ed.), The Thought of Pope John Paul

II. A Collection

of Essays

and Studies, Roma: Libreria Editirice Vaticana, 1993.231-236. p. 231.]
33

R. SURO, The

Writing of all

Freedom" Commentaries

the Church ",

Michigan:

Oil

Ell cyclical, in K. A. MEYERS

Jolin Paul ll's

Encyclical

(ed.), Aspiring

"The Social Concerns

William B. Eerdrnans Pub. Co., 1988. 159-169. p. 161.

to

of

VzochukwuI Njoku

64

Santiago. While the struggles of workers in
Poland were seen as a justified reaction or a confrontation between
good and evil (freedom and oppression), the case of Latin America
was defined in terms of Marxist inspired class struggle. The
controversies between the Vatican and Archbishop Oscar Romero
before his assassination by the government of EI Salvador could be
understood within this general background.
Another good example of John Paul's two approaches is
encountered in article 28 of his encyclical, Centesimus annus,
which presented us with a vision of his view on international
solidarity. Here, two parts of the world came into play. On one part
was the case of the countries of CentrallEastern Europe and on the
other part, the countries of the Third World. The central point here
was the recognition of the economic difficulties, which these
countries experience and the need to over-turn this condition.
Pontiff's Mass in

However, what changed
case

was

the

approach

in reference to these two

points

In the

case

of Eastern

difficulties

(which

imposed

them.

on

he

he

Europe,

described

as

argued that their economic
'tragic situation '), were

a

Moreover, their present condition, marked by difficulties
and
the
not

shortages, is the result of a historical process in which
formerly communist countries were often objects and
subjects. Thus they find themselves in the present

situation not

a

as

result of free choice

or

mistakes which

made, but as a consequence of tragic historical events
which were violently imposed on them and prevented them

were

from

following
34
development.

the

path

of

economic

and

social

Consequently he made two submissions. Firstly, that the countries,
which were responsible for this tragic situation owe a debt to
34

JOHN PAUL II,

no.

28.

Centesimus

annus, in Acta

Apostolicae Sedis,

83

(1991 793-867)
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Europe as a matter of justice. Secondly, that these
Eastern European countries needed the same kind of Marshal plan,
which helped to rebuild the Western European countries after
Eastern

World WarII.
Plausible

as

John Paul's

case

be, he did not repeat this same
the economic problems in the
He

recognised

that

the

for CentrallEastem

methodology
case

of

a

Europe may
historical trace of

of the Third World countries.

economic

difficulties

of

his

native

Europe was imposed but he failed to reckon with
Conquistadores on Latin American socio
economic problems or the effects of the many years of slave trade,
colonialism and on-going neo-colonialism on the psyche and entire
socio-economic fabrics of Africa. Not only did he fail to make a
historical reading of the economic problems of the Third World
countries (as he did in the case of CentrallEastern Europe), he
merely referred to these problems as if they were secondary to
those of Eastern/Central Europe by appealing that the urgent task of
re-building Eastern Europe should not diminish the readiness to
assist the Third World. He considered the task of rebuilding
Eastern/Central Europe as a matter of urgent justice while that of
the Third World countries was seen as a matter of charity, placed
on the altar of the willing.
CentrallEastern

the

effects

of the

These two standards of international relations

were

further

reflected in the support of liberation struggles by the pontiff in
Eastern Europe and their condemnation in Latin America. While on
hand, he encouraged Eastern Europe to fight for the
freedom of their land, he denied that support to Liberation theology

the

one

and the

struggles

in Latin America

While those who died in the

Europe

were

either beatified

against oppressive regimes.
struggles against oppression in Eastern
or

canonised

as

martyrs, those

on

contrary, who died in similar struggles in Latin America
described

sharing

as

the

however

the

were

Marxists. Granted that John Paul could be described
concern

there

is

for

a

better world for all

remarkable

peoples
which

as

and nations,

he

passion,
displayed
particularly in issues concerning CentrallEastern Europe, which did
not reflect proportionately in issues concerning the other suffering
parts of the world.

a

66

Uzochukwu 1. Njoku

Ecumenism and Inter-

Religious Dialogue
inviting world religious

John Paul II had the credit of

leaders to

Italy
pray for world peace. This was a wonderful
his efforts to achieve world peace through
It
showed
gesture.
promoting peace and understanding among religions and religious
Assisi in

to

the first pope to visit a Jewish synagogue and a
Muslim Mosque. These were unforgettable steps towards repairing
leaders. He

was

the many years of bitter
groups. These events are
on

the

pontificate

On the

one

animosity between these
unforgettable milestones

various

religious

in any discussion

of John Paul II.
hand

towards other

this openness and courageous steps
groups but on the other hand, this same

was

religious
pontificate published the

document Dominus Jesus which

wounded ecumenical discussions. It

so

much

for the

pushed
suspension of
some German Catholic priests who participated in ecumenical
Eucharistic celebrations (during the first ever ecumenical assembly
of German Christians in Berlin in May 2003).
March 2000 Confession of Guilt

important event in the pontificate of John Paul II was the event
in St Peter's Square on the First Sunday of Lent, Ith March 2000.
It was the public confession of the sins of the (sons and daughters
of the) Church 'in the service of truth' through the centuries. This
ceremony was part of the celebration of the jubilee year (2000). By
An

this act, John Paul turned the Church's gaze (and even the entire
humanity) to the mistakes of the past in order to avoid its repetition
in the future.

Among

the sins mentioned included the crusades, the

inquisition
against the Jews, women and native
peoples in the course of evangelisation. As an African, it struck me
very painfully that neither the slave trade nor colonialism, which
were specifically sins against the African people (and which the
Catholic Church and some previous popes endorsed) received
attention during this historic apology." The sins which the pope
and offences

35

My history books told me that in 1455, a pope published a proclamation and
authority to Prince Henry the Navigator to reduce all heathen (African) people to
servitude. My history book also told me that: "The European slave trade began in

Shifts
confessed

or

in the Social

Teachings of John
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permitted

Amerindians.

the sins

the Jews,

against
Europeans
Spanish Conquistadores against the
My question is: when will the sins against black

extension

by
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largely

were

which the Catholic Church committed
and

Paul II

the

Africa be confessed?

New

Relationship: Washington

Granted that John Paul
on

concerns

and Roland

of

survival

the

communism,

Reagan

shared the

same

both

from

men

assassination attempts on their lives in 1981 helped to bring them
much closer. They believed that among the reasons for their

even

surviving
fulfil

a

against
trust

the attempts

on

their lives

mission. This mission

communism. Thus

a

deep

created between

was

newfound

was

God's intention that

simply

was

new

channel

the Vatican

relationship helped

to

dilute

they
joint fight
of relationship and
Washington. This

seen

and

the

which the mainstream of American

as

old

a

distrust

and

had

(for
suspicion
politics
the
Catholic
Church.
nursed
many years)
against
It is worthy of note that the Vatican and Washington severed
relationships in 1887 over issues of religious freedom and the role
of religion in public life. One who follows US politics would note
the problems which John F. Kennedy had in the 1960s in
convincing his country that his being a Catholic would not mean
that the pope would influence his decisions and political
judgements (if elected as president). The headaches of Kennedy

the year 1441 when a little
12 blacks in a raid

captured

carried to Lisbon

commanded by young Goncalvez
the Atlantic coast of Africa. The prisoners were

Portuguese ship
on

Henry the Navigator (1394-1460). Delighted
word to the pope, seeking his approval
for more raids. The pope's reply granted, 'to all those who shall be engaged in
the said war, complete forgiveness of all their sins." [Milton Meltzer, Slavery: A
World History, New York, Da Capo Press, 1993. Vol. 2, p.l.] For more
discussions on this theme see T. OKERE, The Saving Grace of Reason. Philosophy
and Theology ill Service of Religion and Society. Unpublished Lecture at the
Forum of Liberation Theology, K.U. Leuven, April 6 2000. See also s. KAMANZI,
Memory and Reconciliation. What Remains to be DOlle After the Church has
asked Forgiveness, in Inter Sectiones, 2 (2000) 15-25.
with his

new

as

gifts

for Prince

slaves, Prince Henry

sent
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the level of distrust, which existed at that time. It

pinpoint

newfound

was

the

and John Paul that

between

relationship
Reagan
helped
new image for the Catholic Church in mainstream
American
politics and the re-establishment of diplomatic
relationships between the Vatican and Washington in 1984. John F.
Kerry who campaigned unsuccessfully to be president of the US in
2004, who is also a Catholic, had less headaches than Kennedy
concerning his Catholic identity.
The newfound relationship circled around the common interest
in the demolition of communism from Eastern Europe. The pope's
homeland (Poland) served as a good entry point. While Washington
supported the struggles in Poland and Eastern Europe through the
Vatican, John Paul reciprocated by not criticising the policies of the
Reagan administration: some of which included the Star Wars, the
supports for the oppressi ve regimes in Latin America and the
apartheid regime in South Africa.
The depth of the relationship between the Vatican and
Washington showed itself also when Cardinal Angelo Sondano
attended the State funeral for President Reagan (in Washington) as
a personal representati ve of the pope. The funeral of Pope John
Paul II was attended for the first time by a serving American
president with two former presidents and a secretary of state.
to

create

a

Conclusion
Like

people

On the

one

and issues, the legacies of John Paul II have two sides.
side he supported the struggles against oppression in

Eastern and Central
to similar

another side he denied that support
in Latin America. On one side he fought for

Europe

struggles
democracy, freedom

on

and human

rights

in the world

on

another side

he withheld fairness in conflict managements within his own
on particular issues.

Church and blocked reforms and discussions
On

one

side he reached out to other

side his

pontificate published
apologise for past

religious groups, on another
Dominus Jesus. On the one side he

made the Church to
another

side

theologians
standpoints.

the Vatican continues
who hold different

On the

one

sins
to

opinions

(like the inquisition),
maltreat

on

and humiliate

from official

Vatican

hand he declared that Africa is the future of
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hand,

other

which

the

Church

considered worth

On

the

sins

played

Paul Il
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slavery
role)

and

were

not

side he

spoke forcefully
acknowledging.
side he
Eastern
on
another
(in
Europe),
against oppression
the
atrocities
of
relatively kept quiet against
apartheid against black
one

Africans. On one side he visited many countries; on another side he
closed his eyes to the diversities in the world's problems and the
need to empower local Churches (as Paul VI argued in Octogesima

adveniens). On the one hand he participated in the Second Vatican
Council; on the other hand he blocked further renewals initiated by
that council. On
but

on

the

one

side he warned

other hand, his
On one side

consequences."
other side he

polarised

priests to desist from politics
activities had enormous political
he popularised the Church, on the

it.

These different sides must be taken
Paul II and

that

assessing
although

recognise
of other people

seriously

in

studying

John

his

legacies. It is however necessary to
he did not recognise the unique experiences

and their

validity,

his

own

Polish

the centre of the visions and actions of his

experience was at
pontificate. This could

point of discussion. The role which John Paul's Polish
experience played in his pontificate could strengthen our local
church (laity, clergy and hierarchy) to be real to their own local
experiences and see in them the vehicles through which they can
uplift their local Churches and make contributions to the universal
Church. From this perspective, the pontificate of John Paul II
challenges religious leaders to be part of the living experiences of
their people. This would include experiencing their pains and joys,
their frustrations and hopes, and identifying with them in their
problems and searches for solution. This is one of the unmistakable
legacies of Pope John Paul II.
be
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