
\oh P a d  11: philosopher and pope 

The Mind of the Most Powerful Man 
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John Chancellor did it  again last night. On NBC's 
"Nightly News" hc rcfcrrcd to the prcsidcncy of the 
United States as "thc most powerful political office in 
the world." The key word thcrc is "political." I recall 
that until a couple of years ago sccular commentators 
routincly rcfcrrcd to thc prcsidcncy as thc most powcr- 
ful office in the world, period. Until lohn Paul 11 came 
along. I f  with Hannah Arcndt we distinguish powcr 
from forcc, asscrting that powcr is forcc combincd with 
moral authority, thcn it  scenis rcasonablc to view John 
Paul 11 as the most powerful person in the world today. 
Reagan and, presumably, Brczhncv can unlcash more 
lethal forcc. But no lcadcr can comparc with the pope's 
powcr to direct thc loyalties of hundrcds of millions of 
peoplc around thc globc. 

Many Christians arc cmbarrasscd, cvcn scandalizcd, 
by talk: about spiritual lcadcrship as worldly power. I t  
sccms likely that John Paul would not mind. His immc- 
diate predeccssor, tlic thirty-thrcc-day John Paul I, set a 
prcccdent by not being crowned with thc tiara, a sym- 
bol of papal power. I t  would havc bccn unsecmly for 
John Paul I1 to go back to it. But, according to Ccorge 
Huntston Williams of Harvard, 'the pope somctimes 
speaks "as though fondling thc tiara never again to bc 
worn." 

Williams has bccn studying and writing about reli- 
gion in Poland for scvcral dccadcs and first met Karol 
Wojtyla, the prcscnt popc, at Vatican Council 11 in 
1962.'He has now produccd a largc, scholarly, and 
sometimcs difficult book examining the pcrsonal and 
intellectual devclopment of John Paul from boyhood 
through his first two years in the papacy, The Mind of 
john Paul I L  Origins of His Thought and Action (Sca- 
bury Press; 415 pp.; $26.95). 

Williams's, John Paul is not a pope who happens to be 
Polish; he is a Polc who became pope. "Of him, pcrhaps 
more than of any other modcrn Pope, it can be said that 
he may bc understood by what hc was bcfore he became 
Pontiff." He has been shaped by the sufferings and 
hopcs of Poland's tortured history. Through bitter con- 
flicts and defeats since the eighteenth century, especial- 
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ly defcats at the hands of Russia, there emerged in 
Poland a messianic, almost mystical, sense of national 
destiny. The "prophetic poets" of Poland interprcted 
the sufferings of Poland in terms of Christ's passion and 
rcsLirrcction. Poland would play a most particular role 
in the salvation-.'that is, frcedom-of the world. That 
vision included thc promise that there would be one 
day a Polish popc. 

Apart from this history it is impossible to understand 
the intense, cvcn apocalyptic, hold that John Paul has- 
on thc Polish imagination. In the minds of Poles and, no 
doubt, in the mind of John Paul, the coincidence 
bctwecn his ascendancy and Poland's new impulse 
toward freedom is no mcre coincidence. He is the fitst 
modern pope to have first-hand knowledge of what it 
means to livc undcr a totalitarian regime and, as has 
often been observed, has no illusions a b u t  Marxist-and 
Marxist-Lcninist pretcnsions. More than that, however, 
hc vicws the failure of existing social systems as part of 
a cosmic drama. In his first cncyclical (Redemptor ho- 
minis) he looked toward thc third millennium, less 
than two dccadcs away, and spoke about "the Church 
that is continually preparing for the ncw coming of the 
Lord%", yct morc provocatively, of "humanity's new 
Advcnt." The twenticth-century skeptic may see 
cvents as one damn thing after another, but the Polish 
popc's reading of history reveals providential purpose 
coming to climactic and hopeful fulfillment. 

John Paul is not a pope who happens to be a philoso 
phcr; he is a philosopher who became pope. His vision 
of history is in sharpest contrast to that of fundamental- 
ists who citc "Bible prophecies" predicting scenarios for 
the imminent separation of the saved from the damned. 
Rather, history is the painful, contradictory, ambiguous 
devclopment toward universal frecdom for all human- 
kind. 

Talk about history's movement toward universal 
freedom invokes the much pilloried philosophical 
flights associated with Hegel. Karol Wojtyla, however, 
is a phenomenologist chiefly influenced by Max Schel- 
er. That means he pays scrupulous attention to the 
particular and the ordinary. Phenomenology, to put it 
quite simply, attends to phenomena. Ridding itself of 
philosophical and other presuppositions, the process of 
sheer intellection, of the mind, encounters reality that 

11 



is both internal and (primarily) external to the mind. 
The mind- including intellect, will, and feeling- is 
able to "mirror" a reality in its esscnce and thus providc 
a basis for presuming that reality's cxistcncc. 

John Paul's philosophical work hns focused on thc 
human person. In his thought thcrc is no word more 
important than "person." This is no individualistic 
focus, for the person is always person-in-relationship. 
But ncithcr does his thought dcsccnd into sociologcsc. 
He has done major work in Spanish mysticism and thc 
solitariness of the pcrson in the dark night of thc soul. 
The "horizontal" and "vertical" dimensions of the 
human pcrson a n  lx sustaincd bccausc, in John Paul's 
thought, the pcrson is engaged in transccndent rcality. 
He is in rclationship simultancously to othcr pcrsons 
and to thc personhood of the ahsolute, of God. 

FREEDOM'S ACTING AND FREEDOM'S SHIELD 
Wojtyla's writings arc not for the bcdsidc tablc. ( I t  is 
said that he knew long ago that hc would bccomc popc, 
and he wrote his books so that hc could makc them 
requircd rcading as pcnancc for wickcd pricsts in purga- 
tory.) To understand him, however, is to understand his 
thought. For most obscrvcrs thcrc is thc public pop-  
both pastoral and political-and thcn the vaguc awarc- 
ness of Wojtyla thc scholar in the hackground. I3ut 
upon first appearance, and cvcn more upon closer 
examination, pcoplc arc struck by thc thorough intcgra- 
tion of the man, his thought, and his work. Onc may 
disagree with particular positions, hut cach is part of a 
wholc. Exccpt supcrficiall y, onc cannot encounter John 
Paul sclectively. 

This conclusion is rcinforccd by thosc who hnvc 
known Popc John Paul privatcly. Thc privatc pcrson 
and thc public person arc thc samc. That is somctinics 
said of other puhlic figures, notably of politicians, and i t  
is usually not a complimcnt. It  mcans thcre is nothing 
behind thc facade. In John Paul's cnsc, howcvcr, it sug- 
gests that the authenticity of the pcrson is p~iblicly 
accessible. Hc rcally is who he publicly appears to lx. 
This would accord with his philosophical understand- 
ing of the person. 

It is the conccpt of the pcrson, plus thc culture that 
can sustain and protect that conccpt, which John I'aul 
would lift up. Against sundry dcterminisms- cconom- 
ic, psychological, biological - hc affirms culture as tlic 
human artifact that keeps lifc truly human. Here again 
his philosophical position is rcinforccd by his experi- 
ence as a Pole: 

I am the son of a nation that has lived through thc grcatest 
experiences in history, which though condemned to death 
several times by its neighlmrs, has survived and remained 
itself. I t  has conscrvcd, regardless of foreign occupations, its 
national (as distinguished from politicil) sovereignty, not 
by depending on the resources of physical power, but 
uniqucly by depending on its culturc. As it  happcncd, this 
culture revealed itself as being a greater power than all 
other forces [emphasis added]. 

As a Pole, John Paul obviously fecls that he does not 
have to take lessons from Western liberalism on the 
importance of individual and civil liberties. Devotion 
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to liberty is his by birthright. Williams comments: 
"Thus no Pontiff in modern timcs has come to the See 
of Peter with greater personal devotion to the principles 
of civil liberties as the natural and revealed rights of 
man than has John Paul 11." 

As the person is key to his thought, so frcedom is kcy 
to k i n g  a person. In his anthropology, the pcrson freely 
wills his own actions according to good or evil and thus 
fulfills or fails to fulfill his humanity. Freedom consists 
in choosing truth in onc's actions. Such choice must bc 
made without cocrcion from instinctual or subliminal 
drives, which are self-disintegrative, or from cxtcrnal 
social and political 'prcssurcs, which can only lcad to 
the conformism that is the opposite of freedom. The 
person acting in freedom is transccndent. That is, he 
crosses the boundaries of thc sclf. To put it diffcrcntly, 
to use self-determination to movc transccndcntly to- 
ward a goal that is in'agreemcnt with the truth is to be 
fulfilled as a person and thus to bccomc good. 

John Paul knows that all fulfillmcnt, short of pcrfect 
union with God, is approximatc. Evcry lifc cncounters 
impcdimcnts on frccdom's way toward fulfillment as a 
pcrson. In this rcspcct thc popc is very much a "realist." 
Impcdimcnts may be physical, mental, economic, or 
political. Noncthelcss, frecdom rcmains the way. Ulti- 
mate fulfillment is a transccndent hope, experienced in 
this lifc perhaps only by Iicroines and heroes who havc 
travclcd thc mystical path. I n  our personal and social 
lifc thc task is cvcr to cxpand freedom's field of 
action. 

Rcligion is thc ccntral sphcrc of frccdom's acting and 
also frccdom's shield. "For rcligion,'' writes John Paul, 
"consists in the frcc adhcrcncc of the human mind to 
God, which is in all respects pcrsonal and conscien- 
tious; it arises from the dcsirc for truth .... And in this 
relation thc secular arm may not interfere, bccause reli- 
gion itself by its naturc transccnds all things secular." 
Of course there are divisions produccd by religious dif- 
ferences. In such instances mutiial tolcration is the '. 
minimal but ncccssary requirement of freedom. But 
tolcration is not enough. "Progrcss in thc pcrccption of 
thc truth must bc dcsircd at thc samc timc, for finally 
nothing othcr than the truth will lihcratc us from the 
various kinds of separation." The clear implication is 
that no party pcrccivcs thc truth perfectly; all are pro- 
grcssing toward that pcrfcct pcrccption. 

Freedom to seck the truth is protcctcd also for the 
atheist. John Paul makes a clcar distinction,,.however, 
Ixtwccn athcism which springs from personal convic- 
tion and athcism imposed by an unjust social systcm. 
He suggests there is a linkage, though, bctwccn athe- 
ism, even when personally choscn, and thc dcnial of 
freedom. "The human being who is an athcist.is one 
pcrsuadcd of his own end-if I may so speak-of his 
'cschatological' aloneness." In this aloneness is a dcnial 
of pcrsonal immortality, and "this disposes one to seek a 
quasi-immortality in the collkctive life. The question is 
whether collectivism.favors atheism more than atheism 
favors collectivism." Thus John Paul exposes the tran- 
scendent yearning that is at thc heart of the totalitarian 
impulse. Noncthclcss, the frcc socicty must protect the 
right of persons to choose the athcism that would deny 
that freedom. 



COMMUNISM AND CAPITALISM 
The pope is keenly aware that this philosophy, which 
sees .evgry person as possessing a vocation to transcen- 
dent freedom, is under attack on many fronts. John Paul 
Seems almost to relish the conflict. Speaking sprcifical- 
ly of the need to protect thc unborn, he declares: "We 
are in thc front line in a lively battle for the dignity of 
man." In speaking of the human condition, John Paul is 
suspicious of gencralities. Again and again hc comes 
back to the specific, the concrete, the particular, the 
historical pcrson. In this constant emphasis upon the 
unique, Williams observes, John Paul would warn us 
away "from the 'abstract' man# of Marxist theory and 
the abstract 'humanity' of the French Rcvolution and 
its scqucls into the twentieth century." 

Human thought, science, and culture, according to 
John Paul, all have a "legitimate autonomy" from the 
tutelage of rcligious authorities. But precisely out of 
concern for persons, and out of profound reflection 
upon what it means to bc a person, John Paul cautions 
against "a humanism that is closed, limited to a purely 
earthly horizon and cxposcd consequently to dccidcdly 
inhuman developments." Closed humanism imprisons 
human life in a cramped and fetid sccularism. And, as 
John Paul indicatcs, it leads to "dccidcdly inhuman 
devclopments"; the denial of the religious impulse 
toward thc transccndcnt results in bestowing an abso 
lute or religious Icgitimation upon i1 human condition 
defined by "a purcly earthly horizon." That act of clo- 
sure, which charactcrizcs totalitarian systems, requires 
the denial of freedom, which is the ultimate sin against 
the human person. 

Champions of democratic frccdom wish that John 
Paul would take more clearly the side of the'West in 
the ideological conflict with communism. Advocatcs of 
Marxist-oricntcd "libcration theology" wish hc would 
give a little on his ideas about the person and about 
freedom, since thesc, they say, may have to be bcnt 
somewhat in order to achicvc a just society. As leadcr of 
a universal community, the popc cannot overtly take 
sidcs in the many-facetcd conflicts bctwcen East and 
West, betivccn capitalism and socialism. 111 his public 
pronouncemcnts, John Paul appears to criticize evcn- 
handcdly atheistic totalitarianism and capitalist consu- 
merism. 

In fact his criticisms of communism and capitalism 
arc hardly cvcnhanded. His rcscrvations about Western 
democracy come from fleeting obscrvations about a sys- 
tem in which tic ncvcr has livcd. His abhorrcnce of 
totalitarianism derives from his most formative and 
immediate experience. More important, his philosophy 
of the person and of freedom is expressly in conflict 
with evcry form of totalitarian and authoritarian gover- 
nance. I t  is an inherent conflict. In Western democra- 
cies, on the other hand, John Paul thinks that the per- 
son-in-freedom is not actualized adequately and is in 
fact hindered by disintcgrativc dynamics. That is no 
doubt true, although thc relative merits of free socicties 
would likcly be more apparent to the pope had he great- 
er experience with such societies. The crucial differ- 
ence, however, is that John Paul's strictures against 
totalitarianism arc rootcd in theological and philosophi- 
cal conviction, while his criticism of liberal democracy 

rests merely upon limited observation. 
Those who sympathize with theologies of liberation 

and cultural trends such as feminism tend to vacillate 
in their appraisal of John Paul. Sometimes they claim 
his endorsement, more frequently they say he is sup- 
portive but inhibited by outmoded ideas and institu- 
tions. Increasingly now his critics incline to the view 
that, while he started out strong, he is fast regressing 
into a reactionary posture. They compare John Paul, 
very unfavorably, with John XXIII. Against such com- 
parisons, the Williams book alerts us to the fact that the 
two popes have quite different roles in the history of 
redefining the Church's mission in the world. 

Books by.John Mu1 II 
Available in Englirh translation 

Sign of Contradiction (Crossroad Publishing Compa 
ny; 206 pp.; $8.95)- meditations delivered on retreat 
with Popc Paul VI. 

Source8 of Renewal (Harper h Row; 448 pp.; 
S14.95)-a commentary on the documents of Vaticm 11. 

Toward a Philolrophy o? Praxia (Crossroad Publish 
ing Company; 160 pp.; $9.95)- a collection. 

The Acting Person (Kluwer [Boston]; 367 pp.; 
$29.50)- a difficult philosophical critiquc of Max Schel- 
er. 
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For John XXllI the key word was nggiornamento- 
updating an essentially medieval and rcactivc institu- 
tion in order to engage the modern world. Some of 
John's admirers thought that that cngagcment meant 
uncritical affirmation of everything modern, that the 
Church was finally getting in step with thc putative 
course of history. Whatever John intended, John Piu1 
clearly has something else in mind. Apparently confi- 
dent that the modcrn world has bccn effectively 
engagcd, John Paul is determined that thc Church not 
emulate or imitate modernity's follies. He represents a 
critical engagement that points the way beyond moder- 
nity and beyond secularism. 

In the mind of John Paul the Church is neither anti- 
modern nor the avant garde of change that is allegedly 
determined by forces Ixyond our control. He calls the 
Church to bc a community of clear and even heroic 
identity that bcars in history the transcendent hope for 
the actualization of the person in freedom and commu- 
nity. Because this call goes beyond currently competing 
ideologies, it is inevitable that he will be misunderstood 
and resented by critics on all sidcs. But if he succeeds in 
persuading us of a better way, a way lxyond our present 
contentions and confusions, he will have vindicated the 
judgment that he i s  the most powerful man in the 
world today. I_w_vJ 
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